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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

Formulating a metaphysical deﬁnition of human play faces three main
diﬃculties. First, for many years the very possibility, or need, for such
a deﬁnition has been questioned. Second, very often attempts to
metaphysically understand play ‘slide oﬀ’ to one of two incompatible
poles: comprehension of play as a mental stance or mode of action vs.
its interpretation as real action and a type of cultural activity. Third,
metaphysical views of play have not yet decided through which main
philosophical category it is possible to combine these polar points of
view into a single whole. This article is based on the deﬁniteness of
human play in principle. It is dedicated to the philosophical categorization of play using the tools of qualitative content analysis and
encompasses the widely cited views of leading scholars. The use of
this methodology allowed me to distinguish between nine main
philosophical themes through which play can be diﬀerentiated from
all other forms of human existence. They are: ‘partial escape from
routine reality’, ‘freedom’, ‘autotelicity’, ‘play as a kind of being’, ‘imagination’, ‘exaggeration’, ‘temporality’, ‘discovery’ and ‘relocation’.
Through an in-depth study of these themes by reviewing current
philosophical discussions about play it was possible: (1) to strengthen
Fink’s (1960a,b) thesis of play as a kind of existing and to focus
comprehension of human play on the notion of ‘escape to another
being’ as the desired ‘single whole’ joining play as state and play as
action (this thesis is part of the main focus of the proposed study); and
(2) to clarify and add to the themes found in the course of the research
and formulate an overall philosophic deﬁnition of human play.

Human play; qualitative
content analysis; deﬁnition
of play; escape; being-there

Introduction
The task of deﬁning human play philosophically is very hard not only because of the wide
diversity of ideas that have accumulated during the last 150 years, and not only because of
an existing view in postmodern philosophy about the impossibility and uselessness of
deﬁnition itself (e.g., Brown and Vaugh 2010; Eichberg 2016; Gebauer and Wulf 1998;
Spariosu 1989; Wittgenstein 1953). It is also hard because diﬀerent branches of the humanities interpret human play dissimilarly in terms of concepts, terminology and paradigms.
This diversity of opinions among philosophers and other scholars, however, inclines toward
two poles: mode vs. action. ‘Mode’ is a view of play as a subject’s stance, attitude, mental
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process or emotional state. Thus, although it is, as it was, a ‘psychological’ point of view, it is
accepted by many philosophers (e.g., Roochnik 1975; Schneider 2001) and exists as
a separate philosophical approach (Feezell 2010). The second approach interprets the
play as ‘playing’, i.e., an action, a kind of human social, cultural or leisure activity. This
approach is supported by a series of metaphysical views in philosophy and is a commonly
accepted postulate in anthropology and sociology. Generally, this contradiction can be
interpreted as one of the partial cases of global metaphysical antinomy, at least in European
philosophy, between matter and spirit which is so strongly stressed, for example, in both
Christian theology and Marxist philosophy.
Suits (2004, 2) tried to combine this polar dichotomy by claiming: ‘Yes, it is!’. For Suits,
play is both mode of action and action, i.e., a playing child both acts and feels itself in
play. But this solution still seems insuﬃcient, because it leaves open the metaphysical
question about the core category underlying the ‘both’ that enables an explanation of
the ‘mode-and-action’ characteristics of human play.
It appears that three types of deﬁnitions of play must be discussed: the ﬁrst and higher
‘account’ will consider human play through philosophical generalization and resolution of the
dichotomy. The two lower-level notions (play as a mental state and play as psycho-physical
act/activity) will continue to maintain the psychological vs. anthropological dichotomy, but
this ‘conﬂict’ should be less acute under a common philosophical deﬁnition. Additionally,
psychological and anthropological deﬁnitions of play have a pronounced practical value for
the humanities when seeking eﬀective medical, psychological, and educational interventions
in humans by means of playing.
This initial position of dividing play into three main ‘accounts’ would seem to contradict
Feezell’s (2010) ﬁve approaches to play: ‘play as behaviour or activity’, ‘play as motive,
attitude or state of mind’, ‘play as meaningful experience’, ‘play as form and structure’, and
‘play as ontologically distinctive phenomenon’. However, this contradiction, as I see it, is not
cardinal for two main reasons. First, Feezell discusses only philosophical ‘approaches’
(Feezell’s 2010) to play comprehension, and I seek three speciﬁc disciplinary deﬁnitions:
philosophical, psychological, and anthropological. Second, in my opinion, human behaviour
and activity, and play as form and structure could be interpreted within my notion of ‘play
as psycho-physical act/activity’ (structured play becomes game and even sport). Moreover,
‘play as meaningful experience’ is a mainly anthropological issue too because it relates to
diﬀerent interactions of a playing subject with the environment. The play behaviour/activity
of man as a living complex system cannot be understood without his manifold relations
with the environment (Lebed and Bar-eli 2013; Leontiev 1981; Parsons 1978; Vygotsky 1978).
Thus, it is possible to combine under one umbrella of an anthropological approach to
human play all three of Feezell’s issues of human activity: ‘play as behaviour or activity’, ‘play
as form and structure’, and ‘play as meaningful experience’. Feezell’s ﬁfth approach (‘play as
an ontologically distinctive phenomenon’) is a clear philosophical account, which is the
subject of this current work.
In an eﬀort to answer the question of how to merge psychological and anthropological
poles of play in a philosophical deﬁnition, two tasks were set for this study: (1) using the
tools of qualitative content analysis, to clarify conjoining basic philosophical notions and
interpretations of play from the ideas articulated by leading scholars representing a wide
spectrum of the humanities; (2) to survey philosophical views about well-founded basic
philosophical notions and suggest a ﬁnal deﬁnition. The third task, which follows logically
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from the ﬁrst two, is to suggest dependent but separate psychological and anthropological
deﬁnitions of human play as a consequence of the suggested philosophical deﬁnition.
These less abstract considerations will help to more ﬁnely focus professional interventions
using play, whether psychological or pedagogical, because they will correctly construct an
applicative ‘play—nonplay’ dichotomy, which is necessary, for example, in youth’s ‘lone
learning’ (Piaget 1951), ‘proximal development’ (GRAY and Feldman 2004; Vygotsky 1978),
playing in ‘ﬂow’ (Csikszentmihalyi 1975) or diﬀerent psychotherapy practices. This task will
be undertaken in future studies.
In keeping with these tasks, the main part of this article discusses basic philosophical notions of human play by applying the tools of qualitative content analysis to
more than 30 statements—deﬁnitions, considerations and emphasized peculiarities of
human play—expressed by widely known philosophers and thinkers of the 20th
century. At this stage, the results of the study have yielded nine main characteristics
(themes). Three of the ‘heaviest’ (most amply collected) themes can be expressed in
phrases such as: ‘partial escape from routine reality’, ‘freedom’, and ‘autotelicity’.
In the discussion, I review contemporary philosophical sources that convert and add
to these nine. This discussion clariﬁes a number of classic and contemporary visions of
the main topics related to human play. So, contrary to the three highest-frequency
themes mentioned above, I propose a thesis, according to which ‘other being’ is a core
category deﬁning human play. This thesis makes possible a philosophical generalization
that removes the dichotomy between play as a mode of action vs. play as action.
Another essential examination of the results of content analysis pertains to the category
of autotelicity of play which is seriously challenged by a number of philosophers (e.g.,
Cailois 1961; Schmid 2009, 2011; Suits 1977). In this way, I arrive at the proposition of
a general philosophical deﬁnition of human play.

