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Reflections on Play, Sport, and Culture

The psychological dependence of humanity on playing is huge. Its nature and functional utility are unclear. These linked yet contradictory issues have created the intrigue that has fed philosophical thought for more than two hundred years. During this period, philosophy transferred many of the subjects of its analysis to the aegis of the humanities that it spawned. Each of them pays close attention to human play and studies it with its own methods of theoretical and experimental research. Thus, what was once a general philosophical comprehension of human play has branched out into different directions, definitions, and theories. This new book represents a renewed general view of human play. The unique quality of the volume lies in its fairly rare interdisciplinary methodology, encompassing a broad spectrum of the humanities: philosophy, anthropology, sociology, and the history of play, and behavioral analysis of playing, which have been done by the author. As a result, the volume ends with the proposition of a new general approach to human play that is named by the author “play field theory”. Such an approach makes reflections on play, sport, and culture a source for all scholars studying play, by widening their knowledge through both a new general view and their familiarization with notions from neighboring fields and disciplines.
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To my beloved Ruth, Ayala, and Ilana, this message from the places of past beliefs about human nature and culture, toward the uncharted realms of your forthcoming era that you will discover yet.
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Preface

My personal experience with the study of play and sports spans a wide range of aspects. It follows a trajectory that corresponds to the historical development of scholarly ideas about human play, progressing from practical engagement and intuitive recognition to functionalist research, and advancing further toward philosophical understanding. My journey commenced by actively participating in games as a player, coach, and lecturer in team sports, teaching and coaching. In a parallel course, I engaged in empirical studies, examining performance in elite sports through the lens of complexity scientific approach.1 At the same time, I undertook scholarly inquiries into the historical, anthropological, and philosophical dimensions of play and sports as a cohesive entity.

This compilation endeavors to bring structure to the numerous studies carried out by me across diverse disciplines. It unveils fundamental connections among these studies, aiming to comprehend the overarching traits of human play. To accomplish this, I meticulously chose several of my key publications from the past two decades. I adjusted and refined them to align with present-day discussions and compiled them into a unified compilation. However, this work by itself awakened deductive processes in my mind and has moved me forward to an unpredicted finish. This is a general theoretical perspective, albeit faintly visible, yet beginning to take form and substance. As a final result, an introduction to a general concept is proposed to the reader herein. I refer to it as the “play field theory”.


Note


	 Lebed, F. (2022). Complexity in Games Teaching and Coaching: A Multi-Disciplinary Perspective. London- New York: Routledge.; Lebed, F. (2017). Complex Sport Analytics. London- New York: Routledge.; Lebed, F. and Bar-Eli, M. (2013). Complexity and Control in Team Sports. Dialectics in Contesting Human Systems. London – New York: Routledge.





Abbreviations


	AG

	Arm Grab: Grabbing an opponent with the arms

	AM

	Arousing motivation

	BP

	Body push: Pushing with the body

	CD

	Catch and dribble: Catching and dribbling/possession with the hands

	CHFR

	Catch, hold, and free run: Catching, holding, and running freely

	CNS

	Central nervous system

	Esc

	Escape

	FTo

	Foot touch: Touching and possession using the feet

	FTr

	Foot trip: Tripping an opponent with the foot

	HP

	Hand push: Pushing with the hands

	HS

	Hand/stick strike: Striking with the hands or a play tool on opponent’s hands

	LK

	Leg kick: Kicking an opponent’s leg

	PFT

	Play field theory

	TGF

	Tackle and ground fall: Falling to the ground

	TT

	Tool touch: Touching and possession using a tool only




Introduction

This volume delves into the philosophy of human play and sport, drawing insights from a range of interdisciplinary humanities studies. Indeed, I am confident in the definability of human play and seek to engage in a debate with Wittgenstein and his followers on this matter. To define play, I employ a content qualitative analysis of numerous philosophers’ perspectives. As well, I incorporate Heidegger’s concept of Dasein (being there). However, there are several reasons why it would not be appropriate to label this work as a definitive philosophical investigation. This is due to the detachment of humanities from philosophy over the past 150 years.

