
1 
 

` 

Dear 20th/21st Century Workshoppers, 

 I really appreciate you taking the time to read this piece, which is from a chapter whose 

place and shape has morphed several times while I’ve been writing. I think it is now going to be 

the first one, and is meant to introduce and organize a history that frames the rest of my 

dissertation. Very briefly, in the following pages I run through some of the major moments of the 

linguistic turn to try and show how they implicitly make use of games and play as organizing 

metaphors. That is, what the linguistic turn does to other disciplines, I’m trying to do to it. The 

central idea of the dissertation is to pose aporia as the aesthetic core of games, so that problems 

which appear as perennial conceptual issues also re-appear as ways of playing.  

Having come to the end of this draft, though, there are several problems that I don’t think I 

can solve in the current structure. Here are a few of them: 

1) The paper is split in half by an interest in close-reading a particular metaphor, and the 

number of disciplines and contexts this metaphor appears in. Sometimes I get the balance 

right, but other times I feel like I’m skipping over far too much. 

2) The paper is also split between several masters. There is the big argument about the 

linguistic turn, but in the end this isn’t really the point that I’m trying to make. Rather, the 

chapter should be getting at a specific aesthetic understanding of games characterized by 

groundlessness and spontaneity. I’ve started building this into the first half, but the 

subordination of the different arguments is all wrong. A third master that has dropped out 

entirely is an attempt to frame both of these in terms of playfulness rather than play or 

games. 

3) This part of the paper is also going to be conjoined to some aesthetic objects that mix 

dance and games. I originally thought that the through line would emerge in the 

anthropology section, but this connection seems further away than ever. 

What I’d love to hear from the workshop, then, is what moments in this story might be most 

usefully expanded, and what might fall away? Which readings seem to speak best beyond 

their historical and disciplinary bounds? And what parts of the larger story about the 

linguistic turn seem novel and worth preserving? 

With little pomp and much circumstance, 

Peter 
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Was the Linguistic Turn a Ludic Turn? 

D: I wish you’d tell me when you’re going to change [the rules]!  

F: Hmm—yes—again. I wish I could. But it isn’t like that. If it were like 

chess or canasta, I could tell you the rules, and we could, if we wanted to, 

stop playing and discuss the rules. And then we could start a new game 

with the new rules. But what rules would hold us between the two games? 

While we were discussing the rules?1 

 

 In an imaginary dialogue between a father and daughter, Gregory Bateson catches sight 

of a puzzle about the nature of games and communication. During the early 1950s Bateson wrote 

a number of these dialogues to work out methodological issues in semantics and communication. 

In the excerpt above, a “Metalogue” subtitled “About Games and Being Serious,” a father gets 

into a disagreement with his daughter over whether their conversation is itself a game. The 

daughter is offended that her father might only be playing with her, which in turn means he is not 

taking their conversation seriously and perhaps being condescending towards her. The father 

tries to defend himself by clarifying what he means when he calls their conversation a game: he 

points out the back and forth movement of conversational turn taking, the ‘debating points’ they 

score, and the kind of rules they follow. At the same time, he acknowledges that conversations 

are not like ordinary games. If conversations happened entirely according to a fixed set of rules 

then everyone would “only parrot all the old clichés,” and so, if their dialogue is a game, it is a 

special kind of game.2 In conversations, the point is to fall into “muddles,” where fixed ideas 

come unstuck, but also to find one’s way out of the muddle again.3 Conversations are games 

about discovering the rules by which to play, even while these rules “are always changing and 

                                                           
1 Gregory Bateson. “Metalogue: About Games and Being Serious.” In Steps to an Ecology of Mind. (Northvale, NJ: 

Jason Aronson Inc., 1972), 28.  
2 Ibid., 26.  
3 Bateson expands on his idea of muddles in Gregory Bateson. “Why Do Things Get in a Muddle?” Steps to an 

Ecology of Mind. (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson Inc., 1972), 13-19. 
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always undiscoverable.”4 Such games, in the father’s opinion, are more akin to a child playing 

with blocks, or a kitten rough housing. Within this dialogic muddle Bateson catches hold of 

puzzle about the nature of rules: that in every game there comes an inevitable moment of 

groundlessness, indeterminacy, and spontaneity in the transition from one rule to another.   

 Gregory Bateson is a kind of patron saint for the story I want to tell in this chapter, a 

story about play, interpretation, and groundlessness. In the above quote he condenses the 

questions that will occupy me: to what extent is communication like a game? Is it a game like 

chess or canasta, and if not, what kind of game is it? And, what happens when rules fail to hold 

us in the in-between times? It is this last question that interests me the most, because it catches 

hold of an incredibly common moment within games, but a moment that always adds a spark of 

spontaneity and uncertainty to play. I develop the problem about the rules between rules, not in 

answer some postmodern debate about metalanguages, but so that I can closely describe what 

kinds of improvisations that groundless space calls forth from a player. 

Bateson’s interest in play also stuck with him throughout his odd interdisciplinary 

trajectory, which started in anthropology and led him to cybernetics, communication theory, 

ecology, and psychiatry.5 Play was an idea that helped to organize all these interests because it 

offered a level of meta-communication, a way of reframing an activity to give it a different 

meaning.6 As Bateson famously put it “[t]he playful nip denotes the bite, but it does not denote 

what would be denoted by the bite.”7 Ritual and play both open up this theatrical kind of 

metacommunication, and one of his key insights is that communication itself would not be 

                                                           
4 Bateson, “Metalogue: About Games and Being Serious,” 30. 
5 Gregory Bateson, “The Message ‘This Is Play.,’” in Group Processes: Transactions of the Second Conference, ed. 

Schaffner B. (New York: Josiah Macy, Jr. Foundation., 1956), 145–242. 
6 Gregory Bateson, “Play and Paradigm,” in Play: Anthropological Perspectives, ed. Michael Salter (West Point, 

NY: Leisure Press, 1978), 7–17. 
7 Gregory Bateson. “A Theory of Play and Fantasy.” In Steps to an Ecology of Mind. (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson 

Inc., 1972), 183-198. 
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possible without this make-believe speech. This chapter follows him through some of these 

disciplinary jumps that play makes possible. Bateson, however, is a singular example in this 

story, a wonderful symbol of the issues but a terrible representation of the narrative’s progress. 

In its details this is a story about the wide ranging influence of games and play on the 

understanding of language, interpretation, and meaning in the 20th century. It is about everything 

that has traditionally gone under the title ‘the linguistic turn,’ and in retelling it I want to show 

how much more apt it would be to call it a ludic turn. 

