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Chapter Five

Homo Ludens 2.0:
Play, Media and Identity
Valerie Frissen, Jos de Mul and Joost Raessens

Immense est le domaine du jeu.
– Émile Benveniste

Foreplay
A spectre is haunting the world – the spectre of playfulness. We are witnessing a
global “ludification of culture”. Since the 1960s, in which the word “ludic”
became popular in Europe and the United States to designate playful behaviour
and artefacts, playfulness has increasingly become a mainstream characteristic
of our culture. Perhaps the first thing that comes to mind in this context is the
immense popularity of computer games, which, as far as global sales are concerned, have already outstripped Hollywood. According to a recent study in the
United States, 8 to 18 year olds play computer games on average for one hour
and a half each day on their consoles, computers and handheld gaming devices
(including mobile phones).1 This is by no means only a Western phenomenon. In
South Korea, for example, about two-thirds of the country’s total population
frequently plays online games, turning computer gaming into one of the fastestgrowing industries and “a key driver for the Korean economy”.2
Although perhaps most visible, computer game culture is only one manifestation of the process of ludification that is penetrating every cultural domain.3 In
our present experience economy, for example, playfulness not only characterizes
leisure time (fun shopping, game shows on television, amusement parks, playful
computer and Internet use), but also domains that used to be serious, such as
work (which should chiefly be fun nowadays), education (serious gaming), politics (ludic campaigning) and even warfare (video games like war simulators and
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interfaces). According to Jeremy Rifkin, “play is becoming as important in the
cultural economy as work was in the industrial economy”.4 In ludic culture,
sociologist Zygmunt Bauman argues, playfulness is no longer restricted to childhood, but has become a lifelong attitude: “The mark of postmodern adulthood is
the willingness to embrace the game whole-heartedly.”5 Bauman’s remark suggests that in postmodern culture identity has become a playful phenomenon too.
In this article we want to re-visit Johan Huizinga’s Homo ludens (1938) to
reflect on the meaning of ludic technologies in contemporary culture. First we
will analyze the concept of “play”. Next, we will discuss some problematic
aspects of Huizinga’s theory, which are connected with the fundamental ambiguities that characterize play phenomena, and reformulate some of the basic ideas
of Huizinga. On the basis of this reformulation we will analyze the ludic dimension of new media and sketch an outline of our theory of ludic identity construction.

Homo ludens 1.0
Viewing man and world sub specie ludi is of course not a new phenomenon. Ludic
accounts of man and world have been formulated at all times and in all cultures. In
Western culture we can witness an important development during the past two
centuries. Whereas the Enlightenment did not show a deep interest in play, the
Romantic movement heralded a new fascination for this phenomenon. Friedrich
Schiller – who can be regarded the founding father of contemporary ludology –
even considered the play drive as the core of humanity, as it would enable man to
reconcile necessity and freedom. As he famously phrased it: “Man plays only
when he is in the full sense of the word man, and he is only wholly Man when he is
playing.”6 Alongside reasoning (Homo sapiens) and making (Homo faber), playing (Homo ludens) now advanced to the centre of attention. Philosophers such as
Nietzsche, Wittgenstein, Heidegger, Gadamer, Marcuse, Deleuze and Derrida
(most of them considered as forerunners or representatives of postmodern culture) followed the ludological footprints of Heraclites and Schiller in their
attempts to transform modern, predominantly rationalistic and utilitarian ontology and anthropology.7 But in the natural sciences, social sciences and humanities, a strong interest in play – and the related phenomenon game – grew as well.