During this period, philosophy has evolved beyond its role as a mere reflection of the world. This transformation began earlier, prompted by Bacon’s scathing criticisms of Plato and Aristotle and Descartes’ doubts. Pure philosophy gradually relinquished its dominant position in the pursuit of understanding the world. Metaphysics, once regarded as the supreme discipline among the seven liberal arts, no longer holds sway.

While philosophy excluded the “physics” aspects of the world from its purview, it continued to strive to explain the nature of humans and society until the 20th century. However, disciplines such as sociology, social anthropology, and psychology emerged as “independent sciences” and ventured beyond comprehensive theoretical analysis. They delved into the realm of experiments, surveys, interviews, and statistically grounded mathematical language. Empirical investigation became an essential requirement for proposing theoretical knowledge, superseding deductive reasoning.

The increasing divergence between the humanities and philosophy throughout the past century is understandable. Each discipline needed to emphasize its unique subject of study, employing distinct terminology and methodologies.

However, the study of human play, and this is crucial, takes a contrasting approach. Instead of distancing itself from philosophy, the study of play embraces it. The practical application of the concept of play in religious, moral, public, and artistic contexts has been habitual for over two thousand years. Hoffer’s aphorism “The creative mind is the playful mind. Philosophy is the play and dance of ideas”1 illustrates this habitualness. Here, Hoffer employs the “well-known” concept of play to explore the “unknown” realm of philosophy because, intuitively, we all already possess some understanding of play.

After a long period of intuitive awareness of play, scholarly exploration truly began with functionalist studies two hundred years ago. These studies, primarily in the field of developmental psychology, eventually led to contemporary philosophical thought. Currently, various approaches to comprehending human play coexist and mutually enrich one another. These include habitual use, the examination of play, games, and sports by diverse humanities disciplines, and philosophical discourse.

Therefore, the main purpose of this book is to present an inclusive approach to human play, games, and the phenomenon of competitive sports. There are several ways to achieve this integration. As mentioned earlier, I have chosen a rather unconventional approach by combining my own multidisciplinary studies of play and ball games evolved into sports.

The book is divided into three distinct parts.2 The first two parts about human play are rooted in a basic epistemological dichotomy: one is purely analytical, and the other is contemplative-empirical.

Metaphorically speaking, Part I is dedicated to comprehending human play within the framework of Platonic epistemology: the primacy of ideas in relation to the contemplation of the world and experience.

The metaphor of Part II is based on Aristotelian epistemology: contemplative-empirical studies of various objects, classification, logical syllogisms, and subsequent theoretical generalizations. Indeed, my historical, anthropological, and behavioral studies form the core of this part. Across all three chapters, which adapt different publications of mine, I leave human play as a philosophical issue and predominantly focus on playing real games, which evokes the sensory experiences of “crumpled grass, sweat, and the raw skin of the ball.”

Part III, which could be titled “No one plays alone,” encompasses philosophical and anthropological studies. This part explores the interdependence of individual, group, and mass human play on public consciousness, as expressed through norms, cultural traditions, languages, playing technologies, and popular trends. It also develops the perspective of play’s social determination, with a special emphasis on the phenomenon of sports fandom. In the four chapters comprising this part of the volume, I demonstrate how society not only shapes the games “people play” but is also transformed under the influence of popular games, and how it actively engages and participates in sports competitions. Marxist views play a pivotal role in understanding this part of the book.

As mentioned in the Preface, the completed work unexpectedly propelled me toward the conclusion that the time has inevitably come to formulate a comprehensive theory of play within culture. In the Afterword of this volume, I present this theoretical perspective under the title “play field theory.” It’s important to note that this presentation should not be considered definitive and without weaknesses. However, the overall direction of thought is now clearly established, and I find myself quite content with the final outcome of writing this volume.


Notes


	 Eric Hoffer (1902–1983) is a well-known American moral and social philosopher, whose works are “pulled” into hundreds of quotes. Unfortunately, I did not find an accurate scholarly reference to this quote so widely spread on the digital net.

	 For a more detailed description of these parts, see the introductions for each of them.






Part IThe idea of play

DOI: 10.4324/9781003387305-1



Introduction to Part I

Metaphorically speaking, Part I delves into the comprehension of human play within the framework of Platonic epistemology, emphasizing the primacy of ideas in relation to the contemplation of the world and human experience.