 The ‘linguistic turn’ was a term originally coined by the a philosopher of the Vienna 

Circle, Gustav Bergmann, and popularized by Richard Rorty, that describes a methodological 

gambit of 20th century philosophy to shift the focus of philosophical argument from the nature of 

the world to the nature of statements that can be made about the world.8 Philosophers like 

Gottlob Frege and Ludwig Wittgenstein tried to clarify how sentences refer to things, and how 

the grammar of a sentence conditions its truth value. The linguistic turn also included a second 

phase of this analytic tradition, where its initial formalism was criticized and supplemented by an 

interest in context and pragmatics, principally by the school known as ordinary language 

philosophy. As it has been used by later scholars, the ‘linguistic turn’ also identifies a wider 

interest in language by contemporaries of these philosophers in other disciplines, especially in 

the emerging field of semiotics represented by Charles Peirce and Ferdinand de Saussure.9 Like 

analytic philosophy, semiotics tried to identify larger structures that condition the meaning of 

                                                           
8 Peter MS Hacker, “Analytic Philosophy: Beyond the Linguistic Turn and Back Again,” The Analytic Turn: 

Analysis in Early Analytic Philosophy and Phenomenology, 2007, 125–41; Richard Rorty, The Linguistic Turn: 

Recent Essays in Philosophical Method (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967). For a useful history of the 

linguistic turn see: Judith Surkis, “When Was the Linguistic Turn? A Genealogy,” The American Historical Review 

117, no. 3 (June 1, 2012): 700–722. 
9 David Walton, “Structuralism and the Linguistic Turn,” in Doing Cultural Theory (London: SAGE, 2012), 25-38; 

1. Martin Jay, “Should Intellectual History Take a Linguistic Turn? Reflections on the Habermas-Gadamer Debate,” 

in Modern European Intellectual History: Reappraisals and New Perspectives, ed. Dominick LaCapra and Steven 

Kaplan (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1980). 
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individual utterances. And like analytic philosophy, it also had a second, post-structural, phase 

that made several of the same criticisms as ordinary language philosophy by highlighting the 

contextual and iterative nature of semiotic structures. In addition to this already diverse cast, the 

linguist turn also names a third phase in the 1970s when the idea of language was applied to a 

wider domain of cultural activity. In this moment everything from architecture to dance to 

cooking was understood to be a ‘text’ with minimal units comparable to phonemes, and a set of 

organizing rules comparable to grammar.10 Finally, in the last two decades there has been a 

growing backlash against the linguistic turn, and the way that its understanding of everything as 

language totalizes and flattens the world.11  

 I give this sketch of the linguistic turn as a roadmap of the complex traditions, conceptual 

dependencies, and broad intellectual trends that I will be examining in the following pages. 

While I want to provocatively displace the prominence of language in the linguistic turn by 

demonstrating that its key concepts were understood in terms of games, my real quarry is not the 

exchange of one metaphor for another. What I am interested in is the dialectic of groundlessness 

and spontaneity that gets worked out across all three phases of the linguistic turn, and which 

continues in games and game metaphors beyond it. In the next section I start to trace several 

paths in my map of the linguistic turn, with the guiding idea that wherever language seems to 

                                                           
10 For one of the more polemic and influential versions of this, see Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life 

(University of California Press, 2011). 
11 Very schematically, the reaction against the linguistic turn arrived on several fronts at once. There was a reaction 

from media studies over the emphasis on text, from historians concerned about referents, from feminists concerned 

about bodies and matter, from ethnographers concerned about Western metaphors, and from phenomenologists 

concerned about lived experience. In each, the critique of what gets erased by the text metaphor is somewhat 

different. See, for example Richard Biernacki, “Method and Metaphor after the New Cultural History,” in Beyond 

the Cultural Turn: New Directions in the Study of Society and Culture, ed. Victoria E. Bonnell and Lynn Avery 

Hunt (University of California Press, 1999), 62–93; 1. Gabrielle M. Spiegel, “History, Historicism, and the Social 

Logic of the Text in the Middle Ages,” Speculum 65, no. 1 (1990): 59–86. 
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offer an explanation of the world, of philosophical problems, of pragmatics, of cultural activity, 

we will also find games already deployed in order to explain language. 

Chess and Grammar 

 The hook of my argument is a simple metaphor: language is a game of chess. Chess has 

served many different metaphorical functions before and since this one, as a sign of 

rationalization, as a synecdoche of player psychologies, as a social microcosm, and most 

obviously as a field of war.12 What sets the language-as-chess metaphor apart is the depth of the 

analogy and the way that it is operationalized. Chess is taken by a variety of philosophers and 

semioticians not just as a comparison that illuminates language, but as a model for theorizing and 

researching it.13 Several key thinkers, whose work I will look at below, turn to chess at exactly 

the moment when they are explaining the most puzzling features of language: the nature of 

linguistic reference, its objective but socially constructed nature, and its systematic 

dependencies. A conceptual apparatus derived from games and play is thus placed implicitly at 

the heart of linguistics and semiotics, subtly coloring all of the researches that get undertaken in 

their name.  

 The language-as-chess metaphor actually began its life in the philosophy of mathematics, 

as a way of accounting for mathematical facts that removes “all metaphysical difficulties” 

concerning their reality or existence.14 In the formalist account developed by Heinrich Heine and 

Carl Johannes Thomae, who is quoted here:  

                                                           
12 There is perhaps no better demonstration of this range than the Imagery of Chess show held in 1944-5 in New 

York, which brought together representatives of pre- and post-war avant garde traditions. Larry List and Ingrid 

Schaffner, The Imagery of Chess Revisited (New York: George Braziller, 2005). For a compendium of these 

metaphors see David Shenk, The Immortal Game: A History of Chess (New York: Anchor, 2007);  
13 Ahti-Veikko Pietarinen, “Who Plays Games in Philosophy,” in Philosophy Looks at Chess (Chicago: Open Court, 

2008), 119–136; Ahti-Veikko Pietarinen, An Invitation to Language and Games (Elsevier Ltd, Oxford, 2007). 
14 Thomae in Stewart Shapiro, The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Mathematics and Logic (Oxford University 

Press, 2005), 301. 
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arithmetic is a game with signs which are called empty. That means that they have no 

other content (in the calculating game) than they are assigned by their behavior with 

respect to certain rules of combination (rules of the game). A chess player makes use of 

his pieces in a similar fashion: he attributes certain properties to them that constrain their 

behavior in the game, and the pieces are only external signs for this behavior.15  

 

Chess serves as an exemplary game to describe mathematical operations because each piece on 

the board is discrete, differentiated, and lends itself to a limited number of determinable results. 

While Thomae does not press the metaphor, it serves to clarify that a game like football or golf 

would not serve the same end. Heine and Thomae were minor figures, but this formalism served 

as an important jumping off point for Gottlob Frege’s influential philosophy of mathematics. 

