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“Transformative Games Revisited”

Edited by Kristine Jørgensen, Doris C. Rusch, Astrid Ensslin, Riccardo Fassone 

 

Games designed for a purpose beyond entertainment and recreation have a long history, spanning educational games, newsgames, and critical games. With the maturation of the medium, there has also been an emergence of games that invite ethical reflection and self- critical involvement, such as Spec Ops: The Line (Yager Entertainment 2012) and Shadow of the Colossus (Team Ico 2006), and games that aim for social change such as Alba: A Wildlife Adventure (Ustwo 2020) and Depression Quest (Quinn, Lindsey and Schankler 2013). Another emerging, but lesser explored approach is transformative games; games that aim to foster personal capacity building, mindfulness, and spiritual development. Sometimes called existential games (Leino 2010), deep games (Rusch 2017), or described as games for therapeutic purposes (Perram & Ensslin 2022; Wilks et al 2022) or for psychologica resonance (Rusch 2020), transformative games challenge the instrumental approaches found in educational games, training simulators, and gamification in their aim to enable players to transgress their own limitations and transform psychologically or existentially.

Transformative games inquire the rich and evocative space between top down, agenda driven games that seek to “measure” or quantify transformation, and games that aim to ignite transformation through a sense of psychological resonance and kinship. Examples of such games are The Path (Tale of Tales 2009), Journey (Thatgamecompany 2012), The Void (Ice Pick Lodge 2016), Walden (Fullerton and USC Interactive Media & Game Division 2017), Fragile Equilibrium (Magic Spell Studios 2019), and The Witch’s Way (Phelps and Rusch 2021).

This special issue in G|A|M|E – Games as Art, Media, Entertainment invites scholarly submissions that explores the transformative potential of games. The aim of this special issue is to push the boundaries of serious games and games for change. Going beyond a discussion of how games can create awareness and new perspectives, this special issue will look at how games and play can be used for personal and existential development, and how games can contribute to a meaningful life through fostering transformative experiences.

We invite submissions on topics relating to:

– transformative game design

– analyses of transformative games

– studies of player experiences with transformative games

– theoretical and philosophical discussions of the transformative and existential potential of games

– the relationship between transformative reading and transformative play

– medium-specific approaches to creating transformative game experiences

– critical approaches to transformative games

– critical discussions of the concept of transformation in games

– the methodological challenges of studying, assessing, and designing transformative games

We are particularly interested in cross- and transdisciplinary perspectives, and aim for a special issue that represents a diversity of platforms, practices, design methods and approaches, as well as backgrounds and personal experiences.

Papers should be 4,000-5,000 words and submitted in English using the .docx or .odt template. Papers will be subject to a double-blind peer review process. Full papers should be

submitted to editors@gamejournal.it.

For questions about the call and discussion of possible paper ideas, please contact the guest editors on Kristine.Jorgensen@uib.no, doris.rusch@speldesign.uu.se, or Astrid.Ensslin@ur.de.

Timeline:

Full paper submission deadline: May 1, 2024

Notification of acceptance: July 1, 2024

Submission of revised article: October 1, 2024

Publication date: By the end of 2024
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Special Issue: “Interactive Digital Narratives: Counter-Hegemonic Narratives and Expression of Identity”

Edited by Ilaria Mariani, Mariana Ciancia, Judith Ackermann

 

The discourse on IDNs is today growingly prominent in scholarly debates (Koenitz, 2018; Koenitz et al., 2015), fed by an unceasing technological evolution that opens vaste possibilities and potentialities with relevant implications in terms of expression – both from the perspective of authors and players. The eleventh issue of G|A|M|E digs into interactive storytelling and interactive digital narratives (IDNs) as ways for challenging the hegemonic narrative as a dominant perspective. IDNs are intended to strengthen their bonds with audiences which acquire possibilities of interaction with the content, to different extents. In particular, they surface as challenging spaces where to explore, discuss, and question relevant social topics.

Recognizing the role of narratives in shaping our knowledge and judgments, the focus is on how IDNs can be employed to share perspectives and experiences allowing self-expression, capitalizing on engagement, immersion, and participation. Digital configurations (Ackermann et al., 2020, p. 417) highly influence how people think, behave, live, and also interact. However, the current state and possibilities from the media landscape offer today logic and opportunities very different from the past. On the one hand, this led to questioning and revising the contemporary role of the user who is empowered to be a viewer/user/player (VUP)  (Dinehart, 2008, 2011). On the other hand, it led to comprehending how to significantly exploit opportunities given by mono-media, multimedia, and multichannel (crossmedia and transmedia) (Ciancia, 2018).

Acting as interactive systems of representation and reduction (Geertz, 1973; Goffman, 1974) able to welcome meaningful and engaging stories, IDNs allow indeed manifestation and emergence of urgent or pressing/virulent topics from perspectives that differ from the hegemonic narrative. Counter-narrative and counter-storytelling as narratives advancing the point of those who have been historically marginalized go far beyond telling the stories of those in the margins (Miller et al., 2020). They empower and provide agency to communities out of the dominant perspective and thus make a contribution to multiperspectivity (Hartner, 2014). IDNs entail the expression of identity and perspective while allowing interaction and participation in the story. As such, they can play an important role in promoting sustainability and responsibility, being a vehicle for expressing identity and valuing diversity.

In light of this, it is evident that the design that frames the interplay between the various elements of IDNs has to be accurately systematized and operationalized, both in terms of meanings to be embedded, and of engagement modalities towards players, from media affordances to narrative strategies. In IDNs, every element holistically concurs in opening up the possibility to make audiences socially conscious triggering crucial debates and reflections aiming at behavioural change and social impact (Dubbelman et al., 2018).

With engagement and sense-making regarded as crucial features to generate impact, the issue of measuring the occurrence of a change through analysis and impact assessment, as well as methods and tools for assessing are a matter of investigation in need to be further explored. The issue tends to already be addressed in the games for change field (Mariani, 2016; Ruggiero, 2015; Steinemann et al., 2017), but still needs to be discussed in the IDN field, where it is sometimes criticized as taken for granted (Deacon & Stanyer, 2014, 2015; Hepp et al., 2015, p. 2015).

This issue intends to further investigate how IDNs trigger engaging experiences promoting critically informed reflection of hegemonic narratives while sensitizing towards views mostly out of the mainstream. It means to deepen this discussion, bringing further and broader critical understanding on the topic, further expanding the reasoning of the issue 8/2019 on players’ agency. We propose to expand the perspective from that of the player to that of the content: from the significance of taking meaningful choices, seeing their implications, to counter-narratives and storytelling in games and interactive media as ways of expression.

Together with the understanding of the story, the process of interpreting meanings entailed in the story, its unfolding, and engagement possibilities can be regarded as one of the modalities through which the VUP participates in understanding the significance of the experience.

Given this premise, the tenth issue of G|A|M|E is situated at a crowded crossroad of Game Studies, Human-Computer Interaction, Interactive Digital Narratives, Digital Storytelling, Transmedia Storytelling, Design, Media Studies, Sociology and Anthropology.

Valuing the high interdisciplinary nature of the topic, we aim at contributions addressing IDNs as counter-hegemonic narratives from different and even cross-sector scientific perspectives.

