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1. Philosophy and Play

● Play is apparently the opposite of 
what matters to philosophy, i.e. 
Seriousness, work, moral conduct 
or adult's business.

● Traditional philosophy has paid 
less attention to play until Johan 
Huizinga's Homo Ludens (1938). 
→ Blooming of the Social Science 
in the 19th century (G.H. Mead, 
Game Theory, Pedagogy, etc).

● There are important play 
metaphors or references to play in 
classic works: Heraclitus (time as 
child playing), Platon (Laws), 
Thomas Aquinas (ST), Pascal 
(Wager), Kant (aesthetic 
experience), etc.



  

Play as a metaphor or as a concept?

- We may distinguish here between 2 uses of play:
(a) Play as a phenomenon (PLAY-CONCEPT)  
(b) Play as a metaphor (PLAYING-METAPHOR)

- Some philosophical questions arise:
Concerning (a) What is play by nature? How do we define play?

Concerging (b) What do philosophers intend by using play as a 
metaphor? How are the playing-metaphors to be understood? 
What allows play to be a good metaphor of something else?

Concerning both: Is there any relationship between a given 
concept of play and the use of the metaphor? Are there any 
recurrent metaphors? Can playing-metaphors say something about 
the nature of metaphors, play or even philosophy?



  

(a) Play-concept and the Ludic Turn

● Sutton-Smith in his book The Ambiguity of Play (2001, p. xi) uses the 
term LUDIC TURN to refer to the contemporary debate on the 
definition of play. 

● The “classic” definition due to Huizinga states that: “play is a 
voluntary activity or occupation executed within fixed limits of 
time and place, according to rules freely accepted but absolutely 
binding, having its aim in itself and accompained by a feeling of 
tension, joy, and the consciousness that it is 'different' from 
'ordinary life'.” (Huizinga 1955, p. 28)

Important aspects of definition: A GAME-WORLD (“magic circle”) 
where rules define the permitted relations between real SUBJECTS 
( and their skills, dispositoins, emotions, here acting as PLAYERS) 
and real OBJECTS (here PLAYTHINGS) suspending the laws of 
ordinary life but not the conscience of this fact.



  

The “hot spots” of the debate – Callois' Typology



  

The “hot spots” of the debate – Salen and Zimmerman (2004)



  

(b) Playing-metaphor – An approach

● Playing-metaphors can work as a model  for understanding other 
phenomena. Example: Wittgenstein's language games as object of 
comparison to show how plural our use of language is (Philosophical 
Investigations,  §  23); Elusive definition: games do not have strict 
limits (PI, §69); they are constituted by rules (PG, I, II, §26) and refer 
to forms of life (PI, §7). → Sutton-Smith's (2001) Ambiguity

● Playing-metaphors are in itself a form of play: we must remain aware 
of the limits of the analogy.

● Work-Hyothesis concerning the use of Playing-Metaphors in 
Philosophy:
* Philosophers use playing-metaphors to explain phenomena which 
have the same ambiguity as play
* The choice of the kind of the game is not arbitrary
* The choice of the players is not arbitrary
* A metaphor is not self-evident, it depends on cultural context and 
narrative



  

(b) Playing-metaphor – An approach
Sutton-Smith's Seven Rhetorics of Play



  

2. Ancient fate

- Huizinga (1995) states that 
it is significant that in none of 
the ancient mythologies play 
embodies a divine or 
demonic figure, but gods are 
often represented as playing

- Sutton-Smith's Ancient 
Rhetoric of Fate – Gambling 
and Games of Chance, the 
oldest of all rhetorics

- Belief that human life and 
play are controlled by destiny



  

HERACLITUS - Αἱὼν παῖς ἐστι παίζων πεσσεύωνν̇ παιδòς βασιληίη�(DK – Fr. 52)�৮浤৮g����F παιδòς βασιληίη
(DK – Fr. 52)

“Aion is a child at play, playing 
draughts; the kingship is a 
child’s.”  (Heraclitus 1962, p. 
Xviii)
PROBLEMS OF INTERPRETATION:

- What is aion? It could mean 
meaningful life, lifetime or life 
strenght (Aichele 2000).

- Who is the child? Apollo (light, 
reason) or Dionisos (wine, 
celebration, instinct)

- What is the child playing? 
Draughts, dices, chess. Chance or 
skill? 