 In The Basic Laws of Arithmetic (1903), Frege devotes two dozen pages not just to 

explicating game formalism in general, but in expanding upon, straightening out, and riffing off 

of the chess metaphor. Frege first clarifies the relation of chess pieces to mathematical notation, 

showing that they are both signs and purging the lingering sense that a qualitative substance 

underpins the chess piece’s operations. He also adds his own distinction between the rules of 

chess, which are analogous to the actual practice of arithmetic, and the theorems of chess or 

mathematics that reside at one level of remove.16 Here we can already see the first elements of 

Bateson’s puzzle, as players move between the game and its framing rules. However, Frege 

ultimately rejects game formalism in mathematics, and the chess metaphor, because he thinks 

that mathematical concepts necessarily contain some meaning that is derived from our 

experiences with numbers that cannot be accounted for by purely formal operations. Qualities 

such as relative magnitude (I know that 3 is more than 2) and the ontological status of negative 

numbers disappear when the signs ‘-2’ and ‘3’ are treated as pieces that can be manipulated by 

                                                           
15 Thomae in Gottlob Frege. Basic Laws of Arithmetic, trans. Philip A. Ebert and Marcus Rossberg (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2013), 103. 
16 Ibid., 102. 
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the same set of rules. For Frege, the meaning of numbers is not reducible to the arbitrary 

movements that the chess game implies. The important point though, for my purposes, is not 

Frege’s rejection, but the rejection depends on a connection between language and chess, even if 

it is one of disanalogy.  

 Chess followed a similar trajectory, though with a different outcome, in the work of 

Edmund Husserl, the founder of phenomenology and Frege’s sometime interlocutor. Husserl had 

been developing his own version of game formalism in his Philosophy of Arithmetic (1891) and 

during his 1896 course on logic, where he already cites chess as an example in a rather cursory 

way.17 Further, there is every reason to suppose he read the article in which Thomae elaborated 

his own chess metaphor. In his Logical Investigations (1901), Husserl developed his own 

elaboration of the chess metaphor, at precisely the moment where he is describing the difference 

between signs considered in their material reality (sound waves, scribbles on a page), and signs 

as filled with meaning. The difference is analogous to how “[c]hessmen are not part of the chess-

game as bits of ivory and wood having such and such shapes and colors…They become 

chessmen, counters in the chess-game, through the game’s rules which give them their fixed 

game-meaning.”18 The distinction here is a crucial one for phenomenology, one that goes to the 

difference between an ideal meaning, or noema in Husserl’s terms, and the way that object is 

                                                           
17 Husserl writes in the Philosophy of Arithmetic: “if we fix them once and for all in the form of conventional sign 

equivalences (in the manner of the rules of a game), then it is clear apriori that we now possess all that is necessary 

for the independent development of the systematic of signs” Edmund Husserl, Philosophy of Arithmetic: 

Psychological and Logical Investigations with Supplementary Texts from 1887–1901 (Springer Science & Business 

Media, 2012), 253. In his lecture he makes the comparison in the following manner: “Suppose a kind of given signs 

[sic] is set and memorized and so is a certain number of rules that like the rules of a game determine how we are 

allowed to operate with the signs, in such a way that every other way of proceeding is considered unacceptable. 

Then an arbitrary connection of signs can, on the basis of the rules, be replaced by various equivalent connections of 

signs….What, then, is their meaning? It is no longer the corresponding arithmetical meaning, because I have wholly 

abstracted from it. Clearly the meaning now lies in the rules of the game. It is exactly like as in the game of chess: 

the bishop, castle etc.” Husserl in Stefania Centrone, Logic and Philosophy of Mathematics in the Early Husserl 

(Springer Science & Business Media, 2010), 79. 
18 Edmund Husserl, Logical Investigations Vol. 1, trans. JN Findlay (New York: Routledge, 2012), 210.  
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grasped each time. Husserl develops this split primarily as a part of conscious intentional acts, 

but when it comes to recognizing the same split between meaning and material in a shared social 

world he turns to chess in order to clarify the nature of language. Like Frege, Husserl thinks that 

meaning in the game has a purely arbitrary relation to its material substratum, but in contrast 

Husserl takes this to be a positive quality, something that holds for all language. Chess thus 

moves from a metaphor for an artificial language, to one that also applies to both thought and 

speech. 

 Dwarfing these other philosophers in the abundance of chess metaphors, however, is 

Ludwig Wittgenstein, who was also perhaps the most central figure in the linguistic turn as a 

philosophical project. Like these other figures, Wittgenstein lands on chess when he begins 

thinking about the philosophy of mathematics in the 1930s, though the philosopher Anthony 

Kenny suggests that “the game of chess, importantly modified, provides as near as we can get to 

a model for the way the world is conceived” in Wittgenstein’s early and influential Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus (1921).19 Chess abounds in the pages of the Philosophical Investigations 

(1953), where games are central enough to his conception of language that chess often looks less 

like a metaphor and more like one game among others, some of which use words.20 Wittgenstein, 

like Husserl and contra Frege, also treats the arbitrary nature of meaning as a positive quality, 

and one that derives from a piece’s role within the game.21 His use of chess, however, adds at 

least two features that start to move the chess metaphor towards questions of play and context 

that define the second phase of the linguistic turn—for which the Philosophical Investigations 

                                                           
19 Anthony Kenny, Wittgenstein (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2006), 60. 
20 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. GEM Anscombe, PMS Hacker, and Joachim Schulte 

(Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley, 2009). 
21 For instance: “When one shews someone the king and says: 'This is the king', this does not tell him the use of this 

piece--unless he already knows the rules of the game up to this last point: the shape of the king.  You could imagine 

his having learnt the rules of the game without ever having been shewn the actual piece.  The shape of the chessman 

corresponds here to the sound or shape of a word.” Ibid., 18/§31. 
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was a central text. The first feature that fascinates Wittgenstein is what it means to follow a rule, 

whether in chess, math, or language, and especially the possibility of misunderstanding or 

misinterpreting a rule, along with every attempt at clarification. This leads him to argue that rules 

always take place in a larger context of habit and repetition, even when it comes to such obvious 

things as the act of adding 2 + 2. This skeptical reading of Wittgenstein has received much 

attention, and my point is only to show chess’s role as a useful foil for his argument.22 

 The second thing that Wittgenstein pulls out of chess is a paradox about the nature of 

games as systems, one that shares some elements with the puzzle Bateson framed for us. When 

Wittgenstein conceptualizes many small language games in which words take on different 

meanings through their use, an inevitable question arises about the boundaries between these 

games and how a person transitions from one to another. Wittgenstein devotes much time to 

thinking about the question, but one of the most pointed ways he frames it is in terms of sitting 

down to play chess: 

There is no doubt that I now want to play chess, but chess is the game it is in virtue of all 

its rules (and so on). Don’t I know, then, which game I want to play until I have played 

it? or are all the rules contained in my act of intending? Is it experience that tells me that 

this sort of game is the usual consequence of such an act of intending? so is it impossible 

for me to be certain what I was intending to do?23 

 

Starting a game of chess becomes a problem, almost a paradox, because its meaning does not just 

depend on the language game in which it is normally used, but also depends on a whole other 

game, i.e. Chess. What we have is not a metalanguage in which to frame the strategies of chess, 

say, or the theorems of mathematics, but a point of transition that toggles between two systems. 

