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2. F ro m  T u rb u len ce  to  R u le s

Rules are inseparable from play as soon as the latter becomes 
institutionalized. From this moment on they become part of its 
nature. They transform it into an instrument of fecund and 
decisive culture. But a basic freedom is central to play in order 
to stimulate distraction and fantasy. This liberty is its indispen-
sable motive power and is basic to the most complex and care-
fully organized forms of play. Such a primary power of im-
provisation and joy, which I call paidici, is allied to the taste for 
gratuituous difficulty that I propose to call ludus, in order to en-
compass the various games to which, without exaggeration, a 
civilizing quality can be attributed. In fact, they reflect the moral 
and intellectual values of a culture, as well as contribute to their 
refinement and development.

I have chosen the term paidia because its root is the word for 
child, and also because of a desire not to needlessly disconcert 
the reader by resorting to a term borrowed from an antipodal 
language. However, the Sanskrit kredati and the Chinese wan 
seem both richer and more expressive through the variety and 
nature of their connotations. It is true that they also present the 
disadvantages of overabundance— a certain danger of confusion, 
for one. Kredati designates the play of adults, children, and 
animals. It applies more specifically to gamboling, i.e. to the 
sudden and capricious movements provoked by a superabun-
dance of gaiety and vitality. It applies equally to illicit sex rela-
tionships, the rise and fall of waves, and anything that undulates 
with the wind. The word wan is even more explicit, as much for 
what it defines as for what it avoids defining, i.e. specifying 
games of skill, competition, simulation, and chance. It manifests 
many refinements of meaning to which I will have occasion to 
return.

In view of these relationships and semantic qualifications, 
what can be the connotations and denotations of the term 
paidia? I shall define it, for my purposes, as a word covering the
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spontaneous manifestations of the play instinct: a cat entangled 
in a ball of wool, a dog sniffing, and an infant laughing at his 
rattle represent the first identifiable examples of this type of 
activity. It intervenes in every happy exuberance which effects 
an immediate and disordered agitation, an impulsive and easy 
recreation, but readily carried to excess, whose impromptu and 
unruly character remains its essential if not unique reason for 
being. From somersaults to scribbling, from squabble to uproar, 
perfectly clear illustrations are not lacking of the comparable 
symptoms of movements, colors, or noises.

This elementary need for disturbance and tumult first appears 
as an impulse to touch, grasp, taste, smell, and then drop any 
accessible object. It readily can become a taste for destruction 
and breaking things. It explains the pleasure in endlessly cutting 
up paper with a pair of scissors, pulling cloth into thread, break-
ing up a gathering, holding up a queue, disturbing the play or 
work of others, etc. Soon comes the desire to mystify or to defy 
by sticking out the tongue or grimacing while seeming to touch 
or throw the forbidden object. For the child it is a question of 
expressing himself, of feeling he is the cause, of forcing others 
to pay attention to him. In this manner, K. Groos recalls the 
case of a monkey which took pleasure in pulling the tail of a dog 
that lived with it, each time that the dog seemed to be going to 
sleep. The primitive joy in destruction and upset has been 
notably observed by the sister of G. J. Romanes in precise and 
most meaningful detail.12

The child does not stop at that. He loves to play with his own 
pain, for example by probing a toothache with his tongue. He 
also likes to be frightened. He thus looks for a physical illness, 
limited and controlled, of which he is the cause, or sometimes he 
seeks an anxiety that he, being the cause, can stop at will. At 
various points, the fundamental aspects of play are already 
recognizable, i.e. voluntary, agreed upon, isolated, and regulated 
activity.

Soon there is born the desire to invent rules, and to abide by 
them whatever the cost. The child then makes all kinds of bets—
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which, as has been seen, are the elementary forms of agon— 
with himself or his friends. He hops, walks backwards with his 
eyes closed, plays at who can look longest at the sun, and will 
suffer pain or stand in a painful position.

In general, the first manifestations of paidia have no name and 
could not have any, precisely because they are not part of any 
order, distinctive symbolism, or clearly differentiated life that 
would permit a vocabulary to consecrate their autonomy with 
a specific term. But as soon as conventions, techniques, and 
utensils emerge, the first games as such arise with them: e.g. 
leapfrog, hide and seek, kite-flying, teetotum, sliding, blindman’s 
buff, and doll-play. At this point the contradictory roads of 
agon, alea, mimicry, and ilinx begin to bifurcate. At the same 
time, the pleasure experienced in solving a problem arbitrarily 
designed for this purpose also intervenes, so that reaching a 
solution has no other goal than personal satisfaction for its own 
sake.

This condition, which is ludus proper, is also reflected in 
different kinds of games, except for those which wholly depend 
upon the cast of a die. It is complementary to and a refinement 
of paidia, which it disciplines and enriches. It provides an occa-
sion for training and normally leads to the acquisition of a 
special skill, a particular mastery of the operation of one or 
another contraption or the discovery of a satisfactory solution to 
problems of a more conventional type.

