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CHAPTER 1

The Defimtion of Play

In 1933, the rector of the Uni-
versity of Leyden, J. Huizinga, chose as the theme of an im-
portant oration, “The Cultural Limits of Play and the Serious.”
He took up and developed this topic in an original and powerful
work published in 1938, Homo Ludens. This work, although
most of its premises are debatable, is nonetheless capable of
opening extremely fruitful avenues to research and reflection. In
any case, it is permanently to J. Huizinga’s credit that he has
masterfully analyzed several of the fundamental characteristics
“of play and has demonstrated the importance of its role in the
“very development of civilization. First, he sought an exact defini-
tion of the essence of play; second, he tried to clarify the role of
play present in or animating the essential aspects of all culture:
in the arts as in philosophy, in poetry as well as in juridical insti-
tutions and even in the etiquette of war.
Huizinga acquitted himself brilliantly in this task, but even if
he discovers play in areas where no one before him had done so,
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Notes

1. J. Huizinga, Homo Ludens (English translation; New York:
Roy Publishers, 1950, p. 13). On p. 28 there is another definition
not quite as eloglient, but less restricted: “Play is a voluntary ac-
tivity or occupation executed within certain fixed limits of time and
place, according to rules freely accepted but absolutely binding,
having its aim in itself and accompanied by a feeling of tension, joy,
and consciousness that it is different from ordinary life.”

2. Paul Valéry, Tel quel, I (Paris, 1943), p. 21.

3. Karl Groos, The Play of Animals (English translation; New
York: D. Appleton & Co., 1898, p. 151).

4. For example, in the Balearic Islands for jai-alai, and cock-
fights in the Antilles. It is obvious that it is not necessary to take
into account the cash prizes that may motivate jockeys, owners,
runners, boxers, football players, or other athletes. These prizes,
however substantial, are not relevant to alea, They are a reward for
a well-fought victory. This recompense for merit has nothing to do
with luck or the result of chance, which remain the uncertain
monopoly of gamblers; in fact it is the direct opposite.

5. Terrifying examples of mimicry or structural dissimulation
among insects (the spectral attitude of the mantis and the fright
offered by Smerinthus ocellata) will be found in my study entitled
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