                                                           
22 The classic version of this skeptical Wittgenstein is 1. Saul Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language: 

An Elementary Exposition (Harvard University Press, 1982). For a rejoinder that takes up game rules in particular 

see Stanley Cavell, “Play and the Moral Life,” in The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Skepticism, Morality, and 

Tragedy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 303–12. 
23 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 68/§197. 
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Chess neatly illustrates the point because its rules are small enough and contained enough that 

we can recognize it as a system, but the problem also applies to larger and messier domains—

such as moving between natural language and mathematics.24 Now, the idea that I can never 

entirely have a clear intention may no longer be revelatory after decades of polemics to that 

effect, but what Wittgenstein is getting at is a little more specific. It is a certain kind of 

groundlessness that emerges at a jumping off point—and a certain kind of faith required by the 

player that the game of chess will be there to catch her on the other side. In the gap between the 

intent to play chess, and the game that results, we can see the necessity to fall into muddles and 

try to get back out. 

 Games can also give rise to muddles in another way according to Wittgenstein. The 

problem of attending to, or intending the consequences of, a whole system can also arise within a 

single system in the gap that emerges between one rule and another. Wittgenstein reframes the 

chess analogy to demonstrate this other case: “[s]uppose it were asked: When do you know how 

to play chess? All the time? Or just while you are making a move? And the whole of chess 

during each move?—How queer that knowing how to play chess should take such a short time, 

and a game so much longer!”25 One thing at stake in this passage is just the empirical difficulty 

of foreseeing the consequences of my action in chess. The deeper point, however, concerns the 

arbitrary nature of rules with respect to one another, that a rule about how to move pawns does 

not necessitate the moves of a castle or a king. We could play variations on chess where any one 

                                                           
24 “Imagine someone who believes that mathematicians have discovered a queer thing, √-1, which when squared 

does yield -1, can’t he nevertheless calculate quite well with complex numbers, and apply such calculations in 

physics? And does this make them any the less calculations?” Ludwig Wittgenstein, Remarks on the Foundation of 

Mathematics, trans. GEM Anscombe (Oxford: Blackwell, 1978), 261. 
25 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 65. 
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rule is dramatically altered while many others stay the same.26 As a consequence, I can act and 

make a considered response within a game according to all the relevant rules, but easily lose 

sight of some others. I can miss seeing an opponent’s move, or forget that they will be able to put 

me in check by castling. The aporia here is not about how to follow a rule—in these examples 

we can take this for granted—but about how to get from one rule to another, or from one game to 

another. These muddles are less dramatic than the movement between games, but they build up a 

tension and a pleasure in an otherwise mechanical playground. 

 Frege, Husserl, Wittgenstein; this is an important list, but by no means the only 

philosophers who made use of the chess metaphor to think about language. We could numerous 

casual uses by other philosophers of mathematics as well as in a handful of essays from the 

volume of collected essays where Rorty coined the idea of the linguistic turn. The point is less 

the accumulation of names, than the pull that all these thinkers feel to re-conceptualize language 

on the basis of a complex and important, but seemingly random, game. It is true that a certain 

view of language emerges into view through this metaphor, but what makes this one compelling? 

Before drawing any conclusions on this point, let me triangulate the chess metaphor from 

another perspectives. Semiotics will offer a counterpoint to the problem of metalanguages and 

the puzzle of moving between rules by focusing on the kind of spontaneous movement that 

nevertheless takes place within both chess and language. 

                                                           
26 “Of course, there could be a game in a certain sense very near akin to chess, consisting in making the chess 

moves, but without there being any winning and losing in it; or with different conditions for winning.” Wittgenstein, 

Remarks on the Foundation of Mathematics, 116. 
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Language Plays Itself 

 Ferdinand de Saussure’s lectures on linguistics between 1906 and 1911 had a profound 

impact on 20th century understandings of language.27 His view of the linguistic sign as an 

arbitrary relation between the signifier and signified, which are both defined differentially, 

provided a foundation for a general science of signs, and for the unique methodological approach 

that came to be known as structuralism. Though there are several striking similarities between 

the concept of language in Saussure and Wittgenstein, Saussure seems to have developed his 

understanding in relative isolation from the philosophical tradition in the previous section. Most 

striking and uncanny in this regard is the appearance of the language-as-chess metaphor, with 

many of its key features intact.  

  Ruminations on chess occur throughout the Course in General Linguistics; like 

Wittgenstein it seems to have been an object that Saussure used to think through knotty 

problems.28 In chess one can find analogs to all of the structuralist innovations Saussure 

introduces: his distinction between language-as-spoken and language-as-a-system (parole and 

langue), definition by systematic differences, the relation between signifier and signified, and 

analysis along synchronic and diachronic axes. In one astonishing passage, which I will quote at 

length, Saussure elaborates all of these themes. Chess functions rhetorically in several ways 

throughout this passage, most obviously to bring an abstract system to a human scale of action. 

Language, it is true, is also an everyday activity, but the system of language is not, and so it 

needs to be humanized. It is worth paying attention to the technicity of this metaphor, which not 

                                                           
27 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, trans. Wade Baskin (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 2011). 
28 My reading of chess in both Wittgenstein and Saussure owes much to Roy Harris’ monograph on the chess 

metaphor in both of these writers. Harris dwells on the consistency and inner structure of these thinkers in great 

detail, and the impact of the chess metaphor. Roy Harris, Language, Saussure, and Wittgenstein: How to Play 

Games with Words (London; New York: Routledge, 1988). 
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only illuminates individual qualities of language, but provides a methodological frame to 

organize them. Saussure begins by naming the analogous elements: 

But of all comparisons that might be imagined, the most fruitful is the one that might be 

drawn between the functioning of language and a game of chess.… 

 First, a state of the set of chessmen corresponds closely to a state of language. The 

respective value of the pieces depends on their position on the chessboard just as each 

linguistic term derives its value from its opposition to all the other terms.29 

 

What Saussure is saying here is that a given piece, a bishop say, is not powerful in and of itself, 

but varies its importance depending on the total layout of the board.30 Sometimes that bishop 

may be key to a checkmate, and other times it blocks the possibility of castling. Chess elegantly 

demonstrates this differential definition because, unlike natural language, the whole state of the 

game can be taken in by the players. Saussure continues, now elaborating the meaning of the 

moves in the game:  

In the second place, the system is always momentary; it varies from one position to the 

next. It is also true that values depend above all else on an unchangeable convention, the 

set of rules that exists before a game begins and persists after each move. Rules that are 

agreed upon once and for all exist in language too; they are the constant principles of 

semiology. 

