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Every child knows what it means to play, but the rest of us can merely speculate.
Is it a kind of adaptation, teaching us skills, inducting us into certain
communities? Is it power, pursued in games of prowess? Fate, deployed in games
of chance? Daydreaming, enacted in art? Or is it just frivolity? Brian Sutton-
Smith, a leading proponent of play theory, considers each possibility as it has
been proposed, elaborated, and debated in disciplines from biology, psychology,
and education to metaphysics, mathematics, and sociology.

Sutton-Smith focuses on play theories rooted in seven distinct “rhetorics”?the
ancient discourses of Fate, Power, Communal Identity, and Frivolity and the
modern discourses of Progress, the Imaginary, and the Self. In a sweeping
analysis that moves from the question of play in child development to the
implications of play for the Western work ethic, he explores the values, historical
sources, and interests that have dictated the terms and forms of play put forth in
each discourse’s “objective” theory.

This work reveals more distinctions and disjunctions than affinities, with one
striking exception: however different their descriptions and interpretations of
play, each rhetoric reveals a quirkiness, redundancy, and flexibility. In light of
this, Sutton-Smith suggests that play might provide a model of the variability that
allows for “natural” selection. As a form of mental feedback, play might nullify
the rigidity that sets in after successful adaption, thus reinforcing animal and
human variability. Further, he shows how these discourses, despite their
differences, might offer the components for a new social science of play.
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Every child knows what it means to play, but the rest of us can merely speculate. Is it a kind of adaptation,
teaching us skills, inducting us into certain communities? Is it power, pursued in games of prowess? Fate,
deployed in games of chance? Daydreaming, enacted in art? Or is it just frivolity? Brian Sutton-Smith, a
leading proponent of play theory, considers each possibility as it has been proposed, elaborated, and debated
in disciplines from biology, psychology, and education to metaphysics, mathematics, and sociology.

Sutton-Smith focuses on play theories rooted in seven distinct “rhetorics”?the ancient discourses of Fate,
Power, Communal Identity, and Frivolity and the modern discourses of Progress, the Imaginary, and the
Self. In a sweeping analysis that moves from the question of play in child development to the implications of
play for the Western work ethic, he explores the values, historical sources, and interests that have dictated
the terms and forms of play put forth in each discourse’s “objective” theory.

This work reveals more distinctions and disjunctions than affinities, with one striking exception: however
different their descriptions and interpretations of play, each rhetoric reveals a quirkiness, redundancy, and
flexibility. In light of this, Sutton-Smith suggests that play might provide a model of the variability that
allows for “natural” selection. As a form of mental feedback, play might nullify the rigidity that sets in after
successful adaption, thus reinforcing animal and human variability. Further, he shows how these discourses,
despite their differences, might offer the components for a new social science of play.
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Editorial Review

Review
Brian Sutton-Smith presents a lively, contemplative and challenging theoretical discussion of the ‘category
of diverse learnings’…that make up play… Sutton-Smith presents a variety of play dimensions that cause
disturbance of theoretical certainty and bring together hitherto unconnected ideas on play in the tradition of
creativity. The book explores its chosen rhetorics in a scholarly and yet undeniably accessible way. The
material included is multi-faceted and multi-layered, drawing on theories across the centuries and presenting
a case for a new look at play. Play is taken beyond the rhetoric of progress, leaving the reader alive and alert
to the possibilities of play that transcend generations and cultures. (Jill Williams British Journal of
Educational Studies)

This book provides a comprehensive analysis of extant theory and research on the subject of play in children
and adults in a variety of cultural contexts with relevant comparisons to play in nonhuman species. The work
is thorough and well referenced and provides new insights on a classic topic in children’s social
development. The primary issue addressed is the ambiguous nature of play. Although we have a sense of
what constitutes play, when asked to define it, explain its function, or even identify players, its paradoxical
nature becomes apparent?it is and is not what it appears to be. Does and does not have a function, is and is
not the purview of children. (Child Development Abstracts & Bibliography)

A wonderful and important book. Its strength is its depth and its breadth. Play is discussed in incredibly close
detail, and from diverse perspectives: from anthropology to zoology, to literary criticism and biology. This
work represents the one most thorough discussion of play that we have. (Anthony Pellegrini, University of
Georgia)

A stunning book and a superbly scholarly undertaking which will make it impossible to discuss play in the
simplistic terms we are accustomed to. (Greta Fein, University of Maryland at College Park)

The Ambiguity of Play is an extremely important contribution to theoretical discussions about play not only
in the United States but around the world. The book provides a platform for further theoretical reflection,
interdisciplinary dialogue, and for critical examination of long-held beliefs about child development and
education. Sutton-Smith succeeds at maintaining a playful tone throughout, and lives up in his own rhetoric
to the topic at hand. (Petra Hesse, Wheelock College)

Review
A wonderful and important book. Its strength is its depth and its breadth. Play is discussed in incredibly close
detail, and from diverse perspectives: from anthropology to zoology, to literary criticism and biology. This
work represents the one most thorough discussion of play that we have. (Anthony Pellegrini, University of
Georgia)

About the Author
Brian Sutton-Smith was Professor of Education, Emeritus, at the University of Pennsylvania.

Users Review

From reader reviews:



Alicia Wescott:

This The Ambiguity of Play book is just not ordinary book, you have it then the world is in your hands. The
benefit you will get by reading this book is actually information inside this guide incredible fresh, you will
get details which is getting deeper you actually read a lot of information you will get. This The Ambiguity of
Play without we know teach the one who reading it become critical in thinking and analyzing. Don't end up
being worry The Ambiguity of Play can bring when you are and not make your bag space or bookshelves'
become full because you can have it with your lovely laptop even cellphone. This The Ambiguity of Play
having great arrangement in word along with layout, so you will not experience uninterested in reading.

Margert Lewis:

The reason? Because this The Ambiguity of Play is an unordinary book that the inside of the e-book waiting
for you to snap the idea but latter it will jolt you with the secret that inside. Reading this book alongside it
was fantastic author who also write the book in such amazing way makes the content on the inside easier to
understand, entertaining technique but still convey the meaning completely. So , it is good for you for not
hesitating having this anymore or you going to regret it. This unique book will give you a lot of advantages
than the other book have got such as help improving your skill and your critical thinking means. So , still
want to hold off having that book? If I were being you I will go to the reserve store hurriedly.

Jamie Lundquist:

This The Ambiguity of Play is great publication for you because the content which is full of information for
you who have always deal with world and still have to make decision every minute. This specific book
reveal it info accurately using great plan word or we can claim no rambling sentences included. So if you are
read the idea hurriedly you can have whole information in it. Doesn't mean it only will give you straight
forward sentences but hard core information with wonderful delivering sentences. Having The Ambiguity of
Play in your hand like keeping the world in your arm, details in it is not ridiculous a single. We can say that
no publication that offer you world throughout ten or fifteen minute right but this book already do that. So ,
this really is good reading book. Hi Mr. and Mrs. active do you still doubt this?

Douglas Ayer:

You will get this The Ambiguity of Play by visit the bookstore or Mall. Merely viewing or reviewing it could
possibly to be your solve trouble if you get difficulties on your knowledge. Kinds of this reserve are various.
Not only by simply written or printed but can you enjoy this book by simply e-book. In the modern era such
as now, you just looking because of your mobile phone and searching what their problem. Right now, choose
your current ways to get more information about your book. It is most important to arrange yourself to make
your knowledge are still revise. Let's try to choose proper ways for you.
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