One can think, for example, of the implementation of game theory in biology,8
economics9 and cultural anthropology.10 In addition to the interest in the phenomena of play and games in these already existing disciplines, in the last decades
– motivated by the substantial growth of leisure time and the growth of ludo-industry and ludo-capitalism11 – several new disciplines entirely devoted to the
study of play and (computer) games have emerged.12
A foundational work in the contemporary study of play is Johan Huizinga’s
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Homo ludens. Proeve eener bepaling van het spel-element der cultuur. This book,
first published in Dutch in 1938 and translated in to many other languages in the
subsequent decades, can be considered as “the key modernist statement on
play”.13 “Richly suggestive and admirably broad in scope, it provides the first
full-blown theory of ludics, and it remains moreover, seven decades after it first
appeared, an inevitable point of reference for any ‘serious’ discussion of play”.14
In our Playful Identities project, too, Homo ludens has been an important source
of inspiration.
The book is still so impressive because of its grand ambition and scope.
Already the subtitle – “a study of the play element of culture”15 – and the foreword of Homo ludens, makes clear that Huizinga’s ambition is no less than to
offer a genealogy that explains how “civilization arises and unfolds in and as
play”.16 In the second-to-last chapter – “Western Civilization Sub Specie Ludi” –
Huizinga summarizes his argument:
It has not been difficult to show that a certain play-factor was extremely active
all through the cultural process and that it produces many of the fundamental
forms of social life. The spirit of playful competition is, as a social impulse,
older than culture itself and pervades all life like a veritable ferment. Ritual
grew up in sacred play; poetry was born in play and nourished on play; music
and dancing were pure play. Wisdom and philosophy found expression in
words and forms derived from religious contests. The rules of warfare, the conventions of noble living were built up on play-patterns. We have to conclude,
therefore, that civilization is, in its earliest phases, played. It does not come
from play like a babe detaching itself from the womb: it arises in and as play,
and never leaves it.17

This summary makes clear that Homo ludens is not primarily a study of play or
games, but rather “an inquiry into the creative quality of the play principle in the
domain of culture”.18 However, the first chapter of the book offers a definition
of the play phenomenon, quoted in virtually every book on play and games published since then:
Summing up the formal characteristics of play we might call it a free activity
standing quite consciously outside “ordinary” life as being “not meant”,19 but
at the same time absorbing the player intensely and utterly. It is an activity connected with no material interest, and no profit can be gained by it. It proceeds
within its own proper boundaries of time and space according to fixed rules
and in an orderly manner. It promotes the formation of social groupings which
tend to surround themselves with secrecy and to stress their difference from the
common world by disguise or other means.20
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Let us elucidate six elements of this definition. First, like Schiller and the Romantics before him, Huizinga defines play as expression of human freedom vis-à-vis
both nature and morality.21 Play, like beauty in nature and art, to which it is
closely related, is “disinterested”, “distinct from ‘ordinary life’”, “it contains its
own course and meaning”, and presents itself as an “intermezzo, an interlude in
our daily lives”.22 Playing is “non-serious”23 in the sense that it is not characterized by our daily concern for food, shelter and everything else fragile beings like
us need in order to survive. Play takes place “outside and above the necessities
and seriousness of everyday life”.24 It is beyond profane seriousness. However,
this does not exclude the fact that the activity of playing requires total devotion
from the player. Playing is no mere “fun”, but earnest, even “holy earnest”.25 For
Huizinga, this is no (mere) figurative expression: “In all its higher forms the latter [human play] at any rate always belongs to the sphere of the festival and ritual – the sacred sphere.”26 In order to distinguish this kind of intrinsic, sacred
earnestness from profane seriousness we might call it sacred seriousness.
Second, playing is “not meant”; it refers to an activity of “just pretending”.