 

Topics may include, but are not limited to:

	IDNs as narrative explorations in the intersectional framework, allowing thinking intersectionally with/through narrative methodologies
	Identification and/or projection, immersion and critical dis-immersion Weidle (2018) > friction and estrangement due to bring up topics which
	Liminality and the notion of being in-between: theories and contemporary practices
	Vulnerability as making the user exposed to perspectives that are emotionally challenging and destabilizing
	Exploring experientiality, between bodily, digital, and hybrid presence
	Empowerment of people to share stories and perspectives by creating IDNs and appropriating the tools needed for this.
	Embedding ethical, moral, and social issues in IDN applications
	Ontological and ethical reflections in addressing social issues and expressing identity
	Strategies and technologies for user engagement in stories
	Narrative AI and procedural generation in IDN
	Impact on culture and society and experience evaluation, such as measuring cognitive and affective empathy


 

We therefore invite scholars from all fields to submit full papers of no more than 40000 characters (references included, APA 7th style) by Friday July 29th, 2022 to ilaria1.mariani@polimi.it, mariana.ciancia@polimi.it, judith.ackermann@fh-potsdam.de, and gameitalianjournal@gmail.com. 

>> Download the paper template in .docx or .odt extension <<

Papers will undergo a double-blind peer review process. Accepted contributions will be published in a 2023 issue of G|A|M|E – Games as Art, Media, Entertainment.

Notification of acceptance to the issue will be communicated by October 14th, 2022. Authors of successful proposals will then be asked to submit the revised full article by January 31, 2023. 

Editors: Ilaria Mariani and Mariana Ciancia (Politecnico di Milano), and Judith Ackermann (Potsdam University of Applied Science)

 

Timeline

	July 29th, 2022: Full papers submission deadline
	August 22nd, 2022: Full papers submission deadline (EXTENDED)
	October 14th, 2022: Notification of acceptance/rejection sent to authors
	January 31, 2023: Deadline for edited papers
	End of February 2023: Publication
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Special Issue: “A Decade in Games Studies. Critical and reflexive interrogations on digital play and games research”

Edited by Marco Benoit Carbone, Federico Giordano,  Ivan Girina, Ilaria Mariani, Marco Teti

 

With its 10th issue, GAME (www.gamejournal.it) aims to attend to the changes, turns and critical rifts and folds that have taken place during the past decade in the study of games and play. We invite contributions to critically explore, examine, and even challenge and overturn research directions, trends, and both open-ended or arguably dead-end pathways undertaken by scholarship in digital games in any field and across interdisciplinary approaches and methodologies.  

Over the past decade, the practices and study of gaming have branched out in multiple directions, consistent with large-scale processes and events of our era. These include accelerated media exchanges, the emergence of social media, and profound societal transformations, along with multiple crises – humanitarian, environmental, economic, political – culminating with the Covid-19 pandemic. The game industries have likewise grown at an accelerated rate in user base and revenues. These years have consequently marked a distinctive phase in gaming cultures, its pervasiveness fuelled by the deep impact of digitisation, the pervasiveness of technologies (Montola/Stenros/Waern, 2009), and convergent media processes on models of production and consumption (Taylor, 2018). The mainstream diffusion of smartphones, tablets, and other digital devices, along with the rise of social media and streaming, have generated new modes of play and spectatorship, production and monetisation, transmedia exchanges, forms of aggregation, and dynamics of cultural distinction, intimately connected to a variety of stratified media ecologies.  

The acknowledgement of the affordances and potential benefits of digital play within these broad media transformations, including their socially meaningful and culture-shaping practices, has been accompanied by a growing scrutiny of problematic aspects. Gaming is still often caught in good/bad binary interpretations, even though discourses on digital games have more often overcome the ‘video games violence’ debate and the medium’s traditional framing within moral panic narratives (Markey/Ferguson, 2017) and negative media effects paradigms (Przybylski/Weinstein, 2019). Conversely, potentially ‘positive’ and ‘wholesome’ aspects of the medium have increasingly been highlighted: games have been praised or valued not only for their intrinsic cognitive, affective, cultural, and social potential, but also as an ‘applied’ medium for citizen science, health, and pedagogy. A way of looking at games for lending their mechanics, principles, and ways to a tide of ‘gamified’ applications for use in public and institutional context, such as that of education (Kapp, 2012) or the teaching of history (McCall, 2016), has emerged. 

Meanwhile, researchers have  focused on increasingly stratified contexts of play. The by now capillary and global availability of digital play over a variety of easily accessible platforms has eroded traditional market projections and narrative associating digital play with teen males, while calling for gaming industries to foster diversity in hiring and representation and games scholarship to shift its disciplinary attention towards a complexity of regional scenes, subcultures and scenes, audiences and contexts, and a variety of technological palimpsests and platforms. These processes emerged in parallel with and in the wake of historic movements such as #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter. Scholars, activists, communities, and collectives gravitating around the areas of feminist, LGBTQI+, and BIPOC advocacy and rights and of critical race, feminist, and queer theory (Ruberg, 2019) have reappraised the history and role of subjectivities, audiences, and communities traditionally subjected to toxicity, violence, and discrimination, and framed as at the edges of gaming cultures (Shaw, 2015). Placing increasing scrutiny (Murray, 2017) on the colonial, sexist, gender-normative, ableist, and classist frameworks and ideologies that have historically dominated the medium, the efforts of movements advocating for equality across the world have foregrounded the political impact of digital games and the necessity to interrogate them as elements of hegemonic systems of representations via intersectional approaches (Malkowski/Russworm, 2017). 

This uncovering of the silenced histories of gaming and players has coincided with an increasing attention for historicising the medium from the related perspectives of national productions (Wolf, 2015), emancipatory histories (Kocurek, 2017), critical area studies (Šisler/Švelch/Šlerka, 2017), and postcolonial studies (Mukherjee, 2018), coupled with the rise of a new historicising paradigm. Preceding and accompanying such perspectives, and often intersecting with them, critical approaches have been increasingly focusing on games’ diffraction along the complex planetary flows of power of late stage capitalism (Dyer-Witheford/De Peuter, 2009). These areas of inquiry are placing increasing emphasis on the political and ideological dimensions of play; on the traditional power asymmetries of global gaming histories and their dominant representations; on the place of digital play within logics of information capitalism, where creative prosumer have been rebranded as salaried, gigging, or involuntary labourers playbour (Kücklich, 2005; Goggin, 2011); and on critical evaluation of labour conditions in the global gaming industries and the need for a transnational unionising process.  

Medium-specific theoretical and philosophical paradigms have continued to offer reconfigurations of the reach of games studies. Approaches to engagement such as ambient play (Hjorth/Richardson, 2020) and affect theory (Anable, 2018) aim to disentangle body/machine, player/game and code/representation divides, upsetting cannons and undoing the normative understandings of gaming practices. The application of ecological approaches to gaming (Chang, 2019) underscore the importance of conceptualising and addressing a digital-immaterial/material-environmental continuum. Media archaeology methods attend to the material history of the medium (Guins, 2014), making platforms a central consideration in the study of games (Monfort/Bogost, 2009). And as the medium steps into its fifth decade of mainstream consumption, the tendency of the industry to fast-forward into novel technological developments has consigned previous forms and contexts of play to discontinuity and an accelerated risk of oblivion (Newman, 2012). Far from a complete overview, these examples offer a glimpse into the diversity of approaches associated with the study of play.

