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Abstract

Institutions as questions worth continuing. This article explores how inquiry itself is an infinite game

—one played for the sake of continuing play, where institutions serve to keep the questions alive.

Introduction: The Playful Nature of Inquiry

Inquiry, at its core, is not a quest for a final answer but a perpetual movement. Following James
P. Carse’s seminal work <citation>Carse, 1995</citation>, we can view the act of questioning as an
<em>infinite game</em>—a form of play that has no predefined endpoint, only a continuation of

engagement.

This article investigates how institutions—universities, research labs, think-tanks—function as
“questions worth continuing” rather than as static repositories of answers. By treating them as
ongoing games, we reveal a richer understanding of their purpose, resilience, and democratic

potential.

e Why do we ask?
¢ What makes a question infinite?

¢ How can institutions embody the infinite game?

Institutions as Questions Worth Continuing

Conventional accounts cast institutions as containers of established knowledge, delivering definitive
answers to societal problems. Carse challenges this view, arguing that an institution’s true value lies

in its capacity to generate fresh questions <citation>Carse, 1995</citation>.
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“A finite game is played for the purpose of winning; an infinite game is

played for the purpose of continuing the play.”

James P. Carse, Finite and Infinite Games (1995)

When a university adopts the motto “to question is to be,” it shifts from a static archive into a
dynamic field of inquiry, constantly inviting new challenges. Empirically, this shift can be observed
in initiatives such as MIT’s OpenCourseWare, which reframes teaching as a public, evolving

dialogue rather than a closed transmission of facts <citation>MIT OCW, 2020</citation>.

1. Curriculum design that prioritizes problem-posing over problem-solving (e.g., Harvard’s
“Question-First” seminars Harvard Graduate School, 2021).

2. Research funding models that reward open-ended exploration, such as the NIH Pioneer Award,
which funds high-risk, high-reward projects without a predetermined outcome NIH, 2019.

3. Governance structures that encourage interdisciplinary dialogue, exemplified by the Institute
for Quantitative Social Science at Harvard, which blends methods from economics, sociology,
and computer science IQSS, 2022.

The Infinite Game of Inquiry

An infinite game rests on three guiding principles—openness, sustainability, and playfulness. When
inquiry is treated as an infinite game, these principles become operational imperatives for

institutions.
Openness

Openness means that every answer generates new questions. A scientific article does not close a
debate; it opens avenues for replication, extension, and critique. Open-access platforms such as arXiv
embody this principle by making each contribution instantly visible and commentable

<citation>arXiv, 2023</citation>.
Sustainability

Sustainable inquiry avoids the burnout associated with “winning” a single problem. Institutions that

nurture curiosity over competition—Dby, for example, offering tenure criteria that value long-term



research agendas—demonstrate greater longevity and societal impact <citation>Dewey, 1938;

Nelson, 2018</citation>.
Playfulness

Playfulness invites risk-taking and creativity. When scholars view their work as part of a larger game,
failure becomes a stepping stone rather than a defeat. The “Hackathon” model in data-science labs
illustrates how playful, time-bounded challenges produce novel methods that later integrate into

mainstream research <citation>Hackathon Report, 2021</citation>.

Figure 1: The perpetual loop of the infinite game of inquiry.

Addressing Potential Critiques

Some reviewers have warned that the metaphor risks over-extending Carse’s original literary analysis
into a universal model for all institutions. We acknowledge this limitation and clarify that the
“infinite game” is offered as a heuristic—not a literal description of every institutional practice. It is
most useful when applied to domains where generativity, reflexivity, and long-term adaptability are
central goals (e.g., basic research, liberal arts education). In contrast, regulatory bodies whose
primary function is compliance may deliberately adopt finite-game logic; recognizing the appropriate

mix of finite and infinite strategies is itself an infinite-game question.

Moreover, the metaphor should not be taken to imply that all outcomes are equally valuable. Infinite
games still require criteria for “good play,” which we operationalize through the three principles
above, supplemented by democratic deliberation and ethical review <citation>Habermas,

1991</citation>.

Practical Implications for Modern Institutions

Translating theory into practice demands concrete, measurable steps. The following

recommendations are grounded in case studies and policy analyses cited above.

e Adopt “question-first” mission statements that foreground curiosity (e.g., University of

Edinburgh’s 2022 “Inquiry-Centred” charter).



¢ Design assessment metrics that value ongoing curiosity, such as longitudinal citation diversity
indices Waltman, 2020.

e Provide platforms for interdisciplinary “question-hubs,” modeled after the IQSS and the Santa
Fe Institute.

¢ Allocate seed funding for exploratory projects without predefined outcomes, following the
NIH Pioneer framework.

¢ Integrate open-access publishing mandates to ensure each answer remains a springboard for

further inquiry.

By embedding these practices, institutions become living questions, continually inviting

participation, critique, and evolution.

Conclusion: Embracing the Endless Play

The infinite game of inquiry reframes our understanding of knowledge creation. Institutions are not
static answers but vibrant, ever-expanding questions. By consciously cultivating openness,
sustainability, and playfulness—and by recognizing where finite-game logic remains appropriate—
we ensure that the pursuit of understanding remains a perpetual, enriching adventure for scholars and

society alike.
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