The thing represented in the play is not real. Playing is only doing as if. Huizinga
calls this “the consciousness that it [play] is ‘different’ from ‘ordinary life’”.27
Third, play is not only immersive in that it absorbs the player intensively; it is
also “accompanied by a feeling of tension, joy”.28 According to Huizinga, the
“play-mood is one of rapture and enthusiasm, and is sacred or festive in accordance with the occasion. A feeling of exaltation and tension accompanies the
action, mirth and relaxation follow.”29
Fourth, play is distinct from ordinary life both in terms of locality and duration. It is characterized by specific limits of time and space: The magic circle of
play is not only a spatial circle, but a temporal one as well. It takes place in and as
what we might call a magic cycle: “It can be repeated at any time, whether it be
‘child’s play’ or a game of chess, or at fixed intervals like a mystery. In this faculty
of repetition lies one of the most essential qualities of play.”30
Fifth, the rules that constitute the play-world are crucial to the concept: “All
play has its rules. They determine what ‘holds’ in the temporary world circumscribed by play. The rules of a game are absolutely binding and allow no doubt.”31
“As soon as the rules are transgressed, the whole play-world collapses.”32 Whereas the cheater still pretends to play and in doing so still acknowledges the magic
circle and cycle, “the player who trespasses against the rules or ignores them is a
‘spoil-sport’”.33
Sixth, play “creates order, is order. Into an imperfect world and into the confusion of life it brings a temporary, a limited perfection”.34 Play is “indispensible
for the well-being of the community, fecund of cosmic insight and social development”.35
As Huizinga considers play to be a fundamental “category of life”, the play-
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definition presented in the first chapter of Homo ludens has a universal ring.
Huizinga explicitly claims that “all peoples play, and play remarkably alike”36,
and he distinguishes two basic forms of play: “The two ever-recurrent forms in
which civilization grow in and as play are sacred performance and festal contest.”37 In Les jeux et les hommes (1958), a critical elaboration of Huizinga’s
work, Roger Caillois presents a typology consisting of four categories. In addition to the two forms mentioned by Huizinga – which Caillois terms simulation
(mimicry), ranging from children’s imitation play to theatre, and competition
(agôn), free play, regulated sports, contests etc. – he distinguishes chance (alea),
as we find it, for example, in counting-out rhymes and lotteries, and vertigo
(ilinx), ranging from merry-go-round “whirling” to mountain climbing. Crosscutting this classification of game types Caillois discerns two play attitudes:
paidia and ludus. Paidia refers to “free play”, improvisation, carefree gaiety and
laughter, spontaneous, impulsive, joyous, uncontrolled fantasy. Ludus on the
other hand disciplines and enriches paidia, since it refers to “gaming”, more
explicitly rule-governed forms of play, that often involve specific skills and mastery.38 In each of the four categories, play phenomena are located somewhere
between the poles of paidia and ludus. However, agôn and alea lean to the pole
of ludus, while ilinx and mimicry tend towards paidia. Taken together, these two
classifications are useful tools for the analysis of the ludification of contemporary culture.
Before directing our attention to the playful dimension of information and
communication technologies, we have to return to Huizinga’s historical analysis
for a moment. Although he emphasizes that all culture “arises and unfolds in
and as play”, he does not claim that cultures always keep playing. Echoing the
pessimistic tone of Spengler’s Der Untergang des Abendlandes (1918-1923),
Huizinga argues that cultures are most playful in their youth, and gradually
become more serious and lose their playfulness as they grow more mature.39 For
Huizinga, Romanticism was the last stage in Western culture that still had a playful spirit. And in the dark-toned last chapter of the book, on the play-element in
twentieth-century culture, Huizinga states the play element in culture is “on the
wane”: “civilization to-day is no longer played”.40
Huizinga acknowledges that this observation seems to be at odds with the fact
that sports and popular culture have become a major industry in twentieth-century culture. However, he discerns two contradictory tendencies with regard to
the relationship of play and seriousness that in his view both lead to a blurring of
boundaries between play and (profane) seriousness. On the one hand, Huizinga,
referring to professional sports, claims that play becomes more and more serious, resulting in a loss of playfulness.41 On the other hand, he claims that we witness a growing playfulness in the sphere of profane seriousness, for example, in
commercial competition.42
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For Huizinga, these tendencies do not lead to a more playful culture, but
rather are expressions of cheating – “false play” – and for that reason undermine
(playful) culture as such.43 He points at several “external factors independent of
culture proper”44 responsible for the decay of playful culture, particularly the
global commercialization of culture45 and the emergence of puerilism (a “blend
of adolescence and barbarity”46), both supported by the technology of modern
communication.47 This culture is characterized by an “insatiable thirst for trivial
recreation and crude sensationalism, the delight of mass meetings”, and a complete lack of “humour, the very idea of decency and fair play”.48
We should not forget that Huizinga wrote these bitter words in 1938, with the
disconcerting memories of the First World War still in mind, and in terrifying
anticipation of the no less outrageous barbarisms of the emerging fascist movements. However, in our view, Huizinga’s pessimism is not only motivated by the
historical context, but points at real contradictions in his argument. If we want
to use Huizinga’s penetrating insights into play as a fundamental category to
understand the ludification of contemporary, strongly mediated culture, we first
have to come to terms with these contradictions, which point at fundamental
ambiguities of the play phenomenon itself.