Chapter 1 focuses on the historiography of human perspectives on play. This chapter is a stand-alone text that is not published earlier in any format and specially crafted for this publication. It explores the evolution of human culture and philosophy’s relationship with play, revealing significant changes over time. In antiquity, both pre-written and written sources treated play as a source of amusement for children and a means of appeasing and delighting divine entities for adults. Greek philosophy further emphasized its educational discourse in its axiological version.

The first dedicated philosophical inquiry into play emerged during the late 18th and 19th centuries, discussing the latent function of play in human nature. However, it was only in the 20th century that a comprehensive and wide-ranging metaphysical discussion on the essence, definition, and fundamental nature of play took place. I provide a concise overview of these stages of comprehension as a prelude to the subsequent chapters.

Chapter 2 is devoted to the principal definability of play, where I carefully engage with the ideas of Ludwig Wittgenstein. Drawing on an article published in 2020, I argue that play is fundamentally definable in English, partly due to language peculiarities in German (and also in French and Dutch) that do not distinguish between the concepts of play and game.

In Chapter 3, I explore the definition of play based on the perspectives of over 50 scholars who contributed their views in the 20th century. Utilizing a method of content qualitative analysis from a 2019 study, which I have adapted for this work, I synthesize the main themes to construct a comprehensive definition of human play. To underscore my definition of play as an escape from routine reality, I incorporate the German concept of Dasein (“being there”) introduced by Heidegger.

Chapter 4 presents the argument that sport is fundamentally a form of human play. In my attempt to comprehend sport, I shift the focus from physical activity to three crucial properties – competitive game, unproductiveness, and widely accepted officialization – that together offer a sufficient understanding of sport as a category. Drawing on these considerations, I propose a novel definition of sport as a kind of play.



1“Slow-moving” philosophy of play1
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Usefulness of play before philosophical comprehension

Human play follows culture for a long time. The pre-philosophical, unwritten experience of human culture connected to play has been passed down through archaeology and ethnography. These cultural studies provide us with evidence such as artifacts (Figure 1.1), board games, children’s toys, and ethnographic records. Play and games are integral parts of myths, epics, and folk traditions.


[image: An ancient wall painting depicts 4 figures in traditional attire engaged in a game. An individual on each side carries another individual on their back as the latter throws a small object resembling a stone or a ball toward the other team.]

Figure 1.1Girls playing a ball to enjoy their lord. A picture is drawn on a wall of a tomb of Baquet III, Nomarch of Orix Nome (2055–1956 bc), Middle Kingdom, Ancient Egypt (a photo by the author: Beni Hassan, Egypt, 2023).

For instance, the written myth of world creation in the Mexican Maya civilization serves as an impressive example of cosmogonic mythology connected to game playing (refer to Chapter 10 for more details). Additionally, wedding rituals followed by mass ball games are known among the native peoples of North America.

On the other hand, the earliest written mentions of play in human culture are found in religious texts. Some of them are particularly insightful. The first group of passages is quoted from the Bible and Curran2 (italicized below).


Thus, saith the Lord of hosts; There shall yet old men and old women dwell in the streets of Jerusalem, and every man with his staff in his hand for very age. And the streets of the city shall be full of boys and girls playing in the streets thereof.



(Bible, Zechariah 8:4 (King James Version))


Send him with us tomorrow to enjoy himself and play, and we shall take every care of him.



(Curran, Yusuf 12:12)

These two passages provide a clear example of the inherently autotelic nature of children’s play. It is an activity associated with amusement, joy, and carefree leisure. Such a contrasting view between carefree leisure and the serious nature of real life is not evident in the unwritten experience of human culture. Myths, rituals, and wall paintings all possess and convey either implicit or explicit instrumental messages.

The passage from the Bible discusses the spectators’ passive involvement in playing and engaging with it, conveying an additional facet of play.


And Abner said to Joab, let the young men now arise, and play3 before us. And Joab said, let them arise. Then there arose and went over by number twelve of Benjamin, which pertained to Ishbosheth the son of Saul, and twelve of the servants of David. And they caught everyone his fellow by the head, and thrust his sword in his fellow’s side; so they fell down together: wherefore that place was called Helkathhazzurim, which is in Gibeon. And there was a very sore battle that day; and Abner was beaten, and the men of Israel, before the servants of David.



