
Philosophy of Games
(Officially titled: “Research in the Philosophy of the Social Sciences”)
Time: Mondays at 14:05–16:30
Location: Teaching Building 1 of the Engineering Campus, Room A106

Peter Finocchiaro
My office: B502
My office hours: Thursdays (14:00–16:00) and by appointment
My email: peter.w.finocchiaro@gmail.com
My QQ: 3760446023
Class QQ: 1109747780

Course Description:
In 1978, a grasshopper argued that in Utopia the only life worth living would be a life spent
playing games. In 2026, a major philosophy journal published an article written mostly by
AI, bringing society one step closer to Utopia (or something like it). So perhaps it is time
to more seriously consider what games are and why they are valuable. In this course, you
will do just that. You will learn about the differences between achievement play and striving
play, about the benefits of agential flexibility, and about the dangers of gamification. In
doing so, I hope you will cultivate your own opinions about these issues, opinions that I also
hope will inform how you understand Utopia and the meaning of life. (I also hope that, by
the end of the semester, you will not view these hopes as overly grandiose.)

This course is a graduate-level seminar. While there are many ways to design such a sem-
inar, I have designed this one to be discussion-based and research-oriented. We will read
and discuss one book on the topic of the philosophy of games. We will then practice a series
of “research activities”, including comprehensive presentations, constructive papers, and re-
viewer reports.

Required Texts: Games: Agency as Art, by C. Thi Nguyen

Optional Texts: While Nguyen covers a wide variety of issues in his book, there are many
others within the philosophy of games, and there are even more within the philosophy of
sports. If you are interested in reading about them, here are some recommendations:

• Jesper Juul’s Handmade Pixels: Independent Video Games & the Quest for Authenticity

• Stephen Mumford’s Watching Sport: Aesthetics, Ethics, and Emotion

• Miguel Sicart’s Playing Software: Homo Ludens in Computational Culture

• Robert Simon’s The Ethics of Sport: What Everyone Needs to Know

• Bernard Suits’s The Grasshopper: Games, Life, and Utopia

• Grant Tavinor’s The Art of Videogames
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Grade Distribution: Your overall grade is determined by the following:

Participation 30%
Presentation 20%
Reviewer Report 10%
Paper 40%

Course Goals: My goal is to help you become a productive junior researcher. In service to
that goal, I offer the following three smaller goals:

(a) to improve your ability to fruitfully read and discuss contemporary research;

(b) to develop your ability to produce research in the form of constructive papers;

(c) to practice some of the research activities attached to the production of such research.

Assignments
Participation: This course is a discussion-based seminar. I will not lecture. Instead,

you and I will discuss and think through the reading material together.
Consequently, your participation is essential. If you have taken a
course of mine before, you know how I think about participation: we
should be engaged in a soccer match, not a game of ping-pong. To
that end, everyone must come to class prepared to discuss. Being
prepared to discuss means, at a minimum, that you have read all of
the material, you have come up with questions or thoughts to share,
and you are ready to respond to the questions and thoughts shared
by your peers.
To help you develop good discussion skills, I will employ a few tech-
niques. First, I will “guide” our discussions by asking questions that
should lead us to cover key aspects of the material. Second, I will
track who is contributing to the discussion so that everyone can fairly
participate. Finally, I will sometimes “cold call” on students, though
I promise to do so impartially.

Paper: After we finish reading Nguyen’s book, you will begin writing a con-
structive paper that engages with an issue within the philosophy of
games or the philosophy of sport (which can but need not be an issue
engaged with in Nguyen’s book). As a constructive paper, it should
contain the following elements: (i) a review of the literature surround-
ing the issue, (ii) an original argument for a claim about that issue,
(iii) an objection to that argument, and (iv) a reply to that objection.
This paper will serve as the basis for the other assignments in this
course.
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Presentation: Sometime during Weeks 10–11, you will give one presentation on the
issue you chose to write about. As part of that presentation, you must
summarize the “state of the literature” surrounding that issue. Such a
summary must include the main positions concerning that issue, who
endorses what position, and their reasons for or against endorsement.

Reviewer Report: By the end of Week 12, you should have a rough draft of your pa-
per. You will send that rough draft to another student. You will also
receive a rough draft from another student. For the rough draft you
receive, you are responsible for writing a “reviewer report” for that
paper, as if it were being submitted to a journal for publication. As
part of the reviewer report, you must constructively suggest some of
the ways in which the paper could be improved.

AI Policy
For this course, you are not allowed to use AI* at all, in any capacity.

*The term ‘AI’ is used in conflicting ways, especially in the past few years. I care most about
forbidding the use of generative AI, especially chatbots built on Large Language Models
such as Deepseek and ChatGPT.

Here is a non-exhaustive list of things that I do not want you to use AI to do or assist with:

• Generating text that you will incorporate into your assignments

• Generating ideas that you will articulate in your own words

• Reviewing or revising text that you have written

• Translating course readings, PPTs, or lectures

• Translating text you have written in Chinese into English

If I discover that you have violated my AI policy, punishment is at my discretion. I plan to
use that discretion to incentivize real learning.

Please do not hesitate to contact me about this policy if you have any thoughts, comments,
questions, or concerns. I have many thoughts and feelings about the use of AI in philosophy
and in education. I’m always willing to talk about it with you.

Electronic Devices Policy
For this course, you are not allowed to use electronic devices (including cell phones
and laptops) during class discussions.
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Successful discussions require their participants to be fully present. It is increasingly diffi-
cult to be fully present in the presence of devices optimized to grab our attention. So we
all (myself included) will avoid the problem altogether by silencing, turning off, or otherwise
removing them. In the event that we do need to use an electronic device, we will use the
class computer.

Please do not hesitate to contact me about this policy if you have any thoughts, comments,
questions, or concerns. This semester is only my second time implementing a no-devices
policy. So, while I am confident that I am making the right choice, I am approaching this
policy with an experimental attitude.

Reading List and Schedule:
Below is a tentative schedule of the material that we will cover throughout the semester.

Week 1: Introductions (Chapter 1 is optional but recommended)

Week 2: Chapter 2: The Possibility of Striving Play

Week 3: Chapter 3: Layers of Agency

Week 4: Chapter 4: Games and Autonomy

Week 5: Chapter 5: The Aesthetics of Agency

Week 6: Chapter 6: Framed Agency

Week 7: Chapter 7: The Distance in the Game

Week 8: Chapter 8: Games as Social Transformation

Week 9: Chapters 9 + 10: Gamification and Value Capture; The Value of Striving

Week 10: Student presentations

Week 11: Student presentations

NB: if you take a picture of yourself next to a statue at East Lake and send it to me before
Week 5, I will give you 1 extra credit point.
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