Over the past fifteen years, game studies have also established itself as an academic field. A key role has been played among others by the DiGRA community, with the recent diversification of regional chapters addressing issues of access to international scholarship and with the promise of challenging traditional global power asymmetries. Journals like Game Studies, Games and Culture, and GAME Journal among others have likewise been invaluable for the definition of an interdisciplinary area of games studies encompassing the broader fields of media, society, and culture. The remit of these venues has often traversed the boundaries of several disciplines, themes, and methods across the arts and humanities, social sciences, technology, and philosophy: as an independent journal, GAME has, for instance, investigated topics as diverse as gamification and the endemic presence of games in our lives; the aesthetics of space in play and games as spatial technologies; gaming communities and subcultures and the social dynamics of play; transmedia relationships between games, film and cinema; games-on-games and reflexive game design; games and music; accessibility and inclusivity; agency in game philosophy and digital media; gaming normativity and taboos in gaming.

Yet, so far, little efforts have been done with the delicate task of historicising such epistemological processes while at the same time offering a self-reflexive look into their construction, the formation of knowledge within the field of game studies, and even how their power asymmetries may be rooted in subtly ideological specific cultural, social and economic frameworks. These may include, among others, the tendency for journals to reproduce issues of linguistic hegemony; the geopolitical asymmetries in which such differences are rooted; the risk of insiderism in relation to established disciplines in the pursuit of specificity; and the alignment of industrial and critical discourses on gaming with naïve rhetorical discourses about progress. In light of these possible epistemological crises, game studies as a field could ask the whys of its focuses and its possible omissions, interrogating its premises and constraints, its achievements and failures, its values and forms of opportunism and complacence. 

 

For this issue, we welcome contributions that chart these and other crucial turns and moments occurred in game studies across these past ten years, with an aim to historicise and map out possible gaps and interstitial spaces of knowledge, while pointing towards urgent and pressing questions.

Possible topics may  include, but are not limited to: 

	Transformed media ecologies, from streaming practices to the rise of social media gaming, the evolution of platforms, genres, modes, and technological elements of gaming;
	Ongoing issues of diversity, visibility, equity, ability and class relating to the games industries and player communities; the emergence of queer, feminist, LGBTQI+, BIPOC subjectivities, the deconstruction of “whiteness”, and the rise of post-colonial discourses around gaming;
	Changes in the politics of the game industries, from production models to issues of labour, in the light of national and transnational, regional and global contexts and processes;
	The advent of data mining, surveillance and privacy, intellectual property and broad issues of legality and policy-making in games;
	Changing frames of values in the institutional reception of games and the intersection between games and social and cultural policies;
	Reflexive and critical approaches to the disciplinary, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary study of games, including theoretical paradigms, philosophies of games and play; methods and epistemological frameworks;
	The institutionalisation of game studies in academia (DiGRA and other fields of study, university departments, educational programmes), the formation of scholarship and knowledge (journals, research projects and grants), its (in)visible centre/periphery structures and power relations;
	The state of games and memory: issues of preservation, archiving and historicisation  of games and their practices; historiographic approaches and the relationship between games and history;
	The role played by games studies journals as intellectual and academic projects, including analyses of their contribution to the study of games as well and ones that scrutinise their foci and biases;
	Emerging reflections on aspects such as agency, processes such a meta-games and reflexive design, or aesthetic/experiential dimensions such as time or space;
	Transmedia relationships between games and cinema and the broader relations between digital games and all other traditional and digital media and play forms. 


 

We are welcoming cutting-edge meta-theoretical, historical, and/or empirical studies in English and Italian (as well as creative contributions) placing these and related issues in the context of the past decade, while warmly encouraging submissions by scholars and creatives from traditionally under-represented and marginalised subjectivities and groups.

 

Please submit 500 words  (excluding references) abstracts to editors@gamejournal.it



Timeline: 

	Abstracts submissions: 28 March 2022 [extended to 11 April 2022]  
	Notifications of acceptance: 25 April 2022
	Full papers submission deadline: 29 July 2022
	Publication: December 2022 
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Summary

Vol. 1 – Journal (peer-reviewed) – download the pdf 

Ivan Girina & Berenike Jung – Introduction: “Would You Kindly?” The Interdisciplinary Trajectories of Video Game Agency

Frans Mäyrä: The Player as a Hybrid – Agency in Digital Game Cultures

Vicki Williams – Unhuman Agency: Reading Subjectivities in Playdead’s Inside
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Abstract

This article explores the early history (and even some prehistory) of game studies from a perspective that is informed by an analysis of claimed opposition between “objective” and “politically committed” research. There is a well-documented and long intellectual history of fundamental disagreements that have set apart the various idealist, rationalist, positivist, empiricist, and constructivist orientations in academia, for example. However, the contemporary climate of “culture wars” has surrounded such disputes with a novel, often toxic framing that aggravates confrontations and erodes possibilities for reaching agreement. This article tracks the charged prehistory of contemporary game studies on one hand into the rise of poststructuralism and the “theory wars” of 1970s and 1980s, and then moves to discuss the heritage of literary studies for game studies. The special emphasis is put on formalism as a strategy of manufacturing authority and objectivity for arts and humanities-based disciplines. The key argument in the article is that this history of intellectual warfare hides from us an alternative history – a dialectical one, which has quietly grown to become arguably the mainstream of (cultural) game studies today. Rather than isolating the formal and cultural, or aesthetic and political dimensions of game cultural agency and meaning making, the examples discussed at the end of article point towards the strategic value produced by such a dialectic approach for game studies.

 

 

Introduction: The Early Debate

One of the hotly contested areas in the contemporary climate of culture wars is located where different conceptions of “objectivity” and “politically committed research” clash. In game studies, the ongoing conflicts have been perhaps more openly available and more escalated than in some other fields of art and culture studies – for multiple historical reasons. This article is part of an ongoing effort to unravel some of the underlying roots and genealogy of current conflicts, and also to make a case for a certain kind of dialectic that could open productive directions for this field. As such, the argumentation may not appear immediately relevant to the contemporary study of games, but I feel that we need to capture this bigger picture, before dealing with more specific contemporary issues. It should be noted that this exploration is indeed a work in progress; at this point the emphasis is on historical contextualisation of some key developments in intellectual landscape that have had major impact on the emergence of ‘game culture studies’ as a certain kind of orientation in the wider field of game studies. The dialectic described in this article is provides also a rationale for the establishment of The Centre of Excellence in Game Culture Studies in Finland, and the particular conception of game studies that it embodies; this will be discussed in the final part of the article.