(Bible, 2 Samuel 2: 14–17 (King James Version))

Within this passage, an analyst can identify three key points related to the understanding of play. The first of these points concerns the external, passive participation of individuals through observation. For instance, Abner and Joab act as spectators who wish to engage with a mortal fight among young men, which they refer to as “play.” This example highlights the concept of play observation as a distinctive form of participation. The observer who enjoys the play is its consumer, yet simultaneously, the observer can also be considered an “external” participant, whether passively or actively involved. If the observer initiates play for their own enjoyment or for social gain (as demonstrated by Abner), they become an active participant.

This leads us to the second point, which pertains to the relative perception of activity valuation as play by different sides involved in the activity. In the case mentioned, the fight is considered play only from the perspective of the spectators. Watching death and bloodshed as a spectacle might have been perceived as barbaric “autotelic play” by people in ancient times. However, the direct participants of this “play” did not view it in the same manner; instead, they perceived their own participation as vitally instrumental.

The third point that emerges from the preceding discussion concerns the simultaneous coexistence of autotelic and instrumental motivation in Abner’s play. He initiates and provokes conflict situations through play, all the while seeking to achieve his own utility purposes. This suggests the presence of a combined autotelic and instrumental motivation in his actions.

The subsequent passage from the Bible introduces a fresh perspective on play, as expressed by a Writer. It implies that wisdom, which was created by God before anything else on Earth, is meant to communicate teachings to people:


Then I was by him, as one brought up with him: and I was daily his delight, rejoicing4 always before him; Rejoicing in the habitable part of his earth; and my delights were with the sons of men. Now therefore hearken unto me, O ye children: for blessed are they that keep my ways.



(Bible, Proverbs 8: 30–32 (King James Version))

The passage illustrates two aspects of play, as I perceive it. On one side is God, who takes delight in wisdom’s play “before him.” God acts as an audience to wisdom’s play, an observer. This suggests that wisdom’s play holds an autotelic value for God, as He created it for His own delight. On the other side is wisdom itself, the player, who not only plays “before” God but also plays “with” the Earth and “the sons of men” for God. Together, they engage in play “before him,” as the play was originally intended by God. The world, in essence, is a product of God’s play with wisdom and people, and wisdom brings pleasure and life to the world.

While the notion of wisdom playing for God may initially appear to lack a motive, wisdom is elevated by being God’s allegorical playmate and becomes a divine messenger that people can perceive and should follow. Wisdom finds “daily delight” and “rejoices” in something important and necessary beyond the immediate amusement of play itself.

In various religious beliefs throughout human culture’s history, one can find numerous examples highlighting the close connection between human play and the desires of gods. An example of this is evident in Hinduism, where gods are perceived as having a relationship with the earthly lives of people, viewing it as a play that must be guided by the divine spirit (Sri Aurobindo, 1997):


…The Spirit shall take up the human play,

This earthly life become the life divine.



(Savitri, Book 11, Canto 1, pp. 710–711)

When summarizing the pre-philosophical views on play, at least two universal characteristics can be observed in its understanding. Firstly, there is no attempt to rigidly define play. Its essence is known a priori and doesn’t demand specific scrutiny. Secondly, human play is seen as distinct from real life due to its self-sufficiency and autotelicity. However, in this distinction, there exist “gaps” where play is instrumentally used for life’s purposes, particularly to appease the gods and receive their favor.

In Greek culture too, one can recognize the gods’ desire to witness people engaging in play, as they, too, played a role in creating mankind. This significant value is exemplified in Plato’s well-known passage (cited in Hyland, 1977: 36).


… the human being, as we have said before, has been created as a plaything of the gods, and that is the best part of us. All of us, then, men and women alike, must live accordingly, and spend our lives making our play as noble and beautiful as possible…



(Plato, Laws, 3, sec. 803)

This notion is clearly illustrated by an example from ancient Greece – the Olympic Games. The Games were not merely competitions “for the pure love of sport” (Gardiner, 1926), but rather, they served as a collective “prayer” to the gods. This prayer was not expressed through words but through sacred physical activity. The competitive nature of this activity was not driven by a desire for thrilling spectacles but was deeply rooted in Greek culture. The foundation of Greek culture lay in the competitive form of any social activity, known as “agon” (Katlas, 2004). For instance, poets, musicians, and dancers found their self-actualization through competition. Philosophy also flourished in public debates, which were preceded by years of preparation in the study of sophistry. Similarly, the bodily “Olympic prayer” was carried out through competition, with the winner at the Delphic Games (e.g., Fontenrose, 1988) being awarded an olive wreath symbolizing Apollo’s love.