 Finally, to pass from one state of equilibrium to the next, or—according to our 

terminology—from one synchrony to the next, only one chesspiece has to be moved; 

there is no general rummage. Here we have the counterpart of the diachronic 

phenomenon with all its peculiarities. In fact: 

(a) In each play only one chesspiece is moved; in the same way that in language, 

changes affect only isolated elements. 

(b) In spite of that, the move has a repercussion on the whole system; it is impossible 

for the player to foresee exactly the extent of the effect. Resulting changes of 

value will be, according to the circumstances, either nil, very serious, or of 

average importance. A certain move can revolutionize the whole game and even 

affect pieces that are not immediately involved. We have just seen that exactly the 

same holds for language. 

(c) In chess, each move is absolutely distinct from the preceding and the subsequent 

equilibrium. The change effected belongs to neither state: only states matter. 

                                                           
29 Saussure, Course, 88-89. 
30 “Not only another knight but even a figure shorn of an y resemblance to a knight can be declared identical 

provided the same value is attributed to it. We see then that in semiological systems like language, where elements 

hold each other in equilibrium in accordance with fixed rules, the notion of identity blends with that of value and 

vice versa.” Ibid., 110.  
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Saussure’s analogy differs from what we saw in the philosophical usage: chess rules are not like 

grammar, but like the “principles of semiology” or Frege’s idea of a metalanguage. Like 

philosophy of language though, the discrete states of chess authorize this comparison in a way 

that messier games would not. Indeed, the movement of language itself is never as discrete as 

this, and the pure separation of diachronic from synchronic axes owes something to this 

metaphor. Saussure continues in this vein: 

In a game of chess any particular position has the unique characteristic of being freed 

from all antecedent positions; the route used in arriving there makes absolutely no 

difference; one who has followed the entire match has no advantage over the curious 

party who comes up at a critical moment to inspect the state of the game; to describe 

this arrangement, it is perfectly useless to recall what had just happened ten seconds 

previously. All this is equally applicable to language and sharpens the radical 

distinction between diachrony and synchrony. Speaking operates only on a language-

state, and the changes that intervene between states have no place in either state. 

 

Again, there is a slippery difference in this analogy. We might be inclined to identify the chess 

players with people conversing, but this is not what Saussure means. Rather, a state of language 

is composed of the relative relation of its parts—its phonemes, lexical units, or grammatical 

organization. A change in one of these can take an enormous amount of time, and all 

conversations—parole in his terminology—only fill in the gap between picking up a piece off of 

the board and putting it back down. The odd result is that the chess player on either side of the 

board is just language, playing a game with itself. In a final coda Saussure makes this explicit: 

At only one point is the comparison weak: the chessplayer intends to bring about a 

shift and thereby to exert an action on the system, whereas language premeditates 

nothing. The pieces of language are shifted—or rather modified—spontaneously and 

fortuitously….In order to make the game of chess seem at every point like the 

functioning of language, we would have to imagine an unconscious or unintelligent 

player. This sole difference, however, makes the comparison even more instructive by 

showing the absolute necessity of making a distinction between the two classes of 

phenomena in linguistics. For if diachronic facts cannot be reduced to the synchronic 

system which they condition when the change is intentional, all the more will they 

resist when they set a blind force against the organization of a system of signs. 
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The point that Saussure is making is actually quite close to Wittgenstein’s. Being able to reduce 

a “diachronic fact…to the synchronic system” would mean being able to predict which move a 

player would make from a given state of the board. Chess, in its structure, resists this kind of 

reduction and calls for some element of spontaneity from the player. The amount of this 

spontaneity changes from chess (where the player has a goal) to language (which has no intent) 

but it stays the same in kind. Saussure’s diachronic axis is the history of this spontaneous 

movement, and the theory of that movement. In that sense it is the flip side of the synchronic 

puzzle of the groundlessness that erupts between games and between rules. Groundlessness and 

spontaneity form a mutually constituting pair in this logic, though spontaneity itself remains a 

puzzle. 

 The language-as-chess metaphor—along with its more general cousin language-as-

game—can be found across the semiotic tradition, both in writers influenced by Saussure and 

those who developed separate traditions, such as Charles Peirce.31 For the next generation of 

semiologists, and Roman Jakobson, Louis Hjelmslev, Algirdas Greimas, Umberto Eco, the chess 

metaphor helped to point out where the synchronic and diachronic meet and converge, where 

“the Saussurian analogy between language and a game of chess can be pushed to its end.’”32 The 

game metaphor often comes up as an attempt to mediate or reconcile the synchronic and 

diachronic, the system and its spontaneity. Greimas, the inventor of the semiotic square, and his 

colleague François Rastier, push this concept the furthest in their paper “The Interaction of 

                                                           
31 Ahti-Veikko Pietarinen, “Peirce’s Game-Theoretic Ideas in Logic,” in Signs of Logic: Peircean Themes on the 

Philosophy of Language, Games, and Communication, 2006, 77–102. 
32 My translation, Roman Jakobson, “Remarques Sur L’évolution Phonologique Du Russe: Comparée À Celle Des 

Autres Langues Slaves,” in Phonological Studies (New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2002), 6; Louis Hjelmslev, 

Prolegomena to a Theory of Language (Waverly Press, 1953); Algirdas Julien Greimas, “About Games,” SubStance 

8, no. 4 (1979): 31–35; Umberto Eco, A Theory of Semiotics (Indiana University Press, 1976). 
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Semiotic Constraints,” where they attempt to reduce spontaneity to a series of interacting games 

that language passes through as it moves up from a deep structure to a manifest content. In their 

words, “[t]he play in question here is not to be understood as a free activity productive of literary 

objects, but as a long journey punctuated with compelling choices that leads, through a series of 

exclusions and of options.”33 But by multiplying games they only end up exacerbating Bateson’s 

question of what rules hold us between games. 

 From these readings we begin to see how central aspects of the explanatory paradigm at 

the heart of the linguistic turn—that anything can be broken down into distinct units, that these 

behave according to rules, that there is a systematic relation between them, that there are distinct 

texts whose borders we jump between—originate less in language than in games. The prevalence 

of the metaphor, and even the weight it bears in specific explanations, does not automatically 

place chess at the center of the linguistic turn. Rather, chess shapes and constructs a basic model 

of language whose influence can be felt even in writers who do not explicitly use or think about 

the game metaphor. Moreover, chess not only illuminates already existing aspects of language, 

but produces a model that was often in tension with actual usage. As the analytic and structuralist 

accounts of language gained momentum, the cracks in the chess metaphor became more apparent 

and helped to push the linguistic turn into its next phase. 