The overarching argument underlying this inquiry is based on view that while there has been multiple veins of intellectual history that have contributed into the apparently fundamental separation and opposition between elements such as ‘gameplay’ and ‘narrative’ or ‘representation’, the construction of such opposition is based on limited perspectives and has been detrimental for the development of game studies. The “alternative history” put forward this article is aimed at overcoming this kind of historical splintering – and as such can be seen as complementary to some recent efforts, such as the feminist and affect theory approach (see e.g. Anable, 2018) aiming to bring more coherence and unity in game studies. Hopefully, this account can also suggest why it should no longer be a “taboo” to speak about fundamental differences underlying the contemporary game studies; rather, such excavations should be seen as necessary, and therapeutic.

Starting from a wider look at this landscape, it is obvious that while attacks against politically committed or ‘progressive’ or ‘leftist’ intellectuals are particularly known from the North American and English-speaking context, there are also European countries – such as Poland – where gender studies or feminism in particular have been put under particularly large-scale conservative attacks (Graff, 2014). For feminist scholars studying games, the everyday reality has for a long time been one that includes denigration, attacks, and rape threats. Like Mia Consalvo writes, each such incident is troubling enough when taken in isolation, but when linked together into a timeline “demonstrates how the individual links are not actually isolated incidents at all but illustrate a pattern of a misogynistic gamer culture and patriarchal privilege attempting to (re)assert its position” (Consalvo, 2012).

It is a regular element in the rhetoric of right-wing activists and political conservatives in particular to attack the reliability and value of scientific research on grounds of academics being blinded or biased due to their political affiliations or sympathies. There is even evidence that among certain circles “there is a palpable hostility toward the basic concept of higher education, as if college attendance made one part of a liberal conspiracy, and professors have come to be viewed as the embodiment of what many resent in American culture: political correctness, diversity, willingness to look to science for answers, secularism, feminism, intellectualism, socialism, and a host of other ‘isms’” (Cuevas, 2018).

There are probably at least dual notable main roots in this debate, but they often become confused in the academic context. One is academic, the other one political and populist. The academic side of the discussion has focused on themes that are often categorised under the scientific realism (and “positivism”) versus social constructionism themes. The aggressive, politically loaded tone this old debate has taken, however, is somewhat novel. The epistemological roots of the disagreement go deep in the history of thought. It is useful to remember how the classic positions were formulated in this context. Already Plato saw human capacity for real knowledge as limited, as his famous cave metaphor also underlines (The Republic, Book 7). As an “Idealist”, Plato thought that everything that we base on our empirical observations – the world of senses – is not producing real knowledge, just opinions. Only the timeless forms or the world of Ideas is the domain of universal and true knowledge. In contrast, Aristotle can be positioned as an early “Empiricist” thinker, who did not believe in the innate world of pure forms or ideas, but rather emphasised that people arrive a bit like empty slates when born, and can construct knowledge and concepts about the surrounding reality only through experience, observation and interaction with the world (Aristotle, On the Soul).

The philosophical divide or opposition between idealism and empiricism has taken many forms since, including the tradition of philosophical “rationalism”, which holds that one should not trust senses but rather rely on logic to find truth. And on the other hand, following Aristotle to the birth of modern empirical sciences, there is the tradition of empiricism, which holds that all we know is gained through experience, and that careful testing and observing can improve our knowledge. In the field of game studies, one could position formalist and empirical approaches to the study of games and play as inheritors of this classical dualism.

The reference to the classical opposition about the epistemological fundamentals is not in itself enough to explain the politically charged undertones that face the academics working today. The intellectual and political developments that took place during the twentieth century are also something that should be taken into account, including also several traumatic historical episodes, including the legacies of multiple world wars, holocaust, colonialism, slavery, and struggles of conflicting political systems taking place within the worsening ecological catastrophe in a global scale. Some of the crucial steps in the development of the intellectual conflict underlying the contemporary game studies emerged during the 1980s and 1990s. It was during this time when the so-called “theory wars” took their current direction. There is an acknowledged, special relationship between literary studies and game studies’ emergence (see e.g. Aarseth, 1997; Murray, 1997; Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Smith & Tosca, 2008; Mäyrä, 2008), and it was literary theory which was perceived to be at the cutting edge in development of new theoretical discourses and approaches in the 1980s. Drawing from earlier, 1960s and 1970s poststructuralist thought particularly in France, the American translations, discussions and adaptations developed the thought of Jacques Lacan into “Lacanianism”, and writings of Jacques Derrida into “deconstructionism”, for example. While bearing witness to the impact of such “continental thought” on wider international audiences, the growing popularity of such, theoretically and conceptually complex approaches also faced increasing resistance and provided some of the foundation for later conservative attacks on what they would call “postmodernism”. The role of this moment of history for the present discussion of game studies is crucial, as it represents an important moment of awakening into more nuanced self-awareness in human sciences – and one that would later underlie the epistemological-political tensions that would charge the landscape of early game studies.

 

Fundamental Differences: Derrida and Searle

The conflict that emerged in the early 1970s between Derrida and John R. Searle, an American analytical philosopher, is indicative of the future of such “theory wars”. To summarise the complex debate to what I consider to be its core issue, Derrida was both praising the Anglo-American “speech act theory” (initiated by John L. Austin in the 1950s) in expanding our understanding of the effects of language on our thought and relationships with the reality, but also criticizing the approach for a limited and “normative” view on how language operates. As is typical for Derrida’s strategy, he emphasises the impossibility of using language precisely, as there are always surprising and unintended effects to all expressions – which is particularly central in artistic and fictional contexts of language use, which Austin had described as “parasitic” and non-serious and thereby something to be excluded from any consideration in his language and communication theory (Derrida, 1988, p. 19 [orig. 1971]). John R. Searle published a response to Derrida in 1977, basically arguing that any, even written reproductions of oral speech acts still retain their link with the intention, and thereby their authority and force – as is evidenced by a priest pronouncing two people as “husband and wife” – is real; or, as Searle writes “there is no getting away from intentionality, because a meaningful sentence is just a standing possibility of the corresponding (intentional) speech act” (ibid, p. 26). While both philosophers come out of the debate as genuinely interested in “How to Do Things with Words” (the title of Austin’s famous posthumous 1962 book on speech act theory), they were fighting for different priorities and different strategic and political consequences for philosophy. As it is likely that there is always both an element for misunderstanding and play, as well as an element of real-world power in any use of language, it appears that both philosophers are committing a bit of violence towards this complexity, in order to make their points. And this intellectual violence is exactly what Derrida directly addresses in the “Afterword” to Limited Inc (the 1988 edition collecting most of this debate in a book form):

The violence, political or otherwise, at work in academic discussions or in intellectual discussions generally, must be acknowledged. In saying this I am not advocating that such violence be unleashed or simply accepted. I am above all asking that we try to recognize and analyze it as best we can in its various forms: obvious or disguised, institutional or individual, literal or metaphoric, candid or hypocritical, in good or guilty conscience. And if, as I believe, violence remains in fact (almost) ineradicable, its analysis and the most refined, ingenious account of its conditions will be the least violent gestures, perhaps even nonviolent, and in any case those which contribute most to transforming the legal-ethical-political rules: in the university and outside the university. (Derrida, 1988, p. 112.)