Aristotle held a different perspective on the activities most favored by the gods. He considered certain activities, such as worrying and meting out justice, as “unworthy for gods” and dismissed them as primitive tales. For Aristotle, only contemplative activity – the pursuit of wisdom – held a special status.


And self-sufficiency that is spoken of must belong most to the contemplative activity. … And this activity alone would seem to be loved for its own sake; for nothing arises from it apart from the contemplating, while from practical activities we gain more or less apart from the action.



(Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, X: 7)

The reason for this was that contemplation was loved for its own sake and had a truly autotelic character, unlike other activities, including play.

Here and in other sources on the stages of classical Greek philosophy, they, as their predictors, related to play as something rather taken for granted. The Greeks did not have an orderly philosophy of human play. Thus, despite specific references to play and its role in daily life in the writing of Plato and Aristotle, these thoughts are interwoven into their general writings rather than being discrete theories of play (Russell and Ryall, 2015).

Basic comprehensions of play in the Hellenic world falter because Socrates and other participants of dialogues did not try to formulate a definition or ontology of play but rather discussed its educational values. This makes my own analysis of the issue much more focused on the question: “Why is play good?”

In Plato’s dialogues, for example, different statements about the good values of play are rather contradictory. Following Socrates’ idea, Plato encourages the observance of children’s play for instrumental purposes, to discern natural proclivities. He distinguishes between “serious” play and three forms of “bad play”: frivolity, false-play, and false seriousness (Hunnicutt, 1990).

“Good” play helps learners to progress toward the goal, which is to be educated members of the good society, while “bad play” impedes their efforts (Krentz, 1998). For Plato, one of the purposes and observable benefits of serious play is that it trains children to be good, contented citizens. Reflecting this axiological dualism, D’Angour (2013: 298–299), for example, notes that Plato (and after him Aristotle) was conscious of a moral ambiguity in the concept of play: on the one hand, play seems to imbue the norms of serious cultural activity; on the other, it suggests something intrinsically unserious and childlike.

At the same time, Plato, being extremally loyal to his principle of playing as realization of a wish of gods, cites Socrates as an authority and relates to play as a best method of education.


Therefore, you best of men,“ – I said, – “don’t use force in training the children in the subjects, but rather play. In that way you can better discern what each is naturally directed toward.”



(Plato, Republic, 7. 536)

Aristotle, in contrast to Socrates and Plato, developed a different perspective on the role of play in education, emphasizing its narrow instrumental function. In his work “Politics” (Book 8), he delves into musical education, which leads him to analyze the relationship between useful activities, leisure, and amusement.


… the question must be asked, what ought we to do when at leisure? Clearly we ought not be amusing ourselves, for then amusement would be the aim of life… we should introduce amusements only at suitable times, and they should be our medicines, for the emotion which they create in the soul as a relaxation, and from the pleasure we obtain rest.



(Aristotle, Politics, 8, III)


Now obviously youths are not be instructed with a view to their amusement, for learning is no amusement, but it is accompanied with pain.



(Aristotle, Politics, 8, V)

Examples from early cultural writings like the Bible, Curran, as well as the philosophical works of Plato and Aristotle, reveal two crucial aspects: (1) play can be both an immediate activity and a mediating observation; (2) the historical origins of play predominantly reflect an instrumental approach. Only spontaneous play by children, not influenced by adult education, stands apart from this dominant view. These historical views provide evidence of the human relationship with play, but they cannot be the sole basis for comprehensive generalizations. As evident from the suggested instances, play can be divided into three distinct categories:


	Play contrasting “serious” or utilitarian human activities.

	Play as a form of imitating the intentions of gods, influencing human behavior to a certain extent.

	Play as a process that obscures its initiator’s true intentions.



