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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Review of Genesis of Animal Play: Testing the Limits, Gordon Burghardt
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This excellent book is the definitive contemporary treatment of play behavior. The author is one of the leading ethologists of the late 20th and early 21st centuries, Gordon Burghardt. As the author points out, many consider the topic of play behavior to be at best esoteric, and at worst frivolous. It has the reputation of being a meaningless set of behaviors, without purpose or function.  But, as reviewed in this well researched and documented book (54 pages of references!) it is difficult to see how a behavior as pervasive and widespread in the animal kingdom can be meaningless, purposeless, and functionless. Burghardt begins with an historical survey of the study of play behavior. I found this to be a meaningful discussion of the value of early work, much of which is often dismissed by modern researchers - primarily because of its age. It is interesting that he waits until the 3rd chapter to define play behavior, although he spends the 2nd chapter discussing various theoretical interpretations of the behavior. What follows are discussions of the diversity of behaviors which can be considered play, their meaning for a species, and the function of such behavior in the ontogeny of an animal. The first section of the book ends with the author’s own theory of play behavior, which he labels “surplus resource theory.” The second section of the book discusses the occurrence of play behavior throughout the animal kingdom. We are not surprised that humans, apes, monkeys, dogs, and cats play. But what about the platypus (a strong maybe)? Or fish, or invertebrates such as the octopus? 


Readers of this rich book will find a great deal that is new and little that is boring or rehashed. I was surprised to learn how many prominent animal behavior researchers have devoted at least some of their time to the study of play behavior. This book is not easy and definitely not for the layperson. But every professional and student of animal behavior should have a copy in his/her library. While I may disagree with some of the author’s theoretical orientation (he is a classical trained ethologist) I have nothing but praise for this book. 
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