Spontaneously Generated Rules 

 Saussure’s English translator, and linguist, Roy Harris gives an account of some of the 

mismatches between chess and language. Rules of chess and rules of language work in different 

ways, the former are more explicit, more formalized, and less able to adapt to novel situations 

                                                           
33 Algirdas Greimas and Francois Rastier, “The Interaction of Semiotic Constraints,” Yale French Studies, no. 41 

(1968): 86–105. 
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than actual language.34 A deeper look at chess, at how its rules change over time or how its 

players also take part in a strategic metagame, might have bolstered the metaphor, but this would 

have defeated the purpose of the analogy by setting chess back into a wider social and linguistic 

context.35 For as much as it reveals, taking an already underway game of chess as a model makes 

it more difficult to see how players get into actual disagreements about rules, how they learn 

them in the first place, and how they invent new games to play on an old board. One result of this 

disanalogy was that linguists began to move away from the metaphor in order to constitute the 

study of language in a more scientific vein. Chess had served a purpose, it had helped to 

legitimate the field by showing that socially constructed facts were just as objective as empirical 

facts, but its utility was at an end. Harris briefly considers another possibility, a way to salvage 

the chess metaphor and make it more responsive to the improvisatory aspects of speech: shift 

from a discussion of games to one of play. In his view, though, “[o]nce we come to games where 

play is an improvised free-for-all, there is not only no guarantee that different players are not 

playing by different rules but no clear way of making good the claim that there are any rules at 

all.”36 However, another tradition, whose work was crucial for the second phase of the linguistic 

turn, took up the possibility of free play as a way of supplementing chess in order to understand 

the inventiveness of language. Poststructuralism took up the problems of groundlessness and 

spontaneity that have been huddling at the edges of the chess metaphor, integrating an account of 

structuring rules with a moment of transition between games. 

                                                           
34 Harris, Language, 70, 74, 85. 
35 “Games which are not like chess in this respect, although they may have every right to count as games, simply do 

not supply the right model for explicating the institutional character of language, its regularity and its autonomy.” 

Ibid., 91. 
36 Ibid., 91, 118. 
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 Post-structuralism inherited two different game metaphors. One came from the linguistic 

tradition we have just been examining, the other was a metaphor of free-play inherited from 18th 

and 19th century hermeneutics. The metaphor derives from the ‘play’ given to a shifting gear so 

that it can interlock while in motion. In other words, it is about the chance reconciliation of two 

otherwise rigid structures, the freedom that has to be introduced to make things line up. The 

metaphor helped conceptualize a crucial moment in every hermeneutic act where a fragmentary 

meaning must be understood in light of the whole, or the whole in light of the fragment. Free-

play names a mediation between structure and event, rules and context, form and content. 

Moreover, this was a metaphor that had predominantly been deployed to understand textual and 

linguistic meaning. In short, it was a concept tailor made to solve the dilemma of spontaneity that 

the chess metaphor had provoked. They were also satisfyingly complementary in their own 

terms; for a game without play is empty, and play without a game is blind.   

 One of the most common ways of describing and generalizing about the spirit of 

postmodern art, and about the aligned aesthetic commitments of poststructuralist philosophy is to 

call it subversively playful, or point out its games with language.37 What I am arguing here is 

that play was less a shared aesthetic commitment than a fundamental term in the attempt to 

reconcile hermeneutics and structuralism. I examine the pre-history of free play and some of its 

contemporary developments in the next chapter, but there are several famous examples to use as 

touchstones here. Jacques Derrida’s “Structure Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human 

Sciences,” for instance, equates the act of interpretation with the act of play, and Hans-Georg 

                                                           
37 This is almost a cliché of postmodern aesthetics. To name only a few key cases, see Ihab Hassan’s table of 

characteristics in Ihab Habib Hassan, The Dismemberment of Orpheus: Toward a Postmodern Literature (Madison, 

WI.: University of Wisconsin Press, 1982); Patricia Waugh, “Play, Game, and Metafiction,” in Metafiction: The 

Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction (London; New York: Methuen, 1984), 34-48; and 1. R. Rawdon 

Wilson, In Palamedes’ Shadow: Explorations in Play, Game & Narrative Theory (Boston: Northeastern University 

Press, 1990). 
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Gadamer’s derives the work of art’s structure from the self-representing quality of play.38 There 

are many important but less well known examples, such as Paul Ricoeur’s account of the playful 

suspension of one’s beliefs in the act of interpretation, or Michel Foucault’s games of truth, or 

Roland Barthes’ riffing on the different ways in which a text itself plays.39 The list goes on.40 

 This second phase of the linguistic turn is known for its radicalization of the concept of 

the text so that it applies to virtually every domain imaginable, though in practice literal text 

predominated the discussions. What was it that made this particular expansion so powerful? Both 

structuralism and hermeneutics, at least in some iterations, had already claimed the universal 

applicability of linguistic models, so what changed with poststructuralism? To my mind, the 

impetus was less the question of language than the way that the chess and free-play metaphors 

complemented each other and removed the limitations in each. Free-play and hermeneutics, 

offers an account of process, of discovery, and of spontaneity that begins to account for the way 

we get out of muddles once we have fallen into them. Reciprocally, chess and structuralism gives 

an account of the text’s systematicity that had always been presupposed in hermeneutics. 

Nothing in how these two traditions conceive language offered an easy reconciliation, but the 

metaphors of play did.  

                                                           
38 Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences,” in Writing and Difference, 

trans. Alan Bass (London: Routledge, 2001), 278–94; Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (New York: 

Crossroad, 1960). 
39 Paul Ricœur and John B Thompson, “Appropriation,” in Hermeneutics and the human sciences: essays on 

language, action, and interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 182–95; Michel Foucault and 

Robert Hurley, The Use of Pleasure (New York: Vintage Books, 1990), 6-8; 1. Roland Barthes, “From Work to 

Text,” in Image, Music, Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977), 155–64. 
40 Including, for instance, Lyotard, Deleuze, Kristeva, Habermas, and many more. For something of a genealogy of 

this trend in theory see,  Mihai Spariosu, Dionysus Reborn: Play and the Aesthetic Dimension in Modern 

Philosophical and Scientific Discourse (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University Press, 1989). 
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Rite of Play 

 A gap, nonetheless, separated this idea of textuality from the fuller application it 

promised: there was no consistent way to map its constituent elements to the world at large. 

Some areas, such as film, mapped well but it is not clear how to divide everyday practice into 

discrete systems, to identify its constitutive units, or to abstract consistent rules. Many critics 

developed idiosyncratic ‘reading’ practices for a wide range of cultural objects, but this moment 

in the 1970s was a time for the concept of culture to undergo some thorough reconceptualization. 