It is in such ethical grey areas, strategies, and in the political consequences of science, scholarship and “theory” where the important differences and significance of this conflict for the current discussion can be identified. While both Derrida and Searle can be positioned as late modern thinkers in how they both appear as highly aware of how language, words and the structures of culture we remain embedded into, will always affect the manner in which we exist and act in the world, they perceive the responsibility and accountability of academics differently. In carrying out his work in “weak social constructionism”, Searle (1997) focuses on the structure of social and institutional facts, and how such social facts make certain statements true, or not. As such, if taken as an “apolitical”, disinterested or liberal science and scholarship project, such approaches may also be turned into effective use by various authorities of institutional power – a fundamental characteristic of any form of “disinterested” science and scholarship.

The tactic of Derrida and other “poststructuralist” thinkers is different, as their strongest contributions can most often found in the manner how they question any claims of objectivity and neutrality and highlight how various socio-historical or textual contexts have an effect on how such “power discourses” operate. As such, they might be less useful in unravelling the “reality” of things, but more helpful in strategic efforts to question and change such realities – in educating us to improve our critical mindset. It could be claimed that perhaps the most significant weakness of the poststructuralist, high theory discourse in its utmost form relates to the love for convoluted language and apparently over-complex argumentation, which is often evident in some of these fields. While this way of writing might be tactically useful in providing emerging young fields the shield of intellectual rigor and a “place of its own” in academic discursive landscape, it also makes such forms of scholarship vulnerable targets for malicious attacks, such as the infamous “Sokal experiment”. This was a publication hoax carried out by Alan Sokal, a physics professor by submitting a nonsensical, jargon-filled paper into Social Text journal, and getting it published in 1996. Similar attacks (or, if more playfully taken, “trolling projects”) have been carried out afterwards against cultural, queer and gender studies, for example (see “The Grievance Studies affair”, a hoax paper project created by Helen Pluckrose, James A. Lindsay and Peter Boghossian; Schuessler, 2018). It is worth noting an interesting deconstructive reading of the “Sokal Affair” in this context: in her analysis, Clare Birchall (2004) suggests that there actually exists a largely unexplored productive interpretation of these kinds of wilful offensives; that it is possible to produce sense as well as nonsense from this kind of text actually demonstrates in practice the power of many poststructuralist arguments about the undecidability around legitimacy and knowledge. Rather than restoring everyone’s faith in the final authority of science and fundamental truths, this kind of hoax studies can be used to spread awareness and highlight how the production of knowledge rests on a particular kind of system involving trust and authority – and how such systems of knowledge production can rather easily be broken. In a late modern (or, postmodern) condition, the “discursive authority” can always be questioned, thus also motivating the postmodernist strategies of writing in a manner that is always sous rature – under erasure (which is, in Birchall’s sense, a necessarily paranoid, political strategy).

While it can be argued that Derrida and deconstruction as a project, or strategy, has had certain political consequences or stances (see McQuillan, 2007), this field of scholarship has favoured complex and critical argumentation that appears most suitable for application in exposing contradictions and “aporias” in all systems of thought, rather than being positively committed for any single cause. On the other hand, the legacy of another Frenchman, Michel Foucault, has been particularly central for analyses of power, discourse, agency and body – all central concerns also for game studies, when the research perspective is opened to take into account questions of gender, ethnicity and inequality in societal and global scale. If the traditional continuation of the Enlightenment project in (“progressive”) academia for a long time relied on Marx and Marxist thought (putting emphasis on class, economic power and, on those grounds, to solidarity towards oppressed and suppressed voices), Foucault both complicated matters and also opened up new directions for critical inquiry. While being suspicious towards traditional political movements (young Foucault had his negative experiences in a Stalinist-style communist party), Foucault carried out historically and philosophically informed analyses that complicated the traditional picture of power as merely repressive, authoritarian element in culture and society. Rather, Foucault emphasises that development of modern societies has also meant internalisation of various techniques of social regulation and control, to the degree that the awareness of perpetual “surveillance” is internalised by individuals to produce self-awareness in manner that is essential for the modern subject (Foucault, 1995). In addition, he continued to analyse the construction of social reality and agency through various forms of “disciplinary power” and “bio-power” (Foucault, 1990) – arguing that the “exercise of power perpetually creates knowledge and, conversely, knowledge constantly induces effects of power” (Foucault, 1980, p. 52). Foucault particularly warned that “modern humanism” is mistaken in “drawing this line between knowledge and power” (ibid.). This can be seen as a comment directed towards more Idealist (or: Rationalist) style projects that see themselves as apolitical pursuits for neutral and objectively verifiable kind of knowledge. The legacy of this tensioned phase on late modern scholarship can be further analysed next with a look into the early stages of emerging game studies.

 

The Birth Pains of Game Studies

There are multiple roots underlying the rise of contemporary game studies (as witnessed, e.g. by the opening issues of journals Game Studies in 2001, and Games and Culture in 2006), and looking back at the above discussion, it can be said that the new research field or emergent discipline (depending on perspective) was born into a charged academic landscape. On one hand, it was faced with the considerable existential struggle of both proving that (digital, computer, video, mobile, etc.) games were a valuable topic, or a “serious” area for scholarship, worthy of investment of time and resources. One argument that was often used at this point was to make reference to the considerable economic significance of games as a field of digital content industry; also, the demographic and behavioural shift was highlighted as a reason to invest into the new, game studies discipline: hundreds of millions of people had started playing these new kinds of games (e.g. Aarseth, 2001). At the same time, academics were entering this new field from some older, established disciplines, and the study of games remained surrounded – and possibly in the end was destined to be assimilated – by other fields (Aarseth, 2001; Deterding, 2017). The infamous “ludology vs. narratology debate” (Frasca, 2003) was then an early instance when the views about the direction and “content” of this field being contested. Thus, the struggle at the “external boundaries” in the field definition are to a certain degree mirrored in struggles on “boundaries / division lines within” the field. In a rather Foucauldian turn of events, it was this “biopolitics of definitional debate” that has served as a sort of educational tool, focusing on what kind of ontological and epistemological claims the game studies as a field or discipline is based on, what are its proper subjects of study, correct methodologies, and who is able to define such fundamentals. For example, in her response to Frasca’s account of the “Debate”, Celia Pearce (2005) objects to the act of naming such “two camps”: “The very act of bestowing the suffix ‘-ist’ is a kind of spell-casting exercise that only serves to reinforce the so-called false polarity that Frasca attempts to critique”. It would be relatively easy to pass on the entire debate on one hand, and the requests to return into a boundary-free state of game studies on the other, if this conflict would not be potentially unearthing some deeper conflicts within the “game studies project”.

Patrick Crogan was one among few scholars who were writing early critiques of ‘ludology’, suggesting that while there is certain analytical value in the ludological approach, in its “purist” form it is also deeply problematic in narrowing down the subject of study in what could even be considered a nonsensical manner. Crogan (2004) points towards the early work by Markku Eskelinen, Jesper Juul and Espen Aarseth in particular. More recently, Tom Apperley (2019) for example has argued that game studies’ focus and attention on ludology (in the shape of “ludology vs. narratology debate”) is even harmful: there is an “unarticulated anti-theory stance of ludology”, which means that entering the field of game studies through this angle will also expose young scholars to ways of thinking that are hostile to feminist theory specifically. It is worth pausing to reflect, why this would be the case – and what would game studies be without central attention and scholarly focus put on ludology, in particular? In the context of this discussion, it is worth considering the early ludological approaches as a certain kind of narrowly formalist exercise – that also comes with the long history of formalist claims for power as well as for scientific or scholarly authority. As many early “ludologists” were trained in literary studies, and in literary theory, we can take our lead from the longer history of how that field (or discipline) evolved, while featuring certain similar tensions and tendencies in relation to formalism.