Semi-serious interlude
Despite of its inspiring insights, Homo ludens still puzzles the reader because of
its many contradictions and ambiguities. Let us mention the four most important of them. First, play is presented as being both reality and appearance. On the
one hand, Huizinga presents play as a key dimension in human life and even
maintains that culture is only possible in and as play; on the other hand, he
argues that play entirely takes place outside everyday life and is nothing more
than a disinterested “interlude”.49 Play is “indispensable for the well-being of
the community, fecund of cosmic insight and social development”, and simultaneously it is “only pretending” and, accordingly, inferior to real life.50 Because of
its reality, we play with “holy earnest”, yet it is completely non-serious. Second,
play is both freedom and force. According to Huizinga, play is a celebration of
human freedom, yet he believes that “it casts a spell over us”,51 because it
demands complete absorption. Moreover, although the rules of the game are
“absolutely binding”, players are constantly trespassing these rules. Third,
games are both determined and changing. Huizinga emphasizes that the rules of
a game are absolute, and simultaneously Homo ludens is principally a historical
narrative about the never-ending transformation of play into various cultural
forms. Fourth, as an activity play is both individual and collective. Although the
player is absorbed in his own, private play-world, generally he plays with or
against other players in a shared play-world, often before an audience.52 More-
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over, in the case of mimicry the player is pretending to be someone else, creating
a community of personae within himself.
Scholars such as Ehrmann (1968) and Motte (2009) also pointed out these
ambiguities and criticized Huizinga for being entangled in contradictions.
According to Ehrmann, the “hierarchical dichotomy”, in which play is understood as a representation of a reality existing prior to and independently from
play, is very problematic, as “there is no ‘reality’ (ordinary or extraordinary!)
outside of or prior to the manifestations of the culture that expresses it”.53
Motte rightly argues that Huizinga shows a greater sensitivity towards the ambiguity of play than Ehrmann attributes to him. However, Huizinga is not able to
explain that and how culture (sacred seriousness) and ordinary life (profane seriousness) can merge in and as play. Eugen Fink states that we cannot arrive at
such an explanation as long as we stick to the modernist dichotomy of – on the
level of attitude – play and seriousness, and – on the ontological level – play and
reality.54 What distinguishes playing from sheer serious modes of being on the
one hand and sheer fantasy on the other, is that the player simultaneously is both
in the ordinary world and in the play-world and that we all are aware of simultaneously being in both worlds.55
Here again, the play-experience is very close to aesthetic experience. Aesthetic
experience is characterized by a similar double experience. This ambiguous,
double experience is connected with human reflexivity, the fact that human
beings not only experience, but are also, and at the same time, able to experience
their experience. In the language of Plessner’s philosophical anthropology:
human experience is simultaneously centric and eccentric. Being (ec)centric
implies that we can go beyond our immediate experience and imagine ourselves
in another experience, though all the time we remain bound to our immediate
experience.56 As a consequence, when we engage into playful activities, we do
not, as Huizinga and Caillois suggest, step outside the everyday world into the
magic circle of the play-world, but we double our existence, as Eugen Fink maintains.57
This double character of play has several important implications for a correct
understanding of the phenomenon of play. In the first place, Huizinga’s remark
that play creates order gains a deeper meaning. This order is not so much a temporary order completely outside or beyond everyday reality, but rather a layer of
meaning that during play is superimposed on everyday reality. In the act of play
profane reality is enriched by a layer of sacred seriousness. Augmented reality
before technology!