Qualitative Content Analysis of Philosophical Ideas about Human Play
Traditionally, the development and advancement of a given issue in philosophical discussion concentrate mainly on new ideas proposed by a scholar based on the thoughts of
precursors. In this way, and after more than a century of metaphysical discussions about the
human play, it is likely that many ‘unnecessary assumptions’ have multiplied. They complicate a clear awareness of the subject and thus it might be necessary to apply ‘Occam’s razor’
to reduce them substantially.

Methodology
Qualitative content analysis (e.g., Cho and Lee 2014; Flick 2009; Hsieh and Shannon 2005;
Mayring 2000) was chosen as the ‘razor’ for reducing assumptions in this study. Although
this methodology is used rather extensively in scholarly research in the medical sciences,
psychology and education, it is usually not applied in philosophical analysis.
Adopting the principles of qualitative content analysis implies that ideas can be studied
in ways similar to those used in other qualitative research studies: oral interviews, visible
expressions of personal behaviour or interactions between subjects (Corbin and Strauss
1990; Strauss 1987).
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Unfortunately, no more or less accepted methodological procedures are available for
using this method in philosophy. What was required in this study may constitute the ﬁrst
steps in this direction.
The rules of content analysis devised in diﬀerent branches of the humanities and
social sciences for a small number of speciﬁc written texts. Qualitative research, in
general, is not usually applied to large masses of research subjects. Therefore, it is
certainly not a meta-analysis of all publications dedicated to play, or even to deﬁnitions
of play. Although I have tried to encompass major, widely discussed ideas, such a metaanalysis is simply impossible in the narrow framework of a journal article. To illustrate:
a book entitled ‘The Ambiguity of Play’ (1997) written by the well-known anthropologist
of human play Brian Sutton-Smith (1924–2015) categorized almost 100 theories of play
(excluding philosophical views!). To do so he had to make up seven—what he called
—‘rhetorics’.
The procedural model (Mayring 2000, 2014) of the present analysis consisted of the
following stages and details:
(1) Choosing the ‘subjects’: This most important step was taken in the absence of
accepted rules for applying content analysis to philosophical ideas. Therefore,
‘appealing to authority’ became the main way to select research subjects. The
research makes use of deﬁnitions, concepts, and particular peculiarities of human
play suggested by scholars from two categories: (a) highly prominent thinkers
from the 20th century, such as Freud (1908); Vygotsky (1933[2002]), Huizinga (1938
[1949]), Piaget (1951), Erikson (1950[1963]), Sartre (1956[1995]), Gadamer (1960
[1982]), Cailois (1961), Derrida (1967[1978]), Fink (1960a, 1960b, 2016),
Csikszentmihalyi (1975, 1990), and Sutton-smith (1997, 2008) who have written
about their philosophical visions of human play or have used general views to
support their psychological considerations of play. In addition to fame, the selection of these well-known thinkers about the human play was based on thousands
of quotes from their publications dedicated to human play. (The work by Sartre is
an exception in that it is a chapter in a book dedicated to a wider issue) (Box 1);
(b) A number of contemporary philosophers, who were chosen after an analysis of
publications dedicated to the philosophy of play in leading academic journals and
books in this ﬁeld, whose contribution to the general discussion about the essence of
human play over the past decades seems to me most signiﬁcant and who were quoted
in later philosophical publications (Box 1).
(2) Inductive category development was employed: no pre-conception or theory was
proposed around which common themes of the scholars’ statements were chosen.
(3) The research question was formulated as follows: ‘What are the core characteristics
of human play cited and emphasized by scholars in the main parts of written texts
on the subject?’
(4) The main parts of written texts were considered as follows: (a) in scientiﬁc articles:
the abstract, discussion and conclusions; (b) in scientiﬁc volumes: the introduction,
conclusive ends of parts speciﬁcally dedicated to general characteristics of human
play, and pages indicated in the index as dedicated to ‘play’.
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Box 1. Notions of play which served the basis for the qualitative content analysis aiming
overall philosophical deﬁnition.
-The opposite of play is not what is serious but what is real. In spite of all the emotion with which he catches his
world of play, the child distinguishes it quite well from reality; and he likes to link his imagined objects and
situations to the tangible and visible things of the real world. This linking is all that diﬀerentiates the child’s play
