


























twentieth century – mainly, the contrasting positions of universalistic-evolutionary 
positions and the historical-cultural interpretations offered in this period.  The aim of 
this much reduced review allows us to place our own position within the latter ‘camp’ 
and explain our use of certain works in the area (Gadamer 1975; Spariosu 1989; 
Huizinga 1955; Maffesoli 1993; Sutton-Smith 1997; Hans 1981). 
 
It is, however, in part III that we will engage in depth with the epistemological 
problems derived from play’s ontological historicity.  We will show some of the 
consequences of using certain units of conceptual historical analysis to interpret the 
cultural-historical conditions which make possible uses of play in contemporary work 
organisations. 
 
We will develop our discussion around a relatively simple contrast: between our 
position (considering play as central experience); and at some existing interpretations 
of play at work (whose historical narrative makes organisations and management 
central social forms whilst play remains an epiphenomenon of control).  Although 
relatively few, such interpretations present this very interesting conceptual problem: 
the choice to use the ‘organisation’ as the general context of interpreting play.  
Organisations and management are central both as contexts and actors conditioning 
the use of play at work.  They are, explicitly and implicitly, taken to be the main 
historical agents whose intentions (hidden or overt) drive the current use of play as 
another means of performing their historical function of social control over 
work/production processes.  The assumption is that organisations are the main 
historical agents whose logic of functioning ought to explain the use of play. 
 
There are several types of such accounts: some explain the use of play as a 
manipulative, covert form of control (Grugulis 2000, 2002; Carr 2003).  Simple 
critical political economies add important insight but only partly explicate managerial 
play.  Play is a relative ‘luxury’ and a lot of the time play can only be afforded by 
management circles for their own development.  Moreover, political economies 
sometimes make poor sociologies: they do not take into account the sociality of ‘play’ 
as ‘central’ human experience in this case.  Wheen (2004) would dismiss it as simply 
more irrational ‘mumbo-jumbo’.  Psychoanalysts (such as Sievers 1994) may see play 
as a device for regression and infantilisation.  This assumes that a therapy is allowed 
through the back door and that the subjects are unaware of and helpless in their 
dependency.  Despite the undisputed value of psychoanalytic interpretations and of 
the regression thesis, the assumption of passive dependency implies a dominating 
agency whose nature is never quite clarified.  This account too remains partial.  
Others (like Csikszentmihalyi 1975) suggest that work is enriched by play because the 
latter creates the conditions of a ‘flow experience’ in which finitude (as existential 
concern) dissolves in a purely meaningful experience of the object.  Csikszentmihalyi 
analyses orchestra conductors and surgeons who experience their work as a playful 
occasion in which they can immerse themselves totally in ‘flow’.  What this account 
would not explain is the success of play technologies when the object of play is not 
the object of work, but people’s own subjectivity. 
 
We will change radically the approach to historical interpretation and make play itself 
the central experience from which an interpretation of how it is used by management 
might be derived.  This move involves a reconceptualisation of the historical field, of 
our world-historical narrative and thus of our historical sources. 
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We will explore play at work as part of a historical ethos – in this case, that of late, 
‘soft’ capitalism (Heelas 2002; Thrift 1997).  We will discuss: the ‘ethical’ make-up 
of modern identity using Taylor’s ideas (1989; 1991); foundational myths of 
modernity as analysed by Blumenberg (1985; 1990) and Dupré (1993); new 
relationships between play and the search for ‘perpetual youth’ using Ariès’s 
historical analysis of childhood (1965) and Bruckner’s essay (2000) on the 
transformation of adulthood into ‘kidulthood’.  This wider set of sources and concepts 
involves, first, considerations about the relationship between the ethos of play and the 
modern sense of self; secondly, it involves considering the relationship between self 
and the world in the wake of the rise of a culture of self-assertion on the secularised 
‘ruins’ of a Protestant culture dominated by self-abnegation; thirdly, it requires an 
understanding of the cultural reconfiguration of the ‘ages of life’, of the current search 
for various forms of renewed youth in our obsessive attempt to avoid engaging with 
finitude and consume more intense ‘life-experiences’. 
 
