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Johan Huizinga’s perception of modern society
with reference to social conditions in his days

— with a focus on play and recreation in society —

Takashi Sugiura

Abstract

There are numerous studies on Johan Huizinga, but hitherto no study has focused on Huizinga as
a critic of modern society and civilization and clarified his perception of modern society with refer-
ence to the prevalent conditions of society in his day.

This paper attempts to fill the gap. Centering on Huizinga s statements on play and recreation in
society, this study explores Huizinga s ideas within the context of the state of the society in which he
lived.

For the purpose of this exploration we have selected as many statements regarding play and
recreation as possible from Huizinga s various works and collected data on the manifestations of play
and recreation in Dutch society at the time.

Looking at these data we came to understand that modern forms of recreation, such as the
movies, were in general characterized by passiveness and new sports such as bicycle races and soccer
had lost the original elements of play. Furthermore, we learned that Huizinga s criticisms were widely
shared by contemporaries such as educators in the Netherlands.

In conclusion, Huizinga s critical attitude towards modern forms of play and recreation can be
said to be a reflection of Dutch society in his time.
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