A second implication of the double-character of play is that, just because the
immersion in the play-world is always accompanied by the experience that “it’s
just play”, the rules that guide play are necessarily experienced as being relative,
flexible and changeable. Just because we are both inside and outside the magic
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circle, we are able to reflect on the rules as “just play rules”. They are always
open to modification. This is in sharp contrast with Huizinga’s emphasis on the
absolute character of rules. Moreover, playing with the rules is inherent to many
forms of play.
Connecting to the flexibility of play, Minnema gives an interesting explanation for the growing interest in play in nineteenth- and twentieth-century culture. Following Luhmann, he maintains that since the start of the modern age
Western culture has transformed the hitherto hierarchically stratified structure
of society into a differentiated structure, consisting of many substructures, such
as politics, economy, law, education, science, technology and art, that each possess relative autonomy and have their own specific rules. This causes a much
higher level of societal complexity and flexibility.58 According to Minnema, the
twentieth-century fascination with play and games is strongly connected with
this societal development. Play becomes a rite de passage, a room for new
(re)combinations of actions and thoughts, a database of alternative models for
living.59 However, unlike premodern and modern rites, postmodern rites no
longer seem to have a clearly demarcated transformational (liminal) period, but
have become a never-ending (liminoid) phenomenon, an integral part of the
socio-economical, cultural and multimedial system.60
When we talk about the ludification of culture we are confronted with the
question whether this ludification consists of an increase of playful activities or
rather a transformation of perspective, in which we use play as a metaphor to
understand entities and domains that in themselves are not necessarily considered playful. We think both answers are correct. On the one hand, contrary to
what Huizinga claims, the Romantic movement Western culture has witnessed a
remarkable revival of the “ludic worldview” (Huizinga’s Homo ludens being
one of the fruits of this developments!). On the other hand, this change in perspective has also generated the development of new ludic attitudes, practices and
objects, which, in their turn, further stimulate the ludification of our worldview.
In principle, no single “serious domain” within human life is expelled from “ludification”. This even counts for the “serious domain” that Huizinga considered
embodying the very decay of playfulness: modern technology.

Ludic technologies
Huizinga’s claim that the ludic worldview has disappeared since the beginning of
the nineteenth century is questionable; the same goes for his claim that play and
technology are incompatible. According to Erkki Huhtamo, “the introduction of
large-scale machine production [in the nineteenth century] was accompanied by
an avalanche of different devices that provided amusement, including gameplay”.61 Moreover, we assert that in our contemporary culture, deeply entrenched
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with digital technologies, play is the key feature for understanding this culture
and “playful technologies” are the very means by which we – as we will see in the
next section – reflexively construct our identity.
When we talk about the medium-specific ludic characteristics of digital information and communication technologies, we by no means refer to a set of essentialist qualities. As we have argued above, playfulness does not reside in a single
characteristic, but should rather be understood as a set of characteristics, which
can appear in activities in a variety of more or less overlapping combinations.
The question is what possibilities (and limitations) for play are being provided to
users by digital media such as computer games, the Internet and mobile
phones.62 A playful possibility is only “virtual” until it is actualized by the playful attitude of the user and experienced as such. This search for opportunities to
play goes hand in hand with what we earlier called a transformation of perspective. Regarding digital media as ludic practices enables us to conceptualize them
in specific terms (as we will discuss in more detail below).