  

- Problems of interpretation: Time/Lifetime/Life is a child (innocent? 
capricious? stubborn?) who plays dices (chance) or chess (skill)? - 
Or give up interpretation as Gigon (1935) and Guthrie (1962) 
suggest?
- Some analogous interpretations:

*PLATO: “May we not conceive each of us living beings to be a 
puppet of the Gods, either they plaything only, or created with a 
purpose?, which of the two we cannot certainly know” (Laws, 644d)

*NIETZSCHE: “[A Dynosiac phenomenon of playful construction 
and demolition, NSMB] quite similar to Heraclitus the Obscure's 
comparision of the force that shapes the world to a playing child 
who sets down stones here, there, and the next place, and who 
builds up piles of sand only to knock them down again.” (Birth of 
Tragedy, 2007, p. 114).

*CONTEMPORARY PHYSICS: Heisenberg, Schrödinger et. al. 
“life on earth is entirely a matter of chance... essentially 
unpredictable.” (Jacques Monod, in Sutton-Smith, 2001, p. 59)



  

3. Modern luck: The Philosophers of Gambling

● Rescher (1995):Thesis of the 
origins of the theory of 
probability based upon Ian 
Hacking's The Emergence of 
Probability.

● “[...] the intellectual climate of a 
philosophy of chance set the 
stage for the development of 
the mathematics of chance” 
(Rescher 1995, p. 116) around 
1660

● 4 theorists: Thomas Gataker, 
Baltasar Gracián, Blaise Pascal, 
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz.



  

Baltasar Gracián – The Art of Wordly Wisdom or 
Pocket Oracle (1647)

 “In this life, fate mixes the cards as she lists, without consulting our 
wishes in the matters. [sec. 196]

And we have no choice but to play the hand she deals to us. But 
the wise man bides his time and places his bets when conditions are 
favorable. [sec. 163]

He tests the waters, as it were, before getting in too deep, and if 
matters look inauspicious withdraws to play again another day. [sec. 139]

The sagacious gambler never counts on luck’s lasting and prepares 
for adversity amidst good fortune. [sec. 113]

There are rules for coping with risks and the sagacious person can 
facilitate good fortune. [sec. 21]

Of these rules the most important is to play well  whatever fate may 
have dealt. [sec. 31]

Another cardinal rule is to know when to quit: the knowledgeable 
gambler never “pushes his luck”. [sec. 38]

Thus one crucial rule is not to deem oneself as destined for 
domination. To think oneself to be the ace of trumps is a fatal flaw. [sec. 
85]”



  

- Analogy life and playing cards with the precepts for effective 
performance →  Life is precarious, chaotic,  incoherent but we 
have to make good use of our skills

- Fortuna disposes but human beings propose: someone who does 
not play cannot win the game

- Rescher (1995) Strong Cultural Thesis: 
A deep tendency within Spanish philosophy to resist the 

rationalist tendency of northern Europe philosophy (ex. Quevedo, 
Calderón, Unamuno, Ortega y Gasset) 



  

4. (Post)modern freedom: 
the play of being in the world

* Eugen Fink (1905-1975), 
German philosopher and 
pedagogue

* Play is a key concept for 
understanding his work

COSMIC PLAY (related to 
Heraclitus and Nietzsche)
ONTOLOGY OF PLAY 
(Structural Analysis of 
Human Play)
ANTHROPOLOGICAL PLAY 
(Play as a Fundamental 
Phenomenon of Human 
Existence)



  

Eugen Fink's Synthesis

● World: “The cosmos plays” 
(NP: 172); 

● Fundamental Phenomena: 
DEATH, WORK, POWER, 
LOVE AND PLAY (Modes of 
being-in-the-world, SW)

● Human Existence: “By 
playing humans celebrate 
their existence” (GMD)

● Ontology of Play: Play-World 
is a production of meaning, 
we enter in the realm of 
fantasy and appearence, or 
fiction



  

- Speculative Play: Play becomes a World-Formula, a “Symbol of 
the World” or a “Mirroring of the World”

→ Speculative means a mental operation that consists in 
identifyng the essence of the world with one of its elements 
(Tales and the water, Plato and the light, Hegel and the absolute 
spirit)

→ Fink: THE WORLD IS A PLAY WITHOUT PLAYERS (SW)

→ METAPHOR OR SYNECDOCHE?

“The human being is the only being for whom playing is a 
fundamental element of its existance and therefore 
participates in the great game of being.” (SW: 29)



  

Last remarks

- Playing metaphors: Human Beings and their Chances
HERACLITUS → GRACIÁN → (SCHOPENHAUER) → FINK
PLATO     (NIETZSCHE)

- Ancient fate (our play-space may be defined by gods, with a 
purpose we don't know)

→ Modern view (we have to play our cards wisely in a 
world of chance)

→ (Post) modern freedom (Playful existence in a 
playful world, the play is itself its own 

purpose)

- Playing metaphors work for illustrate a situation in which we don't 
have the means to offer a final solution between determinism or 
absolute freedom
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