
Study Report: Foundations of Game Studies and Critical Theory 

1. Introduction to Ludological Frameworks 
The intellectual architecture of game studies rests upon a triumvirate of foundational figures: 
Bernard Suits, Johan Huizinga, and Roger Caillois. While these "progenitors" established the 
initial boundaries of the ludic, contemporary scholarship—most notably by Mitchell 
(2020)—posits that the act of definition itself is a  foundationally political act . By delineating 
what constitutes "legitimate" play, theorists participate in a discursive construction of the world 
that inevitably marginalizes or de-legitimizes specific modalities of interaction, such as 
"interactive media," "puzzles," or "toys."Furthermore, as a senior researcher, one must approach 
these texts with a nuanced understanding of their methodology. Liam Mitchell argues that 
Bernard Suits’s  The Grasshopper  is not merely a source of portable, formalist definitions, but is 
a  transparently, reflectively Socratic dialogue . This distinction is critical: the text is designed 
to be "playful and perplexing," inviting the reader to read between the lines and situated truths 
within social contexts rather than extracting them as universal axioms. The definitions provided 
by Suits are intentionally evocative, serving as provocations for the reader to consider the social 
and political dimensions of the ludic. 

2. Comparative Analysis of Foundational Game Theories 
The following table synthesizes the core frameworks that currently define the field of ludology.| 
Theorist | Core Definition/Framework | Key Concepts || ------ | ------ | ------ || Bernard Suits | 
Playing a game is the voluntary attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles. | Lusory Attitude 
: Acceptance of constitutive rules;  Proscribing the most efficient means  in favor of 
constitutive constraints. || Johan Huizinga | Play is a free activity standing quite consciously 
outside "ordinary" life. | The Magic Circle : A separate, temporary social space where 
culture-building occurs. || Roger Caillois | Play is a formal activity with six specific traits; 
characterized by categories of engagement. | Agon/Alea/Mimicry/Ilinx : Competition, chance, 
simulation, and vertigo;  Paidia vs. Ludus . || Jesper Juul | The  Half-Real  model: Games exist 
at the intersection of rules and fiction. | Half-Real Model : The tension between real, 
mathematical rules and fictional, imagined worlds. || Salen & Zimmerman | A game is a system 
in which players engage in artificial conflict, defined by rules, resulting in quantifiable outcomes. 
| Meaningful Play : Discernible and integrated feedback;  Rules/Play/Culture  schemas for 
systemic analysis. | 

3. Deep Dive: Roger Caillois’s Critique and Formalism 
Roger Caillois expanded the ludological landscape by offering a rigorous formalization of play 
while simultaneously critiquing the limitations of Huizinga’s early work. 

The Six Core Characteristics of Play 

Caillois defines play through the following essential criteria: 
●​ Free:  Participation must be voluntary; compulsion destroys the ludic nature of the act. 
●​ Separate:  Play is circumscribed within fixed spatial and temporal limits. 



●​ Uncertain:  The outcome is never predetermined, allowing for player initiative. 
●​ Unproductive:  Play creates no new net wealth; it is a displacement of property rather 

than production. 
●​ Governed by Rules:  Ordinary laws are suspended in favor of new, temporary 

constitutive constraints. 
●​ Make-Believe:  The activity is accompanied by a specific awareness of a second reality 

or pretense. 

Critiques of Huizinga 

Caillois highlighted two primary oversights in Huizinga’s  Homo Ludens : 
1.​ Gambling and Economics:  Caillois argued that Huizinga’s exclusion of gambling was 

a theoretical error. While games may not produce wealth for  society , the exchange of 
property through bets is central to the phenomenology of play. 

2.​ Rules vs. Make-Believe:  Caillois observed a functional distinction between ruled 
games (like Chess) and games of pretense (mimicry). He posited that these categories 
rarely coexist, as the imposition of formal rules often shatters the illusion required for 
make-believe. 

4. Critical Debates: The "Political" vs. The "Formal" 
The tension between formalist definitions and critical theory remains a central point of 
contention in modern game studies. 

