Play and Seriousness

Dr. Kurt Riezler’s valuable discussion under this heading in the Jowraal
of Philacaphy, XXXVIIL (1pq41), 505-51%, and my own “L#&" deal wirh
complementary aspects of the notiou of playlul activity; the points of
view converge and meet in the citation from Heracleitus made by both
authors [see p. 148n—en.].

Dr. Riezler's inrerest lies mainly in the distinction of {mere) play [rom
(rcal) scriousness; mine in the indistinetion of play and worl: on a higher
level of reference. In the sense that the divine part of us, our rzal Self,
or “Soul of the soul” is the impassible spectator of the fates that are
Lm:icr‘gbnc by Its psychophj{sical vchicles (MU IL.7, 1112, ctc.), it is clea.rl'y
not “interested” cr involved in these fates, and does not tzke tham seri-
ously; just as any other playgoer does rot take the fates of the stage
characters seriously, or if he does can hardly be said to be looking cn at
the play, but is involved in it. It 1s surely with zeference to this best part
of us, with which we idenrify ourselves if we “know who we are,” that
Plato says morc than once that “human affairs ought a0t to be taken
very seriously” (ueydhs udr cmovdis olk &, Lazws 8ojzc, of. dpology
231), and that we are asked to “rake no thoughr for the mommow” (Matt.
6:34).

We must not confuse such a lack of “interest” with what we mean by
“apathy” ard the inerria thar we suppose must be the conseyuence of
such an ataraxia. All that “apathy” rcally implies is, of course, an in-
dependence of pleasure-pain motivaticn; it dees not exclude the notion
of an acrivity kmrd dadriz, hur only that of an activity compelled by
conditions not of our own choosing. Apathy is spiritual equipoise and a
freedom From sentimentality. We are still aware that a disinterested
statesman will make a becter ruler than oue wlho has “interests” of his
own to be furthered; “tyranny is monarchy ruling in the interest of the
monarch” (Aristotle, Politics u15). The good =scror is one for whom “the
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play’s the thirg,” not one who tees in it an opportunity to exhioit him-
sclf. ‘The physician calls in another mecical man to operate on a member
of his family, just because the stranger will be less “interesied” in the fate
of ais wife or child and therefore better able to play his game with
death. “It is contrary to the nature of the arts to seek thz good of any-
thing burt their object” (Platw, Regublic 34258¢).

Gerncs arc insignificant to us. But that is abnozmal; end if we are to
coasider olay and sericusness from a mors universally human ooint of
view we must remember thar “games”—and this covers the whole tircus
of athletic contests, acrobatic and theatrical perforirances, jugglery, chess,
gambling, and most of the organized games of children and the folk,
all in fact thatr is nor merely the artless gamboling of lambs*—are not
“merely” physical excrciscs, spectacles, or emuscments, or merely of hygi-
eaic or aesthetic value, but metaphysically sign:ficant. Plato asks, “Are
we to live always ar play? znd i< so, at what sort of games?" and answers,
“such as sacrifices, chaating, and dancing, by which wc can win the favor
of the gods and overcome cur foes” (Lazvs 8o3pE). Ludus underlies our
ward “Indicrans”™; hut ir the Tarin Dictionzry (Harper) we find “Ludj,
public gurnes, plays, spectucles, shows, sxhibitions, which were given in
honor of ths gods, etc.”

Al:hough, then, in a game there is nothing to he gained except “the
pleasure that perfec:s the operation,” and the understanding of wial s
properly a rite, we do not therefore play carclessly, but rather as if our
life depended upon victory. Play implies order; of & man who ignores
the rules (as he may be tempted to do if the result is to him the matter
% primary’ importance) we say that he iz “nor nlaying the game"; i7 we
arc so much in camest, so puch “interested” in the stakes, as to “hit
delow the belt,” that is not duelling, but nearer to attempted murder.
[t is true that by not cheating we may lose: but the whole peint of the
game iz that we are not playing only to win, but playing a parr, de-
termined by our own naware, and that owr only concern is o play well,
regardless of the result, which we can nor foresee. “Mastery is of action
only, not of its fruits; so neither let the fruit of action be thy motive, no-
Aesitate to act” (BG 1r47). “Rartles are last in the same spir't in which

they arc won” (Whitman); victory depends on many factors beyond

1_CL Otte Ranke, A+t and Artist, Mew York, 1032, ch. 10, “Game and Destny,”
irc Ceomaraswamy, “The Symbolism of Archery,” 1943
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our control, and we ought not to be concerned about whar we are nat
responsible far.

The activity of God is called a “game” precisely because it is assumed
that Ae has no ends of his own to serve; it is in the same sense tha- cur
life can be “plaved,” and that inscfar as the best part of us is in it, but
not of it, our life becornes a game. At this point we no longer distinguish
play from work.
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Measures of Fire

The Fire is the principle of every life,
Jacob Boehme, Signatura rertm x1v2y

In a recent thesis,” Dr. William C. Kirke has fulfilled his immediate
purpose, which was ro discover, as far as that is possible, what was actu-
ally said by Heracleitus oa Tire. We do not proposc to review this bro-
chure, which is fully documented and well constructed. It is rather the
restricted purpose of histarical scholarship irself chat we wish to criticize,
We nust, indecd, know what has been said: bur of what use will such
knowledge be to us, unless we censider the meaning of what was said
and can apply this meaning to our own experience? Here Dr. Kirk has
little more to say then is contained in the significant words, “Heracleitus
is one of the Greek philosophers who sought to explain the whole uni-
verse in terms of some cne basic entity. . . . After his rime, to he sure,
fire decreased fu importance, and men ceased to look for one principle®
that would explain all phenomena.” This is a contzssion that men have
fallen to the level of that empiricism of which Plato was so contempri-
ous, and tw that of those Greeks whom Flutarch ridiculed because they
could no longer distinguish Apclle from Helios, the reality (70 6#) from
the phenomenon, “so much has their sense perception (aizfricis) per-
verted their powcr ol discrimination (Sz.a'.vmu.).”a It is, however, only
partizlly true that “the impor:ance ot fire has decreased,” and only some
men have abandoned the search “or “ome principle.”

Dr. Rirk sees that Heracleitus must bave had forcrunners, but scarcely

[Thiz essay was Heet published in O Iastaturo, C {1342), Coimbra, Portugal.—en.]

L Fire in the Cormological Speeulations of Herneleitus (Minneapalis, 194a).

*“One principle” . . . “that One by which, wher it is known, all things are
knuwn® (R17 m45).

* Pluearch, Moraliz 303n, 4cocn. CF. Plata, Lews Sg8n, *The body of Helios is seen
i:'Y_ all, his soul by none,” and AV x.H.14, “Him (the Sun) all men see, not all know
with the mind.” “Apolle™ iz Philo’s § voyrds fhes. |Nete Vietor Magnien, Les
Mystéres d'Flensic (Paris, 1026}, p- 143
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