The characteristics of digital media that we are focusing on here are multimediality, virtuality, interactivity and connectivity.63 Multimediality refers to the
multitude of means of expression, such as images (still or moving), sound (talk,
music, and noises) and written text, but also, and foremost, to the fact that these
elements share one common digital code, a characteristic with all kinds of economic and legal implications.64 The second characteristic of digital media, virtuality, traditionally refers to immersive experiences provided by new forms of
simulation technology (think of virtual reality), as well as to metaphorical spaces
created by communication networks (think of the space which comes into being
when you’re talking on the telephone). But, as Michiel de Lange rightly argues,
these descriptions were mostly “founded on two ontologies that were mutually
exclusive, the real and the virtual. Much current (mobile) media research questions this separation. Mobile phone ‘virtualities’ are embedded in ‘real life’.
Inversely, ‘real life’ is encapsulated in ‘virtual’ communication practices.”65
“Virtual reality” has increasingly become “real virtuality”.66 Due to a third characteristic, interactivity or participation, digital media afford different levels of
engagement in which users can “intervene in a meaningful way within the representation itself”.67 According to Salen and Zimmerman, this intervention can
assume two different forms. The first one they call “explicit interactivity: or participation with designed choices and procedures”. The second form is “beyondthe-object-interactivity: or participation within the culture of the object”.68 We
can think, for example, of the co-construction of online games in fan cultures or
Web 2.0 applications which enable their users to co-shape websites. An example
of the fourth characteristic, connectivity, is Facebook, which is the largest social
network site in the world, with more than 500 million active subscribers.69
The concept of play, as elaborated on by Huizinga, is a very useful starting
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point for the analysis of the media experience. Our media and play experiences
have many characteristics and ambiguities in common. Or, to put it differently:
digital media afford users new opportunities to play. To show how digital
media’s medium-specificity opens up particular possibilities for play, we have to
take into account the six elements of play we distinguished above.
The first element, expression of human freedom, can be subdivided in three
parts: freedom to play, freedom to make decisions while you are playing and
freedom towards the world.70 What is striking when we take a close look at how
these kinds of freedom take shape in actual media use, is that freedom and force
are not, as Huizinga claims, as diametrically opposed as we have argued above
when discussing the ambiguities in his analysis. The freedom to play becomes
visible in the player’s decision to do so. But when you (are forced to) play to
make a living, play and work, as well as freedom and force, become entangled in
the most curious of ways.
The freedom to make meaningful decisions refers to the interactive or participatory nature of digital media. As Huizinga states, play is a “free activity” (our
italics). An example of the rise of participatory culture is the transition from Web
1.0 to Web 2.0. Instead of few producers of media content sending it out it to the
masses by limited television or radio channels, Web 2.0 turns anyone with access
to the web into a potential content provider who can report on specific, idiosyncratic topics to a targeted audience. The fact that media users are only to a certain extent “in control” we will discuss further on in relation to the rules of play.
To play, finally, also means that you are free from the constraints of the outside world; it is beyond the “profane seriousness” we referred to earlier. The
claim that play should have “its aim in itself”71 seems difficult to hold in today’s
gaming culture where items from massively multiplayer online role-playing
games (MMORPGs) are being traded on online auction and shopping websites
such as eBay, and where serious games seem to employ play for educational purposes. But, according to Hector Rodriguez, this is not necessarily the case.72
Playing serious games can not only be used “as a vehicle to maximize the ‘effectiveness’ of teaching” but also to illuminate “the fundamental nature of the subject being taught”. This means that in serious games such as Food Force and
Darfur is Dying profane and sacred seriousness are not beforehand mutually
exclusive, as is claimed by some critics.73
The second element, pretending, refers to (digital) media use and/or understanding as doing as if, or, the double character of media. Like play, “our media
culture consists of the acceptance of the ‘as-if-ness’ of the world”.74 The reason
for this is related to what Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin call “the two logics of remediation”. Even when (digital) media obey the logic of transparent
immediacy – which means that it is the medium’s purpose to disappear – think of
“the promise of immediacy through the flexibility and liveness of the web’s net-
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worked communication”75 – they, at the same time, obey the logic of hypermediacy. This means that a user is constantly reminded of or brought back into contact with (the constructedness of) the interface, in the case of the web the filling
of the screen with windows, each with a variety of multimedia applications.76
Media users are, in principle, in a position to realize that the reality they are facing “is just mediated”. It is the explicit goal of media education to make media
users more aware of the ways in which media try to erase their own constructedness (for example, their own ideological presuppositions) in order to come
across as spontaneous and transparent presentations of so-called “reality”.