First steps toward philosophy: Functionalism as a key for explanations of human play

In this section, my historiography of scholarly thoughts about play continues along the main epistemological axis, shifting from the previous focus on the “just use” of play for “good” education and holy duties to the comprehension of play’s function (see below). Subsequently, I will delve into my own philosophical understanding of the nature of play beyond its functions (covered in the upcoming chapters).

In the New Times and after a prolonged period of philosophical “inattention,” the axiological question about human play, as analyzed by the Greeks, gave way to more “pragmatic” inquiries concerning (a) the intrinsic determination of human play: “What are the latent psychophysiological processes that cause playing?” and (b) the hidden or clear function of play in personal growth and socio-psychological development: “Why does play exist in human nature if it does not seem to directly contribute to survival?” These questions reflected the Enlightenment era and the fundamental issues of overall education in Europe. This “play for what?” approach is evident in numerous theories of play proposed by philosophers and psychologists from the late 18th to the early 20th centuries.

Each of these theories became the subject of serious discourse during a certain period. Their interplay and contradictions were carefully examined and debated (e.g., Schwartzman, 1976; Smith, 1989; Lillard, 2015), garnering both supporters and opponents. For an extended period, it has been customary to describe this conglomerate of traditional and modern theories of human play chronologically (e.g., Elkonin, 1978, 2005; Smith, 1989) or based on various classifications. For instance, Pepler & Rubin (1982: 5) categorized the so-called “classical” theories of play into three types: (a) surplus energy theory, (b) practice theory, and (c) recapitulation theory of play. Indeed, proposed over a span of 60–70 years, many of these theories often overlap, making clear classification challenging but ultimately allowing for a focus on two possible determinants of the emergence of play: internal and/or external (empirical).

However, such a stark pole dichotomy is quite rare in real theoretical constructions, but it does exist. The theories can be divided into two types based on the level of human consciousness determining the need to play: (1) subconscious (instinctive level) and (2) conscious (cognitive, emotional, and behavioral level). More commonly, these thoughts consider both the intrinsic nature of play and one’s interactions with the environment. As such, the theories described below originate from biology and general psychology and are predominantly found in the modern field of developmental and/or educational psychology. Renowned anthropologist of play, Brian Sutton-Smith (1924–2015), referred to the entire collection of these theoretical views as the “rhetoric of progress” (Sutton-Smith, 1997).

Some theories propose that play operates solely at an instinctive level. They explore the organic, biologically determined function of play. Among them, two represent the homeostatic-physiological explanation. The first is the theory of surplus energy, previously mentioned in “Emile” by Rousseau (1762) and later emphasized by Fredrich Schiller (1794) and Herbert Spencer (1855, 1861). Another viewpoint is presented in the theory of relaxation. Lazarus (1883) and Patrick (1916) argued that the need for rest through a change of activity serves as the latent and unconscious cause of play in animals and children. Patrick articulated the general argument of this theory as follows:


Hence we can understand why children’s play and adult sport take the form of hunting, fishing, camping, outing, swimming, climbing, and so on through the long list. The more elemental these activities have been in the history of racial development, the greater release they afford, when indulged in as relaxation, from the tension of our modern life.



(Patrick, 1916, p.52, cited in Solomon, 1917, p. 422)

Today, the surplus theory appears to be a generalization based on longitudinal observations of children engaging in “wild” play and running during breaks between lessons. However, it has never been supported by scholarly research (Smith, 1989). On the contrary, the theory of relaxation, renamed as the theory of active rest through the change of physical activity, has been widely recognized and developed since the classical experiments of the Russian physiologist Ivan Sechenov (1829–1905) throughout the last century (Sechenov, 1906). The effect of active rest in movement is even referred to as the “Sechenov’s phenomenon” in numerous sources (e.g., Trakhtenberg & Savitsky, 1957; Sada, 1998).

Play, as a latent phylogenetic atavism, stands outside the physiological explanation of play but strongly aligns with instinctive behavior. Stanley Hall’s (1846–1924) atavistic or recapitulation theory could be considered a fitting example of this perspective (Hall, 1904, 1906). Pepler and Rubin (1982: 10) briefly and succinctly described Hall’s theory as follows:


Hall believed that child development provided a means for detecting both between- and within-species evolution. With embryonic growth, humans were thought to retrace their evolutionary paths from protozoan to human. During childhood play, the history of humankind could be progressively recapitulated. Thus, for example, those childhood games which involved running, throwing, and club hitting (baseball) were viewed as modern extensions of earlier … hunting activities. To Hall, the function of play was cathartic in nature. It was suggested that during the early years of life, children “played out” their … instincts.