from ‘phantasying’ (Freud 1908, 144).
- Henceforth play is such that the explanation for it must always be that it is the imaginary, illusory realization of
unrealizable desires (Vigotsky, 1933, [1966], [2002], 2).
- Play is a free activity standing quite consciously outside ‘ordinary’ life as being ‘not serious,’ but at the same time
absorbing the player intensely and utterly. It is an activity connected with no material interest, and no proﬁt can
be gained by it. It proceeds within its own proper boundaries of time and space according to ﬁxed rules and in an
orderly manner (Huizinga, 1938 [1949], 13).
- The child plays in complete-we can well say, in sacred-earnest. But it plays and knows that it plays. The sportsman,
too, plays with all the fervour of a man enraptured, but he still knows that he is playing (Huizinga, 1938 [1949], 18).
- When man plays . . . he must do something which he has chosen to do without being compelled by urgent interests
or impelled by strong passion; he must feel entertained and free of any fear or hope of serious consequences. He
is on vocation from social and economic reality—or, as is most commonly emphasized: he does not work (Erikson,
1950 [1963], 212).
- The playing adult steps sideward into another reality; the playing child advances forward to new stages of mastery.
I propose the theory that the child’s play is the infantile form of the human ability to deal with experience by
creating model situations and to master reality by experiment and planning (Erikson, 1950 [1963], 222).
- It might appear then that when a man is playing, bent on discovering himself as free in his very action, he certainly
could not be concerned with possessing a being in the world. His goal, which he aims at through sports or
pantomime or games, is to attain himself as a certain being, precisely the being which is in question in his being.
The point of these remarks, however, is not to show us that in play the desire to do is irreducible. On the contrary
we must conclude that the desire to do is here reduced to a certain desire to be. The act is not its own goal for
itself; neither does its explicit end represent its goal and its profound meaning; but the function of the act is to
make manifest and to present to itself the absolute freedom which is the very being of the person (Sartre 1956
[1995], 581).
- Play is often conceived in archaic restraint and carried on in frenzies of unrestraint
(Stone 1955, 84).
- . . . the preceding analysis permits play to be deﬁned as an activity which is essentially:
1. Free: in which playing is not obligatory; if it were, it would at once lose its attractive and joyous quality as
diversion;
2. Separate: circumscribed within limits of space and time, deﬁned and ﬁxed in advance;
<components of play deﬁned in sections 3–5 are belonged to games—F.L.>
. . . 6. Make-believe: accompanied by a special awareness of a second reality or of a free unreality, as against real life
(Cailois 1961, 9–10).
- For play is itself a fundamental phenomenon of existence, just as original and basic itself as death, work and
domination. Only it is not linked to the other fundamental phenomena in a common pursuit of the ultimate end. It
confronts them, as had been pointed out, to use them representationally. We play with the serious, the authentic,
the real. We play with work and struggle, love and death. We even play with play (Fink 1960a, 104).
- Human play is a particularly outstanding way in which Dasein understandingly comports itself to the totality of that
which is, and which lets itself be penetrated by that totality. In the play of men the world-totality shines back into
itself . . . (Fink 1960b, 230).
- All the structural elements of play that we have touched upon converge in the fundamental concept of the play
world. All play magically produces a play world . . . The play world is an imaginary dimension, whose ontological
meaning presents an obscure and diﬃcult problem. We play in the so-called real world, but while playing there
emerges an enigmatic realm that is not nothing, and yet is nothing real (Fink, Saine, and Saine 1968, 23).
- . . . there is also tension of play with presence. Play is the disruption of presence. The presence of an element is
always a signifying and substitutive reference inscribed in a system of diﬀerences and the movement of a chain.
Play is always an interplay of absence and presence, but if it is to be radically conceived, play must be conceived
of before the alternative of presence and absence (Derrida 1967 [1978], 292).
- . . . play emerges out of the context of everyday life whenever the latter becomes too worrisome, and slips back into
everyday life whenever the play experience becomes boring (Csikszentmihalyi and Bennett 1971, 56).
- the child at play, abandoned to the game which is simultaneously make-believe and entirely real, ﬁnds no place in
the universe of metaphysics, where adult intelligence and responsibility devote themselves to the wholly real and
rational (Farrel krell 1972, 81).