The difference from agon is that in ludus the tension and skill 
of the player are not related to any explicit feeling of emulation 
or rivalry: the conflict is with the obstacle, not with one or 
several competitors. On the level of manual dexterity there can 
be cited games such as cup-and-ball, diabolo, and yo-yo. These 
simple instruments merely utilize basic natural laws, e.g. gravity 
and rotation in the case of the yo-yo, where the point is to trans-
form a rectilinear alternating motion into a continuous circular 
movement. Kite-flying, on the contrary, relies on the exploita-
tion of a specific atmospheric condition. Thanks to this, the 
player accomplishes a kind of auscultation upon the sky from



afar. He projects his presence beyond the limits of his body. 
Again, the game of blindman’s buff offers an opportunity to 
experience the quality of perception in the absence of sight.13 It 
is readily seen that the possibilities of Indus are almost infinite.

Games such as solitaire or the ring puzzle, although part of 
the same species, already belong to another group of games, 
since they constantly appeal to a spirit of calculation and con-
trivance. And lastly, crossword puzzles, mathematical recrea-
tions, anagrams, olorhymes14 and obscure poetry, addiction to 
detective stories (trying to identify the culprit), and chess or 
bridge problems constitute, even in the absence of gadgets, many 
varieties of the most prevalent and pure forms of ludus.

It is common knowledge that what to begin with seems to be 
a situation susceptible to indefinite repetition turns out to be 
capable of producing ever new combinations. Thus the player 
is stimulated to emulate himself, permitting him to take pride in 
his accomplishment, as against those who share his taste. There 
is a manifest relationship between ludus and agon. In addition, 
it can happen that the same game may possess both, e.g. chess 
or bridge.

The combination of ludus and alea is no less frequent: it is 
especially recognizable in games of patience, in which ingenious 
maneuvers have little influence upon the result, and in playing 
slot machines in which the player can very crudely calculate the 
impulsion given to the ball at various points in directing its 
course. In both these examples, chance is still the deciding fac-
tor. Moreover, the fact that the player is not completely helpless 
and that he can at least minimally count on his skill or talent 
is sufficient reason to link ludus with alea.15

Ludus  is also readily compatible with mimicry. In the simplest 
cases, it lends aspects of illusion to construction games such as 
the animals made out of millet stalks by Dogon children, the 
cranes or automobiles constructed by fitting together perforated 
steel parts and pullies from an Erector set, or the scale-model 
planes or ships that even adults do not disdain meticulously con-
structing. However, it is the theater which provides the basic
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connection between the two, by disciplining mimicry until it 
becomes an art rich in a thousand diverse routines, refined tech-
niques, and subtly complex resources. By means of this fortu-
nate development, the cultural fecundity of play is amply demon-
strated.

In contrast, just as there could be no relationship between 
paidia, which is tumultuous and exuberant, and alea, which is 
passive anticipation of and mute immobility pending the out-
come of the game, there also can be no connection between 
ludus, which is calculation and contrivance, and ilinx, which is a 
pure state of transport. The desire to overcome an obstacle can 
only emerge to combat vertigo and prevent it from becoming 
transformed into disorder or panic. It is, therefore, training in 
self-control, an arduous effort to preserve calm and equilibrium. 
Far from being compatible with ilinx, it provides the discipline 
needed to neutralize the dangerous effects of ilinx, as in moun-
tain climbing or tightrope walking.

Ludus, in itself, seems incomplete, a kind of makeshift device 
intended to allay boredom. One becomes resigned to it while 
awaiting something preferable, such as the arrival of partners 
that makes possible the substitution of a contest for this solitary 
pleasure. Moreover, even in games of skill or contrivance (e.g. 
patience, crossword and other puzzles) which exclude or regard 
as undesirable the intervention of another person, ludus no less 
inspires in the player the hope of succeeding the next time when 
he may obtain a higher score. In this way, the influence of agon 
is again manifested. Indeed, it enriches the pleasure derived from 
overcoming an arbitrarily chosen obstacle. In fact, even if each 
of these games is played alone and is not replaced by an openly 
competitive one, it can easily and quickly be converted into a 
contest, with or without prizes, such as newspapers organize on 
occasion.

There is also an aspect of ludus that, in my opinion, is ex-
plained by the presence of agon within it: that is, that it is 
strongly affected by fashion. The yo-yo, cup-and-ball, diabolo,
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and ring puzzle appear and disappear as if by magic and soon 
are replaced by other games. In parallel fashion, the vogues 
for amusements of a more intellectual nature are no less 
limited in time; e.g. the rebus, the anagram, the acrostic, and 
the charade have had their hours. It is probable that crossword 
puzzles and detective stories will run the same course. Such a 
phenomenon would be enigmatic if ludus were an individual 
amusement, as seems superficially to be the case. In reality, it is 
permeated with an atmosphere of competition. It only persists 
to the degree that the fervor of addicts transforms it into virtual 
agon. When the latter is missing, ludus cannot persist independ-
ently. In fact, it is not sufficiently supported by the spirit of 
organized competition, which is not essential to it, and does not 
provide the substance for a spectacle capable of attracting 
crowds. It remains transient and diffuse, or else it risks turning 
into an obsession for the isolated fanatic who would dedicate 
himself to it absolutely and in his addiction would increasingly 
withdraw from society.