To analyze the pleasures (and/or displeasures) of digital media use, the third
element, we have to take into account the medium-specific relationships between
production, media texts and reception. Consequently, we have to focus on the
question of “how pleasure is generated in the relationship between the rules and
scripts developed by producers and how they are experienced and engaged with
by users”.77 The suggestion of advertising and marketing campaigns that digital
media would offer more fun and pleasure than traditional media seems untenable to us. We do claim that digital media offer a wide diversity of complex pleasures that – dependent of particular users and contexts – are partly the same (for
example, the pleasure of narrative), partly more intensive (for example, the
pleasure of immersion), as well as partly different than what traditional media
have to offer. Specific to digital media are those displeasures and pleasures
that are related to interactivity, such as computer game addiction and boredom
or frustration (“World Wide Wait”) and the feeling of being in and out of control, the tension of winning or loosing, succeeding or failing, and those pleasures
that can be experienced, on the one hand, by submitting and confirming to the
rules as well as, on the other hand, by negotiating or resisting them.78
The fourth element, specific limits of time and space, seems to be subjected to
great pressure in this time of ubiquitous computing. It is, on the contrary, the
illimitability of the mobile phone, which seems to be the defining (and at the
same time liberating and restraining) characteristic of today’s media culture.79
This does not mean however that digital media would not have a separate time
and place:
The media have the capacity, indeed they entirely depend upon that capacity, to engage an audience within spaces and times that are distinguished
– marked off – from the otherwise relentless confusions of everyday life. There
is a threshold to be crossed each time we participate in the process of mediation.80

This shows, for example, when we focus on security issues. Digital media users
can, as players do, try out or test or experiment with new identities, something
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that does not need to have real-life consequences.81 The limits also come to the
fore on moments when a user wants to continue (the magic cycle) but is forced,
by external reasons, to stop using the medium.
The rules of play, the fifth element, can either be accepted or played with, on
an individual (micro-)level as well as on the (macro-)level of the media system.
On the one hand, digital media submit users to their rules. Within specific limits,
there is freedom for the user to play. Individual users give what Stuart Hall called
“preferred readings” of a media text82 and/or select one of the many pre-programmed system-internal possibilities of a digital media system. In both cases
users play according to the rules. On the other hand, users can play with these
rules in – more or less – subversive ways. Here, users are involved in “oppositional readings” of media texts, and/or on a macro-level try to change the relationship between media producers, distributors and consumers. Yet we need to
be careful. The concept of participatory culture is in danger of overstating the
importance of do-it-yourself counterculture.83 Media also impose their logics on
us in a dialectic between freedom and force.84
The sixth element, order, is related to the formation of social groupings. A
good example of a Web 2.0 application that creates a community-based temporary order is the so-called green blog. This is in line with Félix Guattari’s analysis
of a post-media age “in which the media will be re-appropriated by a multitude
of subject-groups capable of directing its resingularisation”.85
Approaching digital media as playful practices enables us to conceptualize
them in terms of the four ambiguities we discerned earlier on.86 The first ambiguity refers to the “as-if-ness” character of media: reality and appearance are not
strictly separated but are interrelated in meaningful ways. Digital media, how
real they may seem, enable users to become (more or less) aware of the constructedness of their media experiences. This implies a second ambiguity, that of freedom versus force. As is the case with play, we are able to reflect on the rules as
“just play rules” and always open for modification, both on a basic, micro-level
(the individual user that interacts with a media text and/or technology) and on a
macro-level (changes in the relationships between media producers, distributors
and consumers). There is a dialectic relationship between freedom and force: we
can play and are “being played” at the same time. The third ambiguity is that of
determination versus change. Each medium pretends to be the final phase of a
long-lasting development – think of the web’s claim for immediacy based on its
flexible and live networked communication possibilities, and the mobile phone’s
claim to realize the desire for ideal communication.87 But, as history shows,
many if not most of these claims are being outdated by the arrival and claims of
newer media. The liveness of the web, for example, is “a refashioned version of
the liveness of broadcast television”.88 The fourth ambiguity, individuality versus collectivity, deals with the identity of individual media in today’s media land-
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scape. This landscape can be characterized by the concepts of “convergence”
(“an ongoing process or series of intersections between different media systems”)89 or “remediation” (“the representation of one medium in another”).90
Think of the web’s claim to represent or absorb all other media. Because all
today’s media – consoles, computers, mobile phones – have play applications
and, thus, can be used as play devices, they lose a bit of their presumed individual
identity and become part of and play their role in a collective playful media landscape. The mobile phone, to take one example, has developed over time from a
strict communication tool into a multimedia computer you can play on, with,
and through. Moreover, the converging multimedia landscape also provides
extremely fruitful soil for cross-media games and virals, as well for the creation
of online game worlds that combine, in various (re)combinations, agôn, mimicry, alea, and ilinx, such as World of Warcraft and Second Life.