(Continued)
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Box 1. (Continued).
- x is playing if and only if x has made a temporarily relocation to autotelic activities of resources primarily committed
to instrumental purposes (Suits 1977, 124).
- Boredom is the mother of play . . . I stole it from Kierkegaard (Suits 1977, 124).
- I deﬁne play as a form of action that is pleasurable, freely chosen, intrinsically complete, and noninstrumental (Plaut
1979, 220)
- Play gives the impression of being at once both an independent and spontaneous aspect of human action or
agency and a dependent and regulated aspect of it (Gruneau 1980, 68).
- There are two major necessary and suﬃcient components of play stance. First, play is of necessity, a voluntary
endeavor which cannot be forced, externally demanded, obligated, or imposed by necessity, coercion, or any form
of duty. Indeed, during moments of play, man is fully his own master. Second, play is an autotelic activity. That is,
play is an intrinsic, noninstrumental, self-contained enterprise . . . the prize of play is play itself . . . play is herein
characterized as an activity voluntary undertaken for intrinsic purposes (Meier 1980 [1995], 25).
- Play, thus, gives satisfaction to man’s creative imagination, nurtures the emotions, excites the soul, and satisﬁes the
senses. (Meier 1980 [1995], 35).
- . . . play is one of those phenomena where we again and again achieve that sense of totality, that intimation of
completeness, and that the possibility of its doing so is grounded in the very stance of play itself, which I have
called responsive openness . . . the interpretation of play as stance of responsive openness does not admit a rigid
dichotomy between playful and unplayful activities, but rather places them on a continuum . . . . Play is one of
those situations and stances where we are most responsively open, and this is one of its distinctive possibilities
(Hyland 1980, 90).
- The player knows very well what play is, and that what he is doing is ‘only a game’; but he does not know what
exactly he ‘knows’ in knowing that (Gadamer 1960 [1982], 92).
- Implicit in our preceding criticism of the inverted ratiocination of capital is a view of the proper, truly rational
relation of work to play. The gist of this rational relation is, as its opposite in capital, teleological. But the direction
of the relation is here reversed, that is, play is the telos of work. Play, in other words, is the end or aim of work
(Morgan 1982, 39).
- Caprice, although choice, is the mere act of choosing without knowing why, or simply being incapable of giving
reasons for the choice one has made, or the necessity of having to do so in play . . . .Capricious choice is an act of
free will and demonstrates that the agent has liberated himself, or herself, from subjugation to the whims of
slavish desire. Caprice is choice, but it confers a low degree of goodness (Boucher 1989, quoted from; Werts 2003,
160).
- There appear to be two diﬀerent types of caprice that need to be distinguished in Collingwood’s discussion. First,
the very decision to engage in play in the ﬁrst place is not made to fulﬁl any utilitarian purpose. In contrast to
working to earn money for food and shelter, we engage in play for its own sake. This sense of “caprice” refers to
play’s autotelic nature. Second, decisions made within play are capricious in the sense that they are often made
spontaneously or out of habit without any conscious process of reasoning. (Werts 2003, 164).
- Play, on the other hand, exists and thrives with or without culture. . . . Play, it has been said, is the kind and quality
of experience that is an end in itself. Play doings are autotelic activities. . . . The second characteristic that is often
attributed to play is its relational quality. It is encountered and experienced in contrast to other sorts of enterprises
in which we are more commonly engaged. This is captured by Suits’s notion of reallocating resources normally
used for other purposes, by Huizinga’s analysis of play’s separate time and space, Schmitz’s claim that play
requires a suspension of the ordinary, and Fink’s metaphor of play as an oasis of happiness in a desert of
responsibility (Kretchmar 2007, 1–2).
- . . . play might be said to transcend emotionally the miseries of the world and allow escape into these happier,
private versions of that world, often conjured with cognitive—even if disgusting—originality (Sutton-smith 2008,
95).
- As I will show in the ﬁrst part of this article, play as autotelic activity can be characterized in at least three diﬀerent
ways (Schmid 2009, 238).
- I describe play as autotelic, fragile, voluntary and uncertain. (Carlson 2013, 344) . . . Play can always be placed out of
reach or snuﬀed out quickly. Thus, it provides a qualitatively unique engagement with the world in the sense that
it is fragile and, for that reason, special. Its fragility makes it a ‘minority’ experience, one that forever lives between
the shadows cast by need, duty, responsibility and survival. This temporary nature of play is an attribute that
makes it a qualitatively diﬀerent engagement with the world because it is more meaningful. (Carlson 2013, p.346).
- Play is done for its own sake. . . . It is also voluntary—it is not obligatory or required by duty. Play also has inherent
attraction. It’s fun. . . . It is a cure for boredom. Play provides freedom from time. When we are fully engaged in
play, we lose a sense of the passage of time. . . . We are fully in the moment, in the zone. We are experiencing
what the psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi calls “ﬂow.” Another hallmark of play is that it has improvisational
potential. We aren’t locked into a rigid way of doing things. We are open to serendipity, to chance. We are willing
to include seemingly irrelevant elements into our play. The act of play itself may be outside of “normal” activities.
(Brown and Vaugh 2010, 17–18).

(Continued)
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Box 1. (Continued).
- Play is not a phenomenon of superstructure, it is here and now, rooted in the interaction of living and bodily
human beings. Play is a basic phenomenon. But it is not an economic activity. That is why we have to revise the
understanding: The basis of human social life is bodily practice, which comprises both play and work—while the
superstructure is how people organize this practice and make up their ideas about it (Eichberg 2016, 160).
- In play, people ask: If I do this, what happens? The answer is open and may hint in many directions at the same
time (Eichberg 2016). By playing, human beings seem to direct some sort of question towards the world. The
questions raised by play are beyond language and writing. They are articulated by practical doing and movement
(Eichberg 2016).

(5) The qualitative content analysis focused on quotes in which authors related
directly to at least one of the following: summarizing deﬁnitions, philosophical
statements extracted from inter-disciplinary considerations of play (i.e., consisting
of psychological, anthropological or pedagogical contents as well), conclusive
characteristics of human play as a stage of argumentation and/or enumeration
of special peculiarities of play.
(6) The ﬁrst step of the analysis was a search and compilation of quotes from the texts
of the selected authors (Box 1).
(7) The second step was a search for the most comprehensive yet concise expressions
reﬂecting the essence of the cited thoughts (Table 1). This stage was already
authorless.
(8) The third step was the identiﬁcation of more or less general categories and
classiﬁcations of related quotes. Consideration of categories was the ﬁrst deductive act of analysis.
(9) The fourth step was to ﬁnd a general theme linking a number of similar categories.
These themes became keywords, as it were, for further analysis and review of
sources.
(10) The next action was to score the frequency of quotes for each theme.
(11) Three limitations were imposed on the analysis.
(a) The analysis excluded thoughts of philosophers from earlier than the 20th
century because most of their claims pertain more to declarations about the
happiness and freedom of playing humans (e.g., Schiller, 1795 [1965]) or to sociobiological explanations of humans’ need to play (see six theories of play reviewed
by Gross 1901).
(b) At this stage, the study focused only on philosophical views. Thus, the qualitative
analysis performed excludes claims of a clearly anthropological or psychological nature
(speciﬁc examples of playing as acting, and the use of mental categories, such as
motivation, feelings, cognitions, etc., respectively).
(c) A number of scholars from the ﬁrst analysed group used a united concept of ‘playgame’ (Spiel, Spel, Jue) in German, Dutch and French, later translated into English. This is
a separate issue and a complicated scholarly question (Eichberg 2016). I compared the
English translations of the notion with the original texts and interpreted their thoughts
as notions related to play in accordance with context.
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Partial escape from
routine reality