Conclusions 
 
The paper discusses what happens when we rearticulate our understanding of certain 
historical determinations.  The example of play allows us to show what a cultural-
ethical historical interpretation offers in contrast with sociological-psychological 
historical narratives. 
 
Atlantic organisations and their management practices appear as deeply rooted in the 
current ethos of modernity.  We argue that play at work is not merely an ‘illegitimate’ 
manifestation of a social structure called ‘capitalism’, but of a wider historical process 
in which our self-understanding has shifted and which manifests itself in a new ‘ethos 
of the self’ of which play is increasingly a central component of what counts as a 
‘good life’.  Play in management is not just a manifestation of the power of 
corporations running riot, but also of our wider desires in the world, and even of a 
new sense of the ages of life.  The innocence of childhood is rediscovered by playful 
consumers perpetually desirous of enjoyment and ‘happiness’.  Are we witnessing 
perhaps the birth of a new Dionysus, a secularised one this time, whose desires are 
open to capture by its own institutional frameworks (in the name of enjoyment, play 
and self-assertion)? 
 
 
References 
 
Ariès, Philippe (1965)  Centuries Of Childhood: A Social History Of Family Life. 
New York: Vintage Books 
 
Blumenberg, Hans (1985)  The Legitimacy Of The Modern Age.  M.I.T. Press 
 
Blumenberg, Hans (1990)  Work On Myth.  M.I.T. Press 
 
Bruckner, Pascal (2000)  The Temptation Of Innocence: Living In The Age Of 
Entitlement.  New York, N.Y.: Algora Publishing 
 

 3



Carr, Adrian (2003)  ‘Organizational Discourse as a creative space for play: the 
potential of postmodernist and surrealist forms of play’, in Human Resource 
Development International, 6:2 (197-217) 
 
Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly (1975)  Beyond Boredom and Anxiety: The Experience Of 
Play In Work and Games.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass 
 
Dupré, Louis (1993),  Passage To Modernity: An Essay In The Hermeneutics Of 
Nature And Culture. Yale U.P. 
 
Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1975)  Truth and Method.  London: Sheed & Ward 
 
Grugulis, Irena, Dundon,Tony and Wilkinson, Adrian (2000)  ‘Cultural control and 
the “culture manager”: employment practices in a consultancy’, Work, Employment 
and Society, 14 (1) pp 97-116, March  
 
Grugulis, Irena (2002) ‘Nothing serious? Candidates’ use of humour in management 
training’, Human Relations, 55 (4) pp 387-406, April 
 
Hans, James S. (1981) The Play of the World.  University of Massachussets Press 
 
Heelas, Paul (2002)  ‘Work Ethics, Soft Capitalism and the “Turn to Life”’, in Du 
Gay, P. and Pryke, M. (eds.) Cultural Economy. Sage: London 
 
Huizinga, Johann (1955, orig.1949)  Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element in 
Culture.  Boston: Beacon Press 
 
Koselleck, Reinhart (2002) The Practice Of Conceptual History: Timing History, 
Spacing Concepts.  Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press 
 
Maffesoli, Michel (1993)  The Shadow of Dionysus: A Contribution to the Sociology 
of the Orgy.  New York: SUNY Press 
 
Pinault, Lewis (2004)  Playzone: Unlock Your Creative Genius And Connect With 
Consumers.  New York, N.Y.: HarperBusiness 
 
Sievers, Burkhard (1994)  Work, Death, and Life Itself: Essays On Management and 
Organization.  Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter 
 
Spariosu, Mihai (1989)  Dionysus Reborn: Play and The Aesthetic Dimension in 
Contemporary Philosophical and Scientific Discourse. Cornell University Press 
 
Sutton-Smith, Brian (1997)  The Ambiguity of Play.  Boston: Harvard University 
Press 
 
Taylor, Charles (1989)  Sources of the Self.  Cambridge University Press 
 
Taylor, Charles (1991)  The Ethics of Authenticity.  Harvard University Press 
 
Thrift, Nigel (1997),  ‘The Rise of Soft Capitalism’, in Cultural Values, 1, 21–57 

 4



 5

 
Wheen, Francis (2004)  How Mumbo-Jumbo Conquered The World: A Short History 
Of Modern Delusions.  London: Fourth Estate 


	Play at work: questions of historical interpretation