It appears that Hall’s speculation is based on the evolutionary principle of recapitulation formulated by the great zoologist Ernst Haeckel (1834–1919): “ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny.”

A decade before Hall’s theory of recapitulation, the German philosopher Karl Groos (1861–1946) proposed the pre-practice, preparation theory of children’s play (Groos, 1898, 1901). Perhaps, Hall’s theory was even influenced by Groos’s view of play as an instinctive activity. However, Groos’s play is not a biological adaptation or an atavistic “monkey tail”; instead, it revolves around the educative interconnection between a child and the learning and preparing environment. The central idea of this view is highly functional: both instinctively and consciously, children engage in play activities that mirror the adult life of their parents and prepare themselves for this “true” life. Groos highlighted four main forms of such adult play: fighting, love, imitative, and social play. As suggested by Smith (1989: 213), “Groos’s theory is valuable in the sense that apparently purposeless play activities can no longer be summarily dismissed as having no value, since they play an important role in the development of the child.”

In general, the idea that the main function of play is to be a joyful means of preparing for adult life was present in several theories at the beginning of the 20th century. For instance, the growth theory by Appleton (1910) considers play as a response to a generalized drive for the growth of the organism. According to Appleton, play serves to facilitate the mastery of skills necessary for adult behaviors.

The perspective that children’s play is a preparation for productive work also found acceptance in Marxist philosophy. This idea is encapsulated in the notion of play as unalienated praxis (Hinman, 1978; Eichler, 1979), which was extensively developed by the renowned Russian Marxist Georgi Plekhanov (1856–1918). According to Plekhanov (1912), the primary function of play is to prepare the younger generations for labor. There might be a connection between Groos’s (1901) theory of play as practice or pre-exercise and the fundamental Marxist concept that labor serves as the foundation of all cultural superstructures.

Here, the observation and understanding of cognition, emotions, and activities (behaviors) during play are regarded as open ontogenetic experiences, shaping children’s growth, adaptation, and socialization. However, contemporary sources often pay little attention to the fact that play activity can stem from both positive and negative experiences in a subject’s interaction with the environment. If such experiences are constructive, they are usually attributed to individual progress and education. On the other hand, negative experiences are seen as the main reason for seeking refuge in play as a means to escape from a frustrating reality.

Play, as a positive ontogenetic experience linked in one way or another to instinctive needs, has been explained by several theories commonly referred to as “modern” (Mellou, 1994; Stagnitti, 2004). Within this group of views, one notable theory is the ego-expanding theory by Claparade (1911), suggesting that play serves as nature’s way of completing the ego through expressive exercising of the ego and the rest of the personality, promoting cognitive skill development, and facilitating the emergence of additional skills. Appleton’s growth theory (1910) posits that play is a response to a generalized drive for growth in the organism, facilitating the mastery of skills necessary for adult behaviors. Additionally, Bühler’s concept of play as functional pleasure (1918) establishes a connection between the pleasure of playing and the positive function of children’s play, as asserted by all followers of Groos.

The echoes of the fundamental function of children’s play as a means of familiarizing themselves with reality and the adult world can be found in theories from the second half of the 20th century as well. For instance, the relation theory by Vermeer (1955, 1972) views a child as initially engaging with the world through play. Play, therefore, becomes a means of relating to the world and entering into communication with everything and everyone.

Separate from the mainstream views, Buytendijk (1933) and Kurt Lewin (1935) perceived play as a natural, infantile dynamic in children that is primary in relation to the function attributed to it. As mentioned by Elkonin, “while Groos explains the meaning of childhood through play, Buytendijk, on the contrary, sees childhood explaining play. A creature plays because it is still young” (Elkonin, 2005: 13). Erikson’s (1950) psychosocial development theory further continued this perspective by elaborating on certain stages of personal and sexual development in children, highlighting the changing role and content of play in different ages.