Stage 5
← Stage 4
Frequency Theme

← Stage 3

(Continued)

← Stage 2
← Stage 1
Chosen fragments from quotes (bold font) that were a basis for Choice of quotes
grouping of quotes and categorization
(Box 1)
1. Consideration of everyday reality as serious, routine, ‘work’, - ‘In spite of all the emotion with which he catches his world of play, the child
boring etc.
distinguishes it quite well from reality’
2. A view of play as ‘entering outside’, escaping from this
- When man plays . . . He is on vocation from social and economic reality—or, as
reality
is most commonly emphasized: he does not work.
3. An emphasis of partial, both real and not real,
- ‘The playing adult steps sideward into another reality.’
simultaneously ‘there and here’ character of escape
- ‘Play is for grown men something to be done as a legitimate and refreshing escape
from “work.’
- ‘The child plays in complete-we can well say, in sacred-earnest. But it plays and
knows that it plays. The sportsman, too, plays with all the fervour of a man
enraptured, but he still knows that he is playing’.
- ‘We play in the so-called real world. We play with the serious, the authentic,
the real. We play with work and struggle, love and death’.
- ‘ . . . play emerges out of the context of everyday life.’
- ‘Play is the disruption of presence . . . Play is always an interplay of absence
and presence’.
- ‘ . . . at once both an independent and spontaneous aspect of human action or
agency and a dependent and regulated aspect of it’.
- ‘ . . . responsive openness does not admit a rigid dichotomy between playful and
unplayful activities, but rather places them on a continuum’.
- ‘The player knows very well what play is, and that what he is doing is ‘only
a game’‘.
- ‘ . . . play is the telos of work. Play, in other words, is the end or aim of work’.
- ‘ . . . outside “ordinary” life’.
- ‘ . . . play emerges out of the context of everyday’
- ‘ . . . play might be said to transcend emotionally the miseries of the world
and allow escape’
- ‘Boredom is the mother of play’
- ‘ . . . play requires a suspension of the ordinary’
- ‘ . . . oasis of happiness in a desert of responsibility’
- ‘ The act of play itself may be outside of “normal” activities’

Deductive categorization

Table 1. Stages and contents of qualitative analysis and consideration of main themes deﬁning play by diﬀerent philosophical points of view.
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Stage 5

Freedom

← Stage 4

Table 1. (Continued).
← Stage 3

← Stage 2

← Stage 1

(Continued)

1. Use of the term ‘free’ as is.
- ‘Capricious choice is an act of free will’.
2. An emphasis of disengagement of play from something that - ‘When man plays . . . he must feel entertained and free of any fear or hope of
frightens, orders and restricts.
serious consequences’.
3. Freedom of play as something that can easily be stopped or - ‘ . . . play is capricious, that in it we choose our end for no conscious reason
started at the player’s discretion
whatever.’
- ‘Play is a free activity’.
- ‘It might appear then that when a man is playing, bent on discovering himself
as free in his very action.’
- ‘ I deﬁne play as a form of action that is pleasurable, freely chosen, intrinsically
complete, and non-instrumental’
- ‘ . . . to make manifest and to present to itself the absolute freedom which is the
very being of the person.’
- ‘ . . . play is of necessity, a voluntary endeavour which cannot be forced.’
- ‘Indeed, during moments of play, man is fully his own master.’
- ‘I describe play as autotelic, fragile, voluntary and uncertain’.
- ‘Free: in which playing is not obligatory’
- ‘<Play> is also voluntary—it is not obligatory or required by duty’
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Being

8

← Stage 4

Autotelicity

11

Stage 5

Table 1. (Continued).
← Stage 3

1. Play as a form of human being, existing
2. Play as desire to be
3. Play as ‘Dasein’
4. Play as basic phenomenon

1. Use of term in its implied meaning from classic Greek
2. An emphasis of no-proﬁt, non-instrumental, not utilitarian
interest of activity.

← Stage 2

← Stage 1

(Continued)

- ‘It is an activity connected with no material interest, and no proﬁt can be
gained by it.”
- ‘When man plays . . . he must do something which he has chosen to do without
being compelled by urgent interests or impelled by strong passion . . . ’
- x is playing if and only if x has made a temporarily relocation to autotelic
activities of resources primarily committed to instrumental purposes.
- ‘Second, play is an autotelic activity.’
- ‘First, the very decision to engage in play in the ﬁrst place is not made to
fulﬁl any utilitarian purpose. In contrast to working to earn money for food and
shelter, we engage in play for its own sake. This sense of “caprice” refers to
play’s autotelic nature.’
- ‘ I deﬁne play as a form of action that is pleasurable, freely chosen, intrinsically
complete, and non-instrumental’
- ‘Caprice is choice, but it confers a low degree of goodness.’
- ‘Play, it has been said, is the kind and quality of experience that is an end in
itself. Play doings are autotelic activities.”
- ‘ . . . play as autotelic activity can be characterized in at least three diﬀerent
ways.’
- ‘I describe play as autotelic, fragile, voluntary and uncertain’.
- ‘Play is done for its own sake’.
- ‘His goal, which he aims at through sports or pantomime or games, is to attain
himself as a certain being, precisely the being which is in question in his
being’.
- ‘Play is a free activity standing . . . as being ‘not serious’‘
- ‘ . . . the desire to do is here reduced to a certain desire to be’.
- ‘For play is itself a fundamental phenomenon of existence’.
- ‘Human play is a particularly outstanding way in which Dasein
understandingly comports itself to the totality of that which is’.
- ‘Play gives the impression of being’.
- Play is a basic phenomenon. But it is not an economic activity. That is why we
have to revise the understanding: The basis of human social life is bodily
practice, which comprises both play and work
- but the function of the act <of play—F.L.> is to make manifest and to present to
itself the absolute freedom which is the very being of the person
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Exaggeration