The discipline of anthropology was one of the natural places for this conversation to develop, 

and the anthropological idea of ritual would do much of the work to transform amorphous 

practice into discrete bounded structures. The connection between ritual and language, however, 

is a difficult one to make. Myth had traditionally been the topic of study for structural linguistics, 

and rites themselves often resist speech of at least some kinds by making it taboo. Ritual is also a 

stretch of the text metaphor because it foregrounds action, backgrounds individuality and 

authorship, and resists interpretation. Not that it is impossible to see ritual as a text, but I want to 

emphasize its strangeness. On the other hand, there is a close connection between rituals and 

games, historically and conceptually. Many early anthropologists were struck by the sacred 

function given to sports, board games, and games of chance by diverse cultures, often to the 

point where it was impossible to distinguish one category from the other. Ritual and games also 

share all of the emphases that language lacks. What I am suggesting is that the linguistic turn, in 

its fullest extension, operated according to a metaphorical chain that ran: language = play + game 

= ritual = everyday world. In the follow section I will sketch out how the anthropology of ritual 

made this metaphorical link possible.  
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 The framework for this expansion actually began earlier, when structuralist thought 

initially found a home in anthropology. While the chess metaphor did not thrive there, the more 

general question of games and play shaped its conception of ritual, myth, and the sacred. In 

1947, the structuralist linguist Émile Benveniste published an essay that made one of the first 

bridges between structural linguistics and anthropology, where he outlined the a structure that 

united play and the sacred as a binary opposition.41 Benveniste starts by arguing that an 

experience of the sacred is central to culture, and that it is composed of two mutually supporting 

elements: mythic explanations and ritual practices. Over time, however, one of these aspects can 

begin to predominate or escape the other; ritual can be practiced unthinkingly for its own sake, 

and myth can be spoken without regard for the thing it explains. For Benveniste, these fractures 

are what produce play, which: “offers an inverted and broken image [of the sacred].…we can say 

that there is play when only half of the sacred operation is carried out—when the myth alone is 

translated into words, or the rite alone into acts.”42 The result is that play takes two forms, when 

words are cut off from deeds then myth becomes punning and word-play, and when ritual is cut 

off from its explanation it becomes the pure exercises and exuberant movements of children. 

Play, however, is not just a result, but also a force in its own right, which “characteristically 

recomposes, through makebelieve, the missing half in each of its two forms: in word play, we act 

as if some actual reality should result; in physical play, we act as if motivated by a rational 

reality.”43 There is a kind of feedback loop where the sacred inevitably breaks down, turns to 

play, and is re-invented and recomposed anew. 

                                                           
41 Emile Benveniste, “Le Jeu Comme Structure,” Deucalion 2 (1947): 161–67. 
42 Ibid., [PG] 
43 Ibid., [PG] 
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 Benveniste’s essay had two crucial readers for the history I am tracing, Roger Caillois 

and Claude Lévi-Strauss. Caillois is most famous for his typology of games genres, while Lévi-

Strauss saw a much wider influence on the field of anthropology. Thierry Wendling has 

described the bitter family drama that took place between these two “brothers” of French 

anthropology, who each sought to inherit the legacy of Emile Durkheim and his nephew Marcel 

Mauss, as the two vied for the same university chair, and struggled over the direction of 

scholarship in post-war France.44 In 1955 and 1956, a series of accusations and recriminations 

followed between the two that centered on the game metaphor as a tool of inquiry, and 

specifically the proper type of game to take as a model. Caillois argued that it should be chess, 

which he chose as embodying rationality, competition, progress, and Western scientific values. 

Lévi-Strauss had employed the chess metaphor himself, and in the precise structuralist sense, in 

The Elementary Structures of Kinship, but in his argument with Caillois switched to games of 

chance in order to describe structural change in a way that did not depend on progress.45 In the 

fallout of these debates, Wendling describes how Caillois and Lévi-Strauss seem to have split the 

territory of play between them. For Caillois, games became an object of structural study, but one 

that could capture the style of a whole culture.46 Lévi-Strauss abandoned games as objects only 

to have them proliferate as metaphors throughout his writing. Prior to this moment in French 

anthropology, there was a rich tradition of anthropologists studying games that stretched back at 

                                                           
44 Thierry Wendling, “Une Joute Intellectuelle Au Détriment Du Jeu? : Claude Lévi-Strauss vs Roger Caillois (1954-

1974),” Ethnologies 32, no. 1 (2010): 29–49. 
45 “In principle, these games are unaffected by history, since the same synchronic configurations (in the 

distributions) and diachronic configurations (in the development of the moves) can reappear, even after thousands or 

millions of millennia, provided that imaginary players keep at it for that length of time. Nevertheless, in practice, 

such games remain in a continual state of flux” and “Goods are not only economic commodities, but vehicles and 

instruments for realities of another order….and the skillful game of exchange (in which there is very often no more 

real transfer than in a game of chess” Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Elementary Structures of Kinship (Boston: Beacon 

Press, 1969). 
46 Wendling, “Une Joute,” 44-5. 
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least to the 1890s, and folkloric collections of games going back much farther.47 What Lévi-

Strauss did, especially in his famous introduction to The Savage Mind (1966), was to cement a 

dichotomy between ritual and myth that made play into the binding agent.48 

The central argument of The Savage Mind is about two contrasting modes of thought, 

scientific and mythic, and an epistemological argument about the validity and mutuality they 

share. Lévi-Strauss develops this as a complex analogy; each of these practices is characterized 

by a figure--the engineer and the bricoleur--and by a form of social practice—games, on the one 

hand, and ritual on the other. Like science and myth, games and ritual move in opposite 

directions. Games start from an initial symmetry between the players, only to produce an 

eventual asymmetry between winner and loser. Rituals, in contrast, start from an apparent rift 

within a community and reduce disparity by formal means in order to produce an equivalence 

between the two sides. Moreover, games and ritual place the tendencies of science and myth-

making into time: ritual marks the cyclical recurrence of calendrical time, and games produce 

moments of punctuation and expenditure represented by the holiday. The Italian philosopher 

Giorgio Agamben reads play and ritual as, “machines for producing differential margins between 

diachrony and synchrony….not as two distinct machines but as a single machine, a single binary 

system” and “what is produced by the system—by human society—is in every case a differential 

margin between diachrony and synchrony: history; in other words, human time”49. In this 

reading of how diachrony differs and defers, games move from one possible metaphor to the 

                                                           
47 For a history of play in anthropology see, Helen B Schwartzman, Transformations: The Anthropology of 

Children’s Play (New York: Plenum Press, 1978); for an anthology of key readings see, Elliott M Avedon and Brian 

Sutton-Smith, The Study of Games (New York: J. Wiley, 1971). 
48 Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1966). 
49 Giorgio Agamben, “In Playland. Reflections on History and Play,” in Infancy and History: Essays on the 