 

Formalism: The Heritage of Literary Studies

While there are elements in contemporary critical thought in literary and textual theories that go all the way back to Aristotle’s Poetics, or the classical rhetoric teachings on “effective and persuasive communication” (studies of tropes, or figures of speech, for example), much of the stage for modern criticism was set in the early decades of the twentieth century. While the traditional style of scholarship that focused on analyses of different kinds of texts was scattered in multiple directions of the evolving, early modern academia, a large part of these traditional approaches was rooted in philological studies of words and comparisons of different text versions, and in the history of “great men” style biographies. The early formalist approaches – the “New Criticism” movement in particular – rebelled against this, arguing for more sophisticated and scientific methodology to study literature as works of arts, rather than as extensions of a person in the biographical style. New Criticism is commonly known for putting emphasis on “close reading” as a careful unravelling of complex poetic devices, while aiming to understand works of art as autonomous wholes.

Another aspect of this movement was the rejection of authorial intention, which American scholars William K. Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley popularised in their article “The Intentional Fallacy” (1946; note that this has an interesting parallel in the “death of the author” discussion, initiated in France in the 1960s, see Barthes, 1978). It is the text and form itself which should be the source of meaning, not the thoughts, lives or ambitions of the original author. The complementary version of this idea was titled “Affective Fallacy” (also discussed in an article by the same authors; Wimsatt & Beardsley, 1949). To quote: “The Affective Fallacy is a confusion between the poem and its results (what it is and what it does), a special case of epistemological skepticism […which…] begins by trying to derive the standard of criticism from the psychological effects of the poem and ends in impressionism and relativism [with the result that] the poem itself, as an object of specifically critical judgment, tends to disappear” (ibid., p. 31). Thus, for formalist approaches, neither the author or the reader/user of the text matters – only the “pure” text or work of art itself. This separation of text from contextual conditions for meaning making, and from experiential, historical and bodily realities of real human beings is something that several non-formalist approaches rose to question in the latter parts of twentieth century.

Formalism became the de facto reigning philosophy that underlined many strands of humanities-based scholarship during most of twentieth century – arguably from hermeneutics to structuralism and to deconstruction(ism; e.g. Culler, 2008). One could perhaps suggest certain kind of trauma or unresolved ambiguity that derives from the accusations of impressionism or of being guilty of overtly-emotional, subjective criticism in literary and art studies, as being part of the reason why these fields in academia have been driven toward direction that is arguably the closest counterpart of “hard science” we can find in the domain filled by human meanings and relational negotiations of signification. Though, one should note that as a general trend the move towards formalism can also be rooted in the increased professionalism and specialisation of science and scholarship: there are institutional and structural reasons why academia is generally tilted towards formal and seemingly neutral “systemic” approaches (e.g. O’Neill, 1992).

If we interpret early ludology as the formalist version of game studies, we can set within a certain kind of interpretative framework also such extreme claims as this often quoted one by Markku Eskelinen:

The old and new game components, their dynamic combination and distribution, the registers, the necessary manipulation of temporal, causal, spatial and functional relations and properties not to mention the rules and the goals and the lack of audience should suffice to set games and the gaming situation apart from narrative and drama, and to annihilate for good the discussion of games as stories, narratives or cinema. In this scenario stories are just uninteresting ornaments or gift-wrappings to games, and laying any emphasis on studying these kinds of marketing tools is just a waste of time and energy. It’s no wonder gaming mechanisms are suffering from slow or even lethargic states of development, as they are constantly and intentionally confused with narrative or dramatic or cinematic mechanisms. (Eskelinen, 2001.)

As an author and a literary theory educated scholar in particular, Markku Eskelinen is here effectively arguing for formalist criticism that is focused on studying the “essential form” of games in the “mechanisms of gaming”, while simultaneously promoting rejection of those elements of game form that are already studied by established disciplines – as for example in the case of games’ storytelling dimensions, which is a topic area that can to a certain degree addressed from perspectives opened up by literary, media, drama and film studies. However, in the above quote there is also an interesting implied extension of the “ornaments” or “gift-wrappings” into everything that is not a part of (formal) “game components”, that would in the future discussions take the purist position of ludology even further.

This move is related to another notable moment in the early days of modern game studies, where the abandoning of storytelling dimension of games was extended to the visual or representational aspects of games. Furthermore, the shape this “rejection of representation” argument took is politically highly symptomatic, particularly when analysed through the “(female) body does not matter in games” argument as made by Aarseth:

The ‘royal’ theme of the traditional pieces is all but irrelevant to our understanding of chess. Likewise, the dimensions of Lara Croft’s body, already analyzed to death by film theorists, are irrelevant to me as a player, because a different-looking body would not make me play differently […]. When I play, I don’t even see her body, but see thorough it and past it. […] It follows that games are not intertextual either; games are self-contained. (Aarseth, 2004, p.  48.)

It should be noted that Aarseth was by no means alone in arguing for a “non-representational focus” for early game studies. A similar argument was made for example earlier by James Newman (2002), who argued that while playing video games, “appearances do not matter” as “the pleasures of videogame play are not principally visual, but rather are kinaesthetic.”

A decade later, Esther MacCallum-Stewart (2014) commented on Aarseth’s claims in an article published in the Game Studies journal, paying attention to the political and gendered manner of representation’s exclusion:

Here, it is the seeing in order to unsee that is important, as Aarseth chooses Lara to make this point, rather than a masculine or gender-neutral target. Aarseth’s argument would not have the same impact were it to contain the name of Max Payne, Bioshock Infinite’s Booker (Irrational Games 2013), or Trevor Philips from GTAV (Rockstar, 2013) (who spends a vast percentage of the game without a shirt on, often resetting to this default despite previous scenes where the player has chosen to clothe him) inserted instead. Drawing attention to Lara as immaterial simultaneously points to her irrefutable position as a woman already considered out of place. This is supported by the continuing attention given to female protagonists, who are still usually introduced in a fanfare of novelty, and often highly scrutinised for their suitability within the games industry. (MacCallum-Stewart, 2014.)

Already in the context of the original (interactive) First Person book project, Stuart Moulthrop had reacted to Aarseth’s claims and warned against cutting off the study of game from the study of their cultural contexts, saying that one would only end up with a sterile, dogmatic discipline. In a way, Aarseth during online dialogue actually agreed with this warning, but also stated (in his online response) that while one would be a “fool” – or a “fundamentalist” – to disagree with Moulthrop, he also claimed: “But fundamentalism has its uses. In academic discourse, a clear, uncompromising, radically different position can be invaluable simply by forcing the rest of the field to do more critical thinking” (Aarseth, 2004 [bookmark: wsa-inline-1]1). While congratulating ludologists on creating debate, Patrick Crogan (2004) titled this strategy in his discussion under an ambiguous heading of “theory game” – a concept which he did not take further in his discussion, but which can even imply that a purist position involves a potentially ethically questionable element of “playing games” with the academic community or its academic standards.