Playful identities
In this article we have critically examined Huizinga’s and Caillois’ insights into
play to understand the ludification of contemporary culture. Depending on the
dominant category of play, as theorized by Caillois, postmodern identity displays four basic dimensions. The competitive identity dimension transforms
everything – from economical production and consumption to education, scientific research and even love relationships, into a game with winners and losers.
The simulational identity dimension expresses itself in theatrical performance
rather than in (romantic) inwardness. This postmodern identity dimension finds
its expression predominantly in the society of the spectacle.91 The aleatory
dimension highlights how people are “thrown” into certain conditions by birth
or during life by act of fate, in what Giddens calls “fateful moments”.92 At the
same time it underlines how people may embrace a profound openness to the –
happy or fateful – contingencies of life. For this type of identity the risk society is
the “natural habitat”. The vertigo identity dimension is characterized by thrillseeking. Here, we could think of the kind of fatalistic, Dionysian behaviour
regarding the use of drugs or risky sexual behaviour that characterizes many
youth cultures.93
Just as in the case of the different types of games and media, the four identity
dimensions that characterize postmodern society often overlap and connect in
various playful ways. For example, in order to deal with life as aleatory gamble,
people may adopt strategies that correspond with one of the other play types.
People may try to regain mastery over life’s unpredictability by dragging alea
into the domain of agôn; they may try to conceal certain conditions by living a
life of mimicry pretence; or they may attempt to run away from it by escaping in
ilinx thrill-seeking. And the body builder in the school of martial arts often is not
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only engaged in competition with his peers, but also likes to show off his muscles
in the public space, and/or likes to take a chance by using steroids.
In each of these intertwined dimensions playful personae are confronted with
ambiguities we described with Huizinga in our analysis of play (section 2) and
playful media (section 3). First, these playful personae are constantly oscillating
between reality and appearance. They play their roles, just pretending that they
are identical to them, but at the same time their role-playing is of the utmost seriousness and as such becomes a reality sui generis. Moreover, the competitions
they engage in are not “just play”, but have real-life consequences. Second, playful identities constantly oscillate between freedom and force. They play with
their contingency, but at the same time they cannot escape the factuality of these
contingencies. They express themselves in freedom, constantly experience the
constraints exercised upon them by media that themselves are subjected to the
homogeneous global forces of the market economy. And in a more radical sense
than experienced by previous generations, playful identities oscillate between
determinedness and change. Although as playful personae they enjoy the possibility to continuously changing masks, they still feel the everlasting longing for
rest in the hard core of their subjectivity. Finally, playful identities constantly
oscillate between their individuality and the collective. In our playing they
express their inmost subjectivity, but in doing so they constantly follow their
mimetic desire to be someone else.94 And above all, they embrace the game as
wholeheartedly as the game embraces them.
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