Temporality

7

5

← Stage 4

Imagination

8

Stage 5

Table 1. (Continued).
← Stage 3

1. Separation, limits, boundaries of time.
2. Temporary nature of play.

1. Uncertain
2. Unrestrained
3. Totally involving
4. Unreasonable

1. Imagined own space
2. Specially constructed realm
3. Make-believe
4. Illusory realm

← Stage 2

← Stage 1

(Continued)

- ‘ . . . he likes to link his imagined objects and situations to the tangible and
visible things of the real world’
- ‘ . . . simultaneously make-believe and entirely real’.
- ‘Henceforth play is such that the explanation for it must always be that it is the
imaginary, illusory realization of unrealizable desires.’
- ‘All play magically produces a play world . . . The play world is an imaginary
dimension.’
- ‘ . . . own proper space according to ﬁxed rules and in an orderly manner.’
- ‘Play, thus, gives satisfaction to man’s creative imagination.’
- ‘ . . . but while playing there emerges an enigmatic realm that is not nothing, and
yet is nothing real’
- ‘Make-believe: accompanied by a special awareness of a second reality or of
a free unreality, as against real life’
- ‘ is a free activity . . . absorbing the player intensely and utterly.”
- ‘Play is often conceived in archaic restraint and carried on in frenzies of
unrestraint.”
- ‘ . . . play is one of those phenomena where we again and again achieve that sense
of totality, that intimation of completeness, and that the possibility of its
doing so is grounded in the very stance of play itself, which I have called
responsive openness.”
- ‘ . . . decisions made within play are capricious in the sense that they are often
made spontaneously or out of habit without any conscious process of
reasoning.
- ‘I describe play as autotelic, fragile, voluntary and uncertain.
- ‘We are fully in the moment, in the zone. We are experiencing what the
psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi calls ‘ﬂow.’‘
- ‘ Another hallmark of play is that it has improvisational potential.’
- ‘ . . . analysis of play’s separate time’.
- ‘ . . . own proper boundaries of time’.
- ‘ . . . x has made a temporarily relocation’.
- . . . temporary nature of play is an attribute that makes it a qualitatively diﬀerent
engagement with the world because it is more meaningful.
- circumscribed within limits of space and time, deﬁned and ﬁxed in advance
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Discovery

Relocation

1

← Stage 4

2

Stage 5

Table 1. (Continued).

1. Play is reﬂected through curiosity
2. Play is a kind of open question
3. Play as dealing with experience and creating model
situations

← Stage 3

← Stage 1

- ‘ . . . the playing child advances forward to new stages of mastery. I propose
the theory that the child’s play is the infantile form of the human ability to
deal with experience by creating model situations and to master reality by
experiment and planning’.
- ‘In play, people ask: If I do this, what happens? The answer is open and may hint in
many directions at the same time . . . By playing, human beings seem to direct
some sort of question towards the world. The questions raised by play are
beyond language and writing’.
- x is playing if and only if x has made a temporarily relocation to autotelic
activities of resources primarily committed to instrumental purposes.

← Stage 2
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Results of the Study
In the qualitative content analysis for deﬁning human play, 33 conceptual ideas were identiﬁed
as well as nine themes around which these ideas could be classiﬁed (Table 1). The ﬁrst and
largest theme (19 statements) revolved around three categories: (a) consideration of everyday
reality as serious, routine, ‘work’, boring, etc., (2) a view of play as ‘entering outside’, escaping
from this reality, (3) an emphasis on the partial, both real and not real, simultaneously ‘there
and here’ character of escape—as expressed by Huizinga (1938[1949]): when one plays, he or
she knows that he is only playing. This complex theme was called ‘Partial escape from routine
reality’.
Twelve unequivocal claims were related to one aspect or another of freedom. Besides the
use of the term ‘free’, two groups of sayings were noted which I combined in two categories:
(1) disengagement of play from something that frightens, orders and restricts, and (2)
freedom of play as something that can easily be stopped or started at the player’s discretion.
The autotelicity of human play is traditionally mentioned quite often (11 statements). In
addition, the term ‘autotelic’ is used in its implied meaning from classical Greek, in scholars’
quotes pertaining to an activity that is non-proﬁt, non-instrumental and non-utilitarian.
After the three ‘heaviest’ themes mentioned above, a group of six less frequently
quoted, but no less important themes for philosophical comprehension is recognizable.
The issue of play as a kind of being is a fourth theme that is included in three categories
and supported by eight statements. The philosophers oﬀered diﬀerent expressions of
this characteristic: being, existence, Dasein—‘being-there’ and, in accordance with
Marxist terminology, ‘basic phenomenon’. The imagined character of the human play
is reﬂected by eight statements too and is considered by means of four categories:
imagined own space, specially constructed realm, make-believe, and illusory realm.
The next theme, play’s exaggeration, strengthens its imaginary character. Seven
quotes relate to its core categories: uncertainty, unrestrained character, totally involving
and unreasonableness.
The temporal character of the play is reﬂected in ﬁve statements. The discovery
character of play (two statements) is related more to the play of children and infants.
The same can be said about Suits (1977) suggestion that play as a reallocation of sources
taken from the reality that was vacated is the main characteristic of play (one statement).
The addition of quantitative descriptions of the results does not raise or lower the
philosophical signiﬁcance of any of the personal ideas and/or deduced themes characterizing human play. At the same time, it forms a framework within which such
categories as ‘partial escape’, ‘freedom’, ‘being’ or ‘imagination’ make it possible to
draw needed ‘essentials’ for a future deﬁnition. In brief, such a framework makes it
possible to relate to human play as a partial escape from routine reality to one’s free and
imagined being. However, this is certainly not a deﬁnition of human play. Rather, it is
a ‘rough draft’ demanding further elaboration and clariﬁcation.