Of all the mentioned views, Jean Piaget’s (1896–1980) cognitive development theory stands as the most prominent due to its empirical nature. Piaget (1945, 1951) was one of the first psychologists to use systematic scholarly observations of his own daughters’ growth, leading to original psychological generalizations. His stage of development, conceptualizing stages of types of children’s play, became the classical foundation for all developmental psychology.

However, Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934) was the only scholar to critically discuss some of Piaget’s earlier ideas in the 1930s. Numerous books and papers explore the differences between the views of these great psychologists (e.g., Elkonin, 1978, 2005). One essential detail worth emphasizing is that while Piaget spoke about personal cognitive development in play, Vygotsky asserted that all types of a child’s behaviors and experiences contribute to social-cognitive development. In his theory of play as social development (Vygotsky, 1933), for example, he suggested that play involves proximal social development, which begins from very early childhood, even during Piaget’s second stage of development through symbolic play before the age of 3 years.

Play as an escape from negative ontogenetic experiences is primarily associated with the psychoanalytical branch of psychology. Well-known “escapist” perspectives on human play can be found in the works of Freud (1908), Levinas (1935), and Erikson (1950). Erikson, for instance, figuratively defined play as a “vacation from social and economic reality” (Erikson, 1950, [1963], 212).

In this context, the arousal modulation theory by Berlyne (1960) is considered particularly original (Schwartzman, 1976; Lillard, 2015). This theory finds commonalities between behavioristic and psychoanalytic approaches, which are polar opposites, in their relation to the neural causes of development and the growth of internal conflict. As such, it can explain the psychological mechanism of escape as a means of avoiding conflict. Berlyne (1960) and later M. Ellis (1973) described play as the organism’s response to either overstimulation, seeking neural balance, or insufficient stimulation, seeking new stimuli to awaken the organism. Escape, therefore, becomes the common mechanism through which individuals cope with frustrating stimulation, whether it is excessive input causing anxiety or insufficient input leading to boredom (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975).

In summary, this chapter demonstrates how the historiography presented can lead the reader to the next chapters in the discourse.


	The majority of the analyzed theories proposed by Continental European scholars, who used their native terms “speil,” “spel,” or “jue,” did not differentiate between English categories “play,” “game,” and “sport.” They discussed functions, causes, and hidden determinants of play without explicitly suggesting a definition. This question of definition was taken up by Wittgenstein in the 1940s. He, using the German term “spiel,” negated the possibility and need for such a definition, and this verdict has since influenced future generations to continue psychological and anthropological discourse without a precise definition (e.g., Fink, 1957, 1960; Eberle, 2014). The principal definability of human play is discussed in Chapter 2.

	Among the two main approaches to play – axiological (in Ancient Greece) and functional – I suggest that the functional approach should be the basis for defining human play in the narrow English sense. The functional approach, reflected in various theories, helps to seek intrinsic causes of the human desire to play. It cannot solely be based on instinct or exclusively be a consequence of experience. It must encompass both. The definition of human play on this basis is discussed in Chapter 3 of the volume.

	Almost a century after Groos, Brian Sutton-Sxmith (1924–2015), a renowned anthropologist of play in the latter half of the 20th century, summarized over 100 theories and concepts across anthropology, psychology, and animal behavioral psychology, proposed by more than 150 authors (Sutton-Smith, 1997). To categorize these theories, the author combined them into seven “rhetorics” (Ibid, pp. 9–12), such as “Play as Progress,” “Play as Fate,” “Play as Power,” and more. The analyzed theories of play mainly relate to the “rhetoric of progress,” whereas the following works in this volume are dedicated to the “rhetoric of power.” The latter is characterized by pragmatic and practical approaches (e.g., Gulik, 1920). This leaves room for philosophical discussions bridging the gap between these fields of knowledge. One such discussion revolves around whether the “power” of sport competition should be limited to physical activity only, which is explored in Chapter 4.



Notes


	 This chapter still was not published in any format.

	 In the texts of the New Testament, there is no mention or reference to play or human playing.

	 There is no doubt about the intention of the “Writer”. In the Hebrew text of the Bible, it is written as a verb in future tense “banim iisahaku” (בנים ישחקו) where the original noun “mishak” (משחק) is “play” in English.

	 Here “rejoicing” is interpreted by us as “she is playing” because, in the original Hebrew text, the verb “mesaheket” (משחקת) signs a sense “she (wisdom) plays”.
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