This is a crucial point when we are discussing the commitments and underlying aims of game studies. Taken in a positive spirit, one could envision a ludological version of game studies as a playful, sometimes a bit trolling, or “unserious discipline” (as in Simon, 2017). However, like Audrey Anable (2018) and others have claimed, when initial game studies was built on the formalist opposition between rules and representation, with dominance of the former dimension, it was also left “ill equipped to address issues like racism, homophobia and misogyny in video games and gaming culture” (ibid., p. xvi). Importantly, formalism was also not able to provide game scholars any solid foundation for responding to the #GamerGate attacks, as they moved to target feminist and cultural studies game scholars, in addition to female game designers, players, and game journalists (cf. Chess & Shaw, 2015; Mortensen, 2018).

 

The Politics of Teaching Game Studies

It is also worth having a moment of soul-searching at this point. I am myself an author of one of the textbooks in the field of game studies (Mäyrä, 2008), and the director of The Centre of Excellence of Game Culture Studies (2018-), and from this perspective it is important for me to ask firstly, how has game studies as applied in the education of students and in the creation of ambitious research structures been positioned towards the “purist” ludology position, as discussed above?

Looking back today at my early textbook, An Introduction to Game Studies: Games in Culture, I can see many points where I could have clarified particularly the practical consequences of certain theoretical choices. Also, the entire contemporary “culture wars” situation had not yet emerged (most of the book was originally written in 2006) in the shape and condition that later made so visible the consequences and political affiliations of certain cultural and analytical positions. For example, the ambiguous status of detailed digital representation as something that was both celebrated (as an evidence of digital games advancement) and strategically dismissed at the same time (when feminist critique highlighted the blatant sexism and stereotype-filled character of mainstream games and gaming) is something that, in hindsight, I could had dedicated much more thought in the book. Saying that, it is important to note that the basic position that I opened this book with, is one emphasising the situated and contextual character of meaning-making: we cannot erase the player, as the focus of game studies should be in the interaction between the game and the player (ibid., p. 2). I do discuss the question of analytically separating “gameplay” from “representation” in games, and for purposes of simplification (this is a textbook, after all) present the schematic illustration (see Figure 1, below).
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Figure 1: “The dialectic of core and shell, or gameplay and representation in the basic structure of games” (Mäyrä, 2008, p. 18).



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It could perhaps be interpreted as a politically questionable choice to set the gameplay as the “core” of games, as there are certainly game genres, styles of play, and players with preferences that clearly and strongly prioritize representational or storytelling dimensions of games over the dynamics of gameplay (which, in contrast, can also be minimal, non-challenging, or highly repetitive and uninteresting part of some games). The main intended message in the framework of this book was, however, to discuss how this “dialectic” or interplay between the representational aspects and gameplay dimensions is something that is essential to consider while addressing the “basic structure” of games. This interplay is also embedded in cultural, societal, economic and political frameworks to the degree that all studies of games should also be informed by studies of players, their (real-life) contexts, as well as by studies into the contexts of production and consumption of games – for studying games as culture (ibid., p. 2). This basic critical, dialectical and inclusive position is something that I am still happy to stand behind, also today. As the possibilities (and limitations) for identification and identity construction in gaming and regards to game characters was also discussed (ibid., pp. 69, 86, 107), one could say that if this one textbook would be a representative example (which I am not sure it is), then the “purist” ludological position would not be the one that has been dominantly adopted in game studies education. While the real state and evolution of game studies curricula in academia has not yet been comprehensively analysed, to my knowledge, it should be noted that such other early books as Rules of Play (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004), Understanding Video Games: The Essential Introduction (Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Smith & Tosca, 2008) and Perceiving Play (Mortensen, 2009), all of them also used in game studies education, do all in their different ways address the cultures surrounding games and play, thus by no means limiting game studies into the formalist analysis of “ludic forms”.

In spirit of dialogue and dialectic, one can then put forward the question whether all formal analysis is then suspect – of hiding some questionable (conservative) political agenda behind its objective-looking surface? It is indeed perfectly possible for politically active researchers to criticize their less-societally-active colleagues for not doing enough, and not being committed enough to make any real change in areas where inequality and social wrongs rule – thereby actually becoming “accomplices for the oppressors”. Positively taken, this kind of discipline-internal critiques can serve as valuable wakeup calls, and as invitation for further self-critical soul-searching: are we aware of our blind spots and biases?  In the areas where the study of games and games in cultures intersect, this is a particularly important issue, since the tensions related to aesthetic forms and meaning production processes interact in these areas in a particularly powerful manner.

One classical objection to “mixing politics with science” is that a politically committed foundation for research will lead to bad science: the results are a pre-given starting point, rather than the neutral and objective final outcome, goes this argument. On the other hand, it is a part of the everyday reality of everyone who applies for research grants that the “impact” of research is presented as a key criterion for successful science and scholarship. The high-quality academic work is expected to directly engage with the surrounding society and help in some ways to solve the problems we are facing. In their article discussing the “academic/activist divide” Catherine Eschle and Bice Maiguashca (2006) quote Sara Bracke, an activist with European network NextGenderation, claiming that “the division between doing and thinking is very racialised and gendered […] and that has worked against women and ethnic minorities who are entreated to act in the name of revolutions which are thought through by white male others”. Bracke insists that “critical theoretical work is a crucial part of political work”, although “it can never replace the other kinds of political activities we need to be doing to transform social reality”. Some of the examples Eschle and Maiguashca feature from their own research with feminist anti-globalisation activists, working in locations such as India, point to the use of games as an effective means for bridging the divide from abstract thought into lived experience.

 

The Politics of Organising Games Research

When practical decisions about the direction of research are made today, the traditions of thought and debates discussed above will form some of the background for strategic decision-making: how can, or should, we study games, play, players and their applications in different cultures and societies? As suggested by the line of argument running through this article, there are multiple scholarly-political alternatives that have been open for conducting game studies, since early on, and largely derived from the intellectual roots of related academic approaches. When we make strategic decisions about doing game studies today, one could start by picking sides in a clear-cut manner in the polarised academic landscape, and thus avoid any potential internal conflicts or disharmony. The example of the establishment of The Centre of Excellence in Game Culture Studies (CoE-GameCult, 2018-), which I will discuss in the final part of this article, is based on a different, alternative strategy, and one that I believe is more productive for the field one in the long run.

In practical terms, one of the key research-political questions for establishing more sustained and large-scale research efforts in the academic field of games and play studies (or indeed any field) is funding. The question of funding is then related to the institutional structures and mechanisms that facilitate scientific and scholarly work. Under the broader international trend of funding cuts hurting the university sector (cf. Oliff et al., 2013), there are limited opportunities for establishing a new academic discipline, such as game studies, without simultaneously cutting down resources of some other, established fields. It is also important to acknowledge that fundamental or basic research, and applied research are also differently situated in this kind of tensioned environment. While fundamental research is based on the rationale of expanding the field knowledge, without any immediate promises of commercial exploitation, the applied research can claim to have much more direct links to the short-term economic needs of society or industry.