Discussion
The results of the study are discussed in traditional philosophical ways. This is necessary
in order to reﬁne, more delicately process, and comprehend the nuances of the rough
results obtained.
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To begin the descriptive philosophical analysis one might reduce the above mentioned rough draft to its simplest grammatical structure. Removing most of the adjectives (which will be very important in the later deﬁnition) should simplify the idea to
a very short notion: the core essence of play is one’s escape to ‘other’ being. Because
both philosophically and psychologically no one knows what ‘escape’ is, this word can
be used as a metaphor for mental and physical transition or translocation. But these
transitions or translocations are not in themselves play. They are only an obligatory
condition. Play in its essence is the mentioned ‘other’ being. In this way, being as a core
category of play should be part of the main focus both of the analysis and later of the
entire deﬁnition.
The category of being seems to me to be a central trait for another reason. It alone is
able to encompass play as both a multiplicity of mental states and a complicated
activity. It seems especially right, if one places Heidegger’s (1927 [1962]) concept of
Dasein (‘being-there’) as the focus of discussion.
Scholars often note that Heidegger’s understanding and explaining of Dasein underwent changes after its ﬁrst presentation in his ‘Being and Time’ in 1927 (e.g., Inwood
1999a; Jaran 2010). But the core features of Dasein as a transcendental form of human
being that is both alive and ‘beyond’ one’s own live existence seems the best framework
for understanding the ‘place’ toward which one escapes from reality to play. Dasein itself
is essentially playful because ‘ . . . what matters in play in not what one actually does,
one’s state, one’s ‘peculiar ﬁnding—oneself-therein’ ‘ (Inwood 1999b, 167).
For Heidegger himself, Dasein was understood as ‘the world in its world hood . . . Being-in
-the-world, as Being-with and Being-one’s-Self, and Being-in as such . . . ’ (Heidegger 1927
[1962], 41). And later: ‘Dasein achieves a new status of Being towards a world which has
already been discovered in Dasein itself. This new possibility of Being can develop itself
autonomously . . . ’ (Heidegger 1927 [1962], 63). Such transcendence coming ‘as a ground for
all comportments of Dasein’ (Jaran 2010, 209) can be extended to the ‘fourfoldness of its
embodied, psychological, cosmological and spiritual nature’ (Thoibisana 2008, 2).
The understanding of Dasein as a subject’s ‘being-there-above’ and seeing all expressions
of itself makes it possible to suggest that the notion of Dasein might very well be acceptable as
a proper philosophical reﬂection of Huizinga’s claim about a subject who plays and knows
that he plays (see Box 1). This duality of being as both physical being in reality and permanent
self-reﬂection of being itself could be emphasized in the following two interpretations as well:
(1) ‘The speciﬁcs of my “there” mean something to me’ (Gronda 2002, 12) and (2) ‘Dasein’s
basic way of being is characterized by “existence”, by understanding what it means to be in
a particular way. As such, Dasein is a self-interpreting being . . . ’ (Salem-wiseman 2003, 537).
The notion of Dasein encompasses human play in the best way, because it explains
how it is possible both to remain physically within reality and to escape from it mentally:
if I play and make grimaces to the mirror during my morning shave and at the same
time converse with my wife about an evening visit to the theatre, I, as the Dasein, cope
with both forms of my being at this moment. Finally, in the core philosophical deﬁnition
of play constructed here, the notion of being should be changed to ‘being-there’.
From this qualitative analysis and review of sources, the antecedent to ‘being-there’
escape is central and obligatory for the desired deﬁnition. Freud (1908) was the ﬁrst to
relate to human play as a kind of ‘outﬂow’ from the pressures of real life. This is
especially important because Erikson (1950[1963]) followed him, reinforcing this thesis
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with his ‘vacation from reality’. These are cases where both great psychologists use
clearly philosophical notions-metaphors because there is no psychological explanation
for the mental process of ‘taking a vacation’.
In this research, the escape of the playing human has diﬀerent faces (Box 1). It is
partial (a playing subject keeps one foot in reality). Although on the psychological level
play may cause a feeling of freedom from time (Brown and Vaugh 2010), in the
metaphysical view, escape is temporal, i.e., limited in terms of time. So, in accordance
with a model by Eberle (2014) that reﬂects dozens of similar opinions the duration of
play and fun from playing has a limit. Generally, after an undeﬁned time, all positive
elements of playful activity become their converse, such as excess, shock, obsession,
indiﬀerence, etc. (Eberle 2014).
They say the escape must always be free of external force (Box 1). But this notion
should be clariﬁed: the external force to play blames the escape; the external force and
pressure of reality provoke the escape. Therefore, it is very often emergent, unexpected,
and spontaneous. All of the characteristics of play mentioned, and other similar ones
which could serve as specifying descriptors of escape, can be allocated to a category of
‘caused condition’. Through this prism, the escape to the ‘being-there’ of play is always
a product of both non-comfort causes and ad hoc conditions.
The third and very important issue demanding close attention and clariﬁcation,
especially because of content analysis, is play’s autotelicity. As can be concluded,
autotelicity was and often still is the unequivocal basis of almost all 20th century
considerations of ‘true’ human play: ‘Play is engaged in for the sake of the intrinsic
