
COMMENTARY 

by John Buettner-Janusch 

It has been difficult for me to comment on the various papers in this 
symposium. I am not myself deeply involved in research on those aspects of 
primate behavior that can be called play, but I have read much about play 
in mammals and in primates in particular. I have also watched young and 
older nonhuman primates play-most especially the lemurs and galagos 
that I put together in the Duke University Primate Facility. Much of my 
reading has led me to a restrained enthusiasm for the subject. 1 am bemused 
by most authors and I can find little that I consider scientifically meritorious 
in the literature. The papers presented at this symposium struck me as 
suffering from a lack of definition, or focus; there was little apparent agree- 
ment upon an operational definition or  concept of play-or any other 
concept for that matter. Some of the papers have been withdrawn from 
publication, and the remarks 1 make here are restricted to general comments 
on those published in this collection. 

The paper by Chevalier-Skolnikoff appears to direct its attention to the 
process by which the author constructed a provisional concept or definition 
of play, one that she finds useful in her work. However, I am unable to see 
that reading her paper fundamentally advances our understanding of play. 
The study is of great importance for those conducting research into primate 
behavior, for her work is exemplary. I believe it is safe for me to leave her 
contribution with the comment that she seems to beg the question through- 
out the article, and while the paper is evidence of a splendid research pro- 
gram and a highly competent investigator, I do  not see that we learn much 
about the fundamental basis of play among mammals from this presen- 
tation. 

The paper by Miller, in my view, is beyond comment. The approach is 
from the humanities, and it is anecdotal, wayward, amusing, and outside of 
science. I do not find that I learn much about play from the paper, but I 
suppose that reading it is play, I was amused for the twenty or so minutes I 
spent in reading it. Certainly the act of writing it was play, especially if one 
follows Professor Norbeck's definition of play. 
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The paper by Turner is long and impressive. It is also a rather turgid 
work. It is hard going, no question about that. 1 believe that it is impossible 
for Professor Turner to write anything that is entirely without merit, al- 
though he may disguise the meritorious part of his thought, as he does here, 
with a barrage of verbiage. The paper can be read with profit by anyone who 
wants to have an idea of Turner's approach to social phenomena, and it is 
possible that one could learn what Professor Turner thinks about play if 
enough time is spent with this and other of his writings. I suspect that Pro- 
fessor Turner has merely turned to his older work and added a few trendy 
expressions and feels he has something new to say about play. It is possible 
that he does, but the paper strikes me as an attempt at literary criticism of 
the sort for which Kenneth Burke is well known. This is perfectly legitimate 
for an inquiry into the anthropological significance of play, but it is hard 
going for those of us who are trained in the less elegant world of science. 

Norbeck's summary is salutary and important, for he makes clear the 
fuzziness that the concept "pIay" has in much anthropological as well as 
biological work. He carefully puts before us some of the propositions that 
we must investigate in order to organize sensible research on play. He 
attempts to make us a definition of play, which he ties closely to concepts 
of the voluntary act, to pleasure, and he discusses the expressive and non- 
utilitarian nature of play. He makes goals a fundamental part of his defini- 
tion, and he specifically points out that the goal of human play is not con- 
sciously utilitarian. It is worth noting that he does not tell us what the goal is! 

My own view is that the papers and the symposium, although valuable 
and stimulating for an anthropological audience, are inconclusive. 1 want 
to know several things which the participants, the authors, have not told us. 
First, I want to know if they are able to construct an operational definition 
of play. I do not see any such definition in the papers, and 1 am convinced 
that such a definition is essential. 

Second, I would like the authors, or someone, to tell me just exactly what 
it is that I must do in order to conduct research on human play or on the 
play of nonhuman primates or other mammals. If we are to subsume an 
understanding of the relevance of play, human play, under the general goal 
of understanding man and culture, then I as an anthropologist want to 
know just what are the parameters of our investigation, 1 do not need to 
spend further energy or time in worrying about a definition of play. Let us 
construct one on the basis of what we know so far, and then let us see what 
sort of research might be profitable, intellectually. If anthropologists have 
anything to say about human play, or the play of nonhuman primates, I 
want to know what it is they are supposed to be talking about. 

At our present state of knowledge and the art it is useful to stop for a 
few minutes and ask, What in the world are we talking about? And that is 
exactly what I want to ask the participants in this symposium. What are 
you talking about? Can you tell me how to find out? 
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