Rowan Tulloch’s Foucauldian Critique and Mitchell’s Rebuttal 

Tulloch (2014) challenges the "liberal humanist" assumption that rules are merely restrictive. 
Utilizing a Foucauldian lens, Tulloch argues that rules are  productive  and  constitutive  of 
power, shaping what players find pleasurable and governing their identity within a discourse. 
However, Mitchell (2020) offers a significant counter-point: Suits himself uses the term 
"constitutive" to describe rules that enable play. Mitchell suggests Tulloch may be misreading 
Suits as a "repressive" formalist when, in fact, Suits’s understanding of rules as enablers of 
gameplay is functionally aligned with Foucault’s view of constitutive power. 

Boluk & Lemieux’s "Metagaming" Critique 

Boluk and Lemieux (2017) argue against "apolitical formalism," which they label a  "weapon of 
de-legitimization"  often used against personal, narrative-heavy, or non-traditional games. 
They contend that the formalist "dream of an immersive, escapist" gamespace is a political 
ideology that brackets the real world to protect the status quo. Their concept of  metagaming  
asserts that the ludic text cannot be separated from the "phenomenal, material, and economic" 
realities of its context. 

Liam Mitchell’s Defense of Suits 

Mitchell argues that Suits’s parables, such as that of  Ivan and Abdul , serve as a critique of 
"the absurdity of rationality." By demonstrating how a game collapses when rules are discarded 



in favor of "final mastery," Suits highlights that rules—while artificial—are the necessary artifices 
that prevent social and literal destruction. 

5. Practical Application: Case Studies in Game Theory 

Wordle 

●​ Suits Analysis:  Wordle is a classic example of overcoming unnecessary obstacles. 
Players voluntarily restrict their efficiency (by not using search engines) to engage in the 
challenge. 

●​ Salen & Zimmerman Analysis:  The game achieves  meaningful play  through 
feedback that is both  discernible  (the colored tiles) and  integrated  (the feedback 
directly informs the strategy for the subsequent guess). 

Golf: Abstraction vs. Material Reality 

●​ Formalist View (Suits):  Suits views the golf swing as an abstract illustration of 
proscribing the most efficient means. 

●​ Political View (Boluk & Lemieux):  Drawing on the "Fuck Golf" analysis, Boluk and 
Lemieux argue that Suits’s abstraction is a form of  symbolic violence . By isolating the 
"swing" from its context, formalism provides cover for exclusionary politics. They contend 
that the game cannot be separated from the "aspirational" and anti-democratic exclusion 
of certain social strata from the course. 

Chess: The Case of Ivan and Abdul 

In the parable of Ivan and Abdul, the generals attempt to achieve "final mastery" by discarding 
the constitutive constraints of chess. This causes the game to collapse into a metagame of 
"utter exhaustion." Crucially, Mitchell highlights the role of  "The Voice of Logic"  (the 
Grasshopper): even when the generals believe they have escaped rules, the Voice reveals they 
accepted the rule of a "starting time." Ultimately,  Reason turns the generals into statues , 
petrified by their own logical indecision. This proves that games without rules are an 
impossibility that results only in the cessation of play. 

6. The Utopian Vision: Games at the End of Labor 
Bernard Suits concludes his dialogue with a vision of a technological paradise where all  
instrumental labor  has been eliminated. In this Utopia, human activity is purely  autotelic 
—performed for its own sake.He envisions inhabitants engaging in "carpentry games" or 
"science games," performing these tasks manually despite having the technology to automate 
them. However, Suits presents a profound  paradox : the inhabitants, uncomfortable with the 
perceived "triviality" of a life consisting solely of play, begin to delude themselves. To "save" their 
activities from the vacuum of meaninglessness, they relabel their games as  "vitally necessary 
tasks"  and enact legislation to ban labor-saving devices. This suggests a fundamental human 
discomfort with pure, autotelic play, forcing a return to the "mask of work" even in paradise. 
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