enjoyment of play itself’ (Feezell 2004, 14). This notion was ﬁrst doubted by Cailois
(1961). He, however, had based himself on the mixed ‘play-game’ French concept of
‘Jue’, but claimed that while games of chance, such as gambling, are not autotelic
playing, they are still ‘play’, because such activity changes nothing in the real world
except for a redistribution of money and wealth (Cailois 1961, 5).
Suits (1977) took the next essential step in the philosophical analysis of the ‘autotelicity
—play’ relation and noted that while this quality of activity always follows play, it alone
does not turn any activity into play. Here, one has to keep in mind Csikszentmihalyi’s (1975)
psychological theory of ‘ﬂow’, in which autotelic activity is widely accepted to refer to an
activity that needs no goals or rewards external to itself. Flow theory later developed into
the ‘internal reward’ thesis (Cast and Burke 2002) that is interpreted today as one’s positive
self-evaluation. From the end of the 1980s, Csikszentmihalyi (1990) began to use three
terms relevant to the issue under discussion: ‘autotelic motivation’, ‘autotelic activity’, and
‘autotelic experience’. They all refer to diverse activities and do not focus especially on the
human play. This general view of autotelicity as a quality of many actions that do not have
to be playing is supported by a number of researches in criminology, which suggest the
autotelic nature of some kinds of adolescent violence and crime (e.g., Floyd, Harrington,
and Hivale 2007; Schinkel 2004; Topalli 2006).
The works of Schmid (2009, 2011) in sport philosophy continue to address the issue
of autotelicity. First, he divided the autotelic play into three philosophic options: (1)
‘activities which are ends in themselves,’ i.e., a metaphysical account of autotelicity . . . (2)
actions which are ‘intrinsically valued, not instrumentally desired,’ i.e., autotelicity with
intrinsic value, and (3) autotelicity based on intrinsic reasons, i.e., as an inherent property
of the action (Schmid 2009, 241). Second, based on the works of psychologists who
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study human actions and intentions, the author argued that a dual intrinsic reasons
account is the best conception of the autotelic play. His ‘dual’ account includes both the
motivational aspects and goal contents of intrinsic reasons (Schmid 2009, 250). Third
and ﬁnally, Schmid suggested that ‘the other two conceptualizations of play (an end in
itself and intrinsically valuable) do not make sense, are circular, and/or ultimately
depend on an appeal to the agent’s reasons and motivations’ (Schmid 2009, 250).
In accordance with the mentioned above Activity theory, because intrinsic motivation is the main basis for all kinds of pro-active behaviour, it is rather clear why
Schmid’s ‘dual intrinsic reasons account’ blur the borders between play and ‘not-play’.
He came to this very conclusion, it would seem, in his next work (Schmid 2011) and
ﬁnally suggested that the deﬁnition of play as an autotelic activity be rejected and
that play is re-deﬁned.
According to all the above-mentioned indications of the autotelic character of human
play, autotelicity would seem eligible to be considered a main essence or factor of abstract
or ‘ideal’ play, as it was. In reality, however, play is always determined by a spectrum of
intrinsic reasons. In a parallel vein, many activities have an autotelic basis, such as Suits
(2004) example of a boy licking ice cream. Thus, there are: (1) non-playful autotelic
activities, (2) playful autotelic amusements and (3) ‘sophisticated’ (Suits 1988) playing
followed by latent instrumental and/or extrinsic motives. Finally, one could mention that
the autotelicity of play is non-obligatory for a general deﬁnition of play.
The last of the new important characteristics of play in our analysis is emphasized by
Carlson’s (2013) category of play’s ‘fragileness’. The author, in my opinion, has found a verbal
formula that encompasses both time-spatial and substantial characteristics of the play
realm, which put it in danger of breaking at any moment. In a certain sense, this notion is
reminiscent of Collingwood’s understanding of play as capricious, ‘that in it we choose our
end for no conscious reason whatever’ (Collingwood 1924, 104; quoted in Werts 2003, 159).
It also corresponds with Derrida’s (1967 [1978], 292) ‘interplay of absence and presence’. This
last characteristic, as I see it, can serve as a metaphor for ‘fragileness—easily breaking’
Summarizing the article, I would like to strengthen the understanding of play as an
essential and independent form of a human being by a more general view (Figure 1).
By reﬁning and focusing on play’s exclusive speciﬁcations of the notion of being, it
seems possible to include and absorb both psychological (cognitive and emotional
dynamics) activities and anthropological human activities, amusements, fun, sport,
etc. Such inclusion should enable the construction of a uniﬁed paradigm that will
help to consider human play more correctly from both psychological and anthropological viewpoints.
After all, is said and done, it is already possible to propose a philosophic deﬁnition of
play:
Human play is causally linked—partial, temporary, and emergent—escape from routine reality
to free diverting ‘being-there’ that occurs in a fragile imagined and/or specially constructed
spatial-time realm.

As all forms of playing are anthropologically divided by Cailois (1961, 36) to
Competition, Chance, Simulation and Vertigo—a ‘good’ philosophical deﬁnition has to
envelop all the aspects of this widely accepted classiﬁcation. For this reason, too I have
deﬁned play and bring my analysis to the court of experts.
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Figure 1. Categorization of human play in three disciplinary discussions based on the common
notion of playing as being.
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