Destruction of Experience (New York: Verso, 1978), 84. 
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human act that gives us access to any event whatsoever—or as Agamben also says, “rites 

transform events into structures, play transforms structures into events.”50
  

We can go even further. Games and ritual are opposed, but they are united and reconciled 

at a higher level by play. Ritual, Lévi-Strauss states, is “also ‘played’…like a favored instance of 

a game, remembered from among the possible ones because it is the only one which results in a 

particular type of equilibrium between the two sides.”51 Not only ritual, but also myth-making is 

associated with play in this way. The contemporary figure for mythical thought, the bricoleur, is 

derived from a semantic realm of play and leisure, it was “applied to ball games and billiards, to 

hunting, shooting and riding.”52 The opposition between games and ritual is thus not a mere 

extension of the more general one between two modes of knowledge, but actually the original 

form of that opposition, and play is the movement that unites them. Wherever these categories 

get taken up, wherever myth and ritual are understood as structured opposites in anthropology, 

play will not be far behind. Like the effect of the chess metaphor in linguistics, the mediating 

logic of play leaves ripples across anthropology’s conceptual framework. 

From Ritual to Make Believe 

 The same transition to interpretive and contextual methods that transformed linguistics 

also shook anthropology, particularly in the school of thought called symbolic anthropology that 

responded directly to the rise of Lévi-Strauss’ structuralism. Figures such as Clifford Geertz and 

Victor Turner turned explicitly to literary models—the novel and the theater respectively—as a 

guide for how to wed the regimens, codes, and forms of knowledge that characterize a culture to 

its practices. Play, once again, greases the interpretive wheels—however its integration is no 

                                                           
50 Ibid., 73. 
51 Lévi-Strauss, Savage Mind, 30. 
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longer primarily through metaphor. In the same way that Benveniste and Lévi-Strauss need to 

understand games literally, because they are important cultural products in their own right, play’s 

function of mediating indeterminacy is embodied in concrete practices. To name only the most 

influential of these ideas, Clifford Geertz demonstrated his method of “thick description” 

through a close reading of the “deep play” in a Balinese cock fight, Victor Turner made an 

argument that the “liminal” phase of rituals was essentially a form of play, and Mary Douglas 

uses ritual joking to clarify the boundary work that a joke performs on the sense of a coherent 

personal and social body.53 

 In each of these cases play is not just one cultural activity among others, but a 

fundamental process that opens up a space of uncertainty—one which makes it possible to 

reproduce, negotiate, inhabit, and disrupt social structures. This role is fairly clear in Turner and 

Douglas. Geertz would like to see the gambling arena as only one cultural activity among many 

other, and interpretable in the same manner that a novel, sculpture, or piece of music. However, 

even he makes play into a special case, and it is illuminating to follow out the logic that forces 

him to say so. The “Deep Play” essay progresses in two parts. In a first act that draws on Jeremy 

Bentham, Geertz makes a case for the depth of play in these gambling matches. By “depth” he 

means “play in which the stakes are so high that it is, from a utilitarian standpoint, irrational for 

men to engage in it at all.”54 In their cock fights, the Balinese not only risk more money than 

they can personally afford, but stake even more of their reputation and social standing on the 

outcome of a fight. Geertz draws this paradox to quite a fine point before moving to the second 

                                                           
53 Mary Douglas, “The Social Control of Cognition: Some Factors in Joke Perception,” Man 3, no. 3 (1968): 361–
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act of the essay where he defuses the pressure. Gambling, it turns out, does not really change 

financial status, but over the long run tends to move money around the community. The risks of 

humiliation are likewise neutralized as merely temporary and symbolic, erased in the next round. 

It is in this neutralized form that games come to look like novels, plays, or music; which can be 

exquisitely painful but release us from their spell after a time.  

Before defusing the tension of “deep play,” however, Geertz explains the paradox in 

another way. The untenable stakes of a bet have the further effect of heightening the attribution 

of any meaning whatsoever to the game. Meaningfulness in general, he argues, comes from this 

depth of play, and lends the limited economies of money and status their importance. As a 

consequence, the important distinction is not between a symbolic loss that is forgotten and one 

where the loser is “driven to wreck his family shrine and curse the gods, an act of metaphysical 

(and social) suicide,” but between the presence and absence of meaning.55 By going beyond the 

already existing codes that calculate risk and reward, games can introduce new values that only 

later come to express elements of Balinese culture. Geertz’ schema only works because an 

irrational moment of play invests a game with meaningfulness. Only after that is it possible for 

the game to mean one thing or another, and this moment of investment moves games from mere 

examples to a paradigmatic case. 

 What I particularly want to highlight in this genealogy is how symbolic anthropology 

picks up and continues Lévi-Strauss’ equation between games and rituals, and more importantly 

the idea that rituals are also played. Rituals inherit the role of structure, representing what is 

fixed, static, timeless and repeated. In Geertz, Turner, and Douglas play animates this structure, 

making the world seem momentarily unstable and frightening in order to better re-inscribe the 
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cultural norm. Players risk everything, they enter into a liminal and topsy-turvy world before, 

and they make a joke that suggests an alternative only to laugh at that alternative. This stability 

and re-inscription is a crucial part of what opens the metaphoric work of ritual in both directions. 

On the one hand, everything in the social world begins to look like a ritual insofar as it is 

repeatable and recognizable. On the other hand, the need to continually re-affirm meaning 

through repetition lends itself to the theories of language at work in post-structuralism. Both 

sides of this metaphorical work are conditioned by the equation of ritual and game, and the 

separation of a playful act that animates both. Like Benveniste’s account of the sacred, play 

comes in as a supplement to ritual, play brings ritual to life again even when the performers do 

not know why they are performing. 

 At each stage of the linguistic turn, we have seen how the crucial distinctions within 

language are actually a particular framing of language made possible by games and play. First, 

through the arbitrary, rigid, and intermittent structure of chess, then through the inventiveness of 

play that allows the creativity of conversations to flower, and finally, through the motivational 

function of play and games. For that ultimately the missing link between language and ritual: 

why do we partake in either, to the nonsensical excesses and ambiguities of fiction and 

performance? Play and games offer an explanation beyond the limited economies of already 

established meaning, and so finally expands the language metaphor to the breadth of the social 

world. There is much more to say about this arc, about the ways that growing anthropological 

fieldwork on play altered these ideas of ritual towards a less rigid and more transformative 

model. First by emphasizing how actual performance can shift and re-invent structures through 

play, and second by understanding ritual less as a simple extension and representative of an 
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existing culture, and more in an as-if make-believe mode.56 In these developments the linguistic 

model gets downplayed, because the many contexts of action, bodies, and symbol formation 

come into the forefront. Play, that is, continues as a central way of understanding culture even 

after the humanities and social sciences has made its next turn. 
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