Industrial civilization has given birth to a special form of 
ludus, the hobby, a secondary and gratuitous activity, under-
taken and pursued for pleasure, e.g. collecting, unique accom-
plishments, the pleasure in billiards or inventing gadgets, in a 
word any occupation that is primarily a compensation for the 
injury to personality caused by bondage to work of an automatic 
and picayune character. It has been observed that the hobby of 
the worker-tumed-artisan readily takes the form of constructing 
complete scale models of the machines in the fabrication of 
which he is fated to cooperate by always repeating the same 
movement, an operation demanding no skill or intelligence on 
his part. He not only avenges himself upon reality, but in a 
positive and creative way. The hobby is a response to one of the 
highest functions of the play instinct. It is not surprising that a 
technical civilization contributes to its development, even to pro-
viding compensations for its more brutal aspects. Hobbies reflect 
the rare qualities that make their development possible.

In a general way, ludus relates to the primitive desire to find
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diversion and amusement in arbitrary, perpetually recurrent ob-
stacles. Thousands of occasions and devices are invented to 
satisfy simultaneously the desire for relaxation and the need, of 
which man cannot be rid, to utilize purposefully the knowledge, 
experience, and intelligence at his disposal, while disregarding 
self-control and his capacity for resistance to suffering, fatigue, 
panic, or intoxication.

What I call ludus stands for the specific element in play the 
impact and cultural creativity of which seems most impressive. 
It does not connote a psychological attitude as precise as that 
of agon, alea, mimicry or ilinx, but in disciplining the paidia, its 
general contribution is to give the fundamental categories of 
play their purity and excellence.

Besides, ludus is not the only conceivable metamorphosis of 
paidia. A civilization like that of classical China worked out a 
different destiny for itself. Wisely and circumspectly, Chinese 
culture is less directed toward purposive innovation. The need 
for progress and the spirit of enterprise generally seem to them a 
kind of compulsion that is not particularly creative. Under these 
conditions the turbulence and surplus of energy characteristic of 
paidia is channelized in a direction better suited to its supreme 
values. This is the place to return to the term wan. According 
to some, it would etymologically designate the act of indefinitely 
caressing a piece of jade while polishing it, in order to savor its 
smoothness or as an accompaniment to reverie. Perhaps this 
origin clarifies another purpose of paidia. The reservoir of free 
movement that is part of its original definition seems in this case 
to be oriented not toward process, calculation, or triumph over 
difficulties but toward calm, patience, and idle speculation. The 
term wan basically designates all kinds of semiautomatic activi-
ties which leave the mind detached and idle, certain complex 
games which are part of ludus, and at the same time, nonchalant 
meditation and lazy contemplation.

Tumult and din are covered by the expression jeou-nao, which
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means literally “passion-disorder.” When joined to the term 
nao, the term wan connotes any exuberant or joyous behavior. 
But this term wan must be present. With the character tchouang 
(to pretend), it means “to find pleasure in simulating.” Thus 
wan coincides fairly exactly with the various possible manifesta-
tions of paidia, although when used alone it may designate a 
particular kind of game. It is not used for competition, dice, or 
dramatic interpretation. That is to say, it excludes the various 
kinds of games that I have referred to as institutional.

The latter are designated by more specialized terms. The char-
acter hsi corresponds to games of disguise or simulation, cover-
ing the domain of the theater and the spectacle. The character 
choua refers to games involving skill and ability; however, it is 
also used for contests involving jokes or puns, for fencing, and 
for perfection in practicing a difficult art. The character teou 
refers to conflict as such, cock fighting or dueling. It is also used 
for card games. Lastly, the character ton, not to be applied to 
children’s games, covers games of chance, feats of daring, bets, 
and ordeals. It also is the name for blasphemy, for to tempt 
chance is considered a sacrilegious wager against destiny.16

The vast semantic area of the term wan makes it even more 
deserving of interest. To begin with, it includes child’s play and 
all kinds of carefree and frivolous diversion such as are sug-
gested by the verbs to frolic, to romp, to trifle, etc. It is used to 
describe casual, abnormal, or strange sex practices. A t the same 
time, it is used for games demanding reflection and jorbidding 
haste, such as chess, checkers, puzzles ( tai K iao), and the game 
of nine rings.17 It also comprises the pleasure of appreciating the 
savor of good food or the bouquet of a wine, the taste for col-
lecting works of art or even appreciating them, voluptuously 
handling and even fashioning delicate curios, comparable to the 
Occidental category of the hobby, collecting or puttering. Lastly, 
the transitory and relaxing sweetness of moonlight is suggested, 
the pleasure of a boat ride on a limpid lake or the prolonged 
contemplation of a waterfall.18



The example of the word wan shows that the destinies of 
cultures can be read in their games. The preference for agon, 
alea, mimicry, or ilinx helps decide the future of a civilization. 
Also, the channeling of the free energy in paidia toward inven-
tion or contemplation manifests an implicit but fundamental and 
most significant choice.
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