There were specific opportunities and threats facing the study of games in the late 1990s and early 2000s academic environment, and I have described some of the operations and strategies we applied at this time in Finland in earlier works (Mäyrä, 2009; 2017). One key strategy involved using applied research funding opportunities to simultaneously further some key theoretical and methodological, basic research interests, while also staying agile enough to regularly reorient the research to address interesting emerging phenomena, such as location-based gaming, the free-to-play business model, social (media) gaming and the various societal impacts of gaming. The aim to understand better the changing target – what games, play and game culture are, and mean, for different people – was the one constant, underlying imperative in this process.

One notable feature of such “agile” academic work is that it easily becomes highly multi- and interdisciplinary. Rather than being committed into any single theoretical tradition or even methodology, research of games, play and related societal and cultural phenomena can easily appear almost omnivorous. For example, in several of our Tampere University Game Research Lab early research projects and publications, the key concepts and research methods often featured a highly hybrid approached, derived from an intermixture of humanities based art studies, psychology of virtual environments, human-computer interaction (HCI), and several other academic fields, all set into a dialogue with some select ludology-inspired, games’ art-form related questions (Mäyrä, 2009, p. 322). This approach on the one hand allowed the language of game research to resonate with multiple academic, expert audiences, while the interdisciplinary approaches also contributed to wider applicability of research findings; we were addressing such topics as digital play in social contexts, gameplay immersion, violence and games, learning in games and money gaming, or gambling. There were thus multiple benefits derived by strategically interpreting academic game studies in a very wide and loose manner. At the same time, all genuine interdisciplinary work is based on dialogue, and this means also understanding and transparently acknowledging what one’s own, fundamental position is, in these kinds of dialogues. Game studies could not only continue as an “interdiscipline”, but it needed at least some unifying elements and continuities, in order to have a basis for accumulation of knowledge, and for implementing informed critique of its own project.

These earlier histories informed the design and fundamental goals of the Centre of Excellence in Game Culture Studies (CoE-GameCult), as it was established as a particular kind of site and environment of game studies. Together with my core team of colleagues – Raine Koskimaa, Olli Sotamaa, Jaakko Suominen – we created the Centre as a flexible and interdisciplinary site that should allow creativity, innovation and learning to take place. But we also wanted our Centre to have a clear enough focus, and an underlying philosophy and a mandate that would allow organic growth in certain, articulated and sustained directions. As such, the centre would be supportive of interdisciplinary dialogue and encourage diversity in game studies, yet also be founded on a particular vision of cultural game studies. This would be one that is informed by work done in formalist as well as non-formalist research traditions, and that would not play down the value of either empirical, real-world situated people engaged (or otherwise affected) by games and ludic elements in cultures and societies, nor those structural dimensions of games and play that can be uncovered by formal analytical approaches.

It should be highlighted that while based on principles of openness, respect and inclusivity for conducting research in multiple, fundamentally differing and maybe even incompatible ways, the strategic principle chosen for the Centre is dialectical, which goes beyond simple interdisciplinary dialogue or co-existence. A true dialectic process includes recognition of differences and engagement in a process where the initial conflicting positions are both elaborated and developed further, with an overall synthetic aim that does not aim to suppress conflicts but rather use them as dynamic drivers for change (McKeon, 1954).

In the case of CoE-GameCult research agenda, two overarching research questions were chosen, to facilitate creation of such dialectic: (1) What are the key processes and characteristics of meaning making that are significant for understanding changing game cultures? And (2) How is cultural agency being reshaped, redistributed and renegotiated in games and play, and in their associated societal contexts? These two broad questions (or, more appropriately, research agendas) were then further framed with the help of a particular version of the “circuits of culture” model (Johnson, 1986), which we adapted so it would support a comprehensive and analytically multidimensional game cultural research strategy. This would strategically connect with both the forms of games, practices of play and cultural contexts surrounding both of them, while also addressing societal structures of power, production and consumption – all aiming to create an environment with maximal amounts of potential contacts for researchers working with some specific aspect of this complex whole.

Consequently, we also did not want the Centre to be limited into any single type or aspect of games, but rather aimed at an environment that facilitates multiple interconnected studies that are informed by several interdependent moments in the “life cycle of a game”. When combined with the critical perspectives opened by inquiry into meaning making and agency, the four key thematic areas for study – creation of games, meaning and form of games, players of games, and the societal frames of games – are both specific and overlapping enough so that they direct the multiple research teams both to focus, specialize, as well as to better explicate the multidimensionality, complexity and various problems associated with contemporary games and their developing cultures (see Figure 2, below).
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Figure 2: The organisational model of four key thematic research areas into the study of game cultures, in the Centre of Excellence in Game Culture Studies.



 

 

During the early years of Centre’s operations, the surrounding “culture wars” and “science wars” have probably rather aggravated than eased off. In Finland too, there have been Twitter wars and political campaigning that have put into question the “political bias” of academic research, and there has been demands for scholars to restrict themselves into conducting only neutral and “pure” science. It is a sign of the underlying confusion that the same conservative voices have also asked for academic research to be held accountable for the actual value and impact of public research money universities have been given. These populists do not appear to understand that such demands can be most efficiently answered by socially and politically informed and committed research, which is not “disinterested”, but rather strongly committed and engaged in improving the society. It should be noted that all major research funding organisations are today interested in such societal impact, and also our Centre of Excellence is expected to produce “Impact Narratives”, where we are required to outline the societally committed nature of our research work. Derived from analyses of emerging game cultural phenomena and their underlying tensions and power conflicts, the first period of work from the Centre has produced and reported efforts in following areas: inclusive game creation, exploring play in public spaces, examining (e)sports in relation to physical, mental, and social well-being, and promoting “demoscene” as intangible cultural heritage of humanity. Research in all these topics has involved multiple methodologies and contextual framings, rooted in understanding how both the expressive forms and real-world agency of variously empowered and disempowered people interact and contribute to situations and meanings in game cultures. This work has profited from perspectives opened by many pioneering works into “situated knowledges” and related critiques of simplified objectivity claims (e.g. Latour & Woolgar, 1986; Haraway, 1988).

 

Final Note: From Conflicts to Dialectics

The short historical overview presented in this article hopefully serves at least a dual purpose. Firstly, it is educational to notice that there has always been fundamental disagreements in how research should be conducted, what is valuable (or not) as a subject for research; it is just sad to note that the related disagreements are today perhaps even more aggravated and visible than before. Game studies has emerged into a charged intellectual and political landscape and is by no means immune to such fundamental disagreements and conflicts. Secondly, and on a more optimistic note, it should be said that there have all the time also been multiple ongoing efforts to build bridges between various opposing factions, and to learn from the interplay of diverse modes of inquiry. The above discussion about the Centre of Excellence in Game Culture Studies highlights a certain strategy for producing a multi-voiced, dynamic and dialectic environment for conducting cultural game studies, but this Centre is by no means alone in the pursuit of such goals. The dramatic oppositions, conflicts and war-derived metaphors are just too often getting disproportional amounts of attention in the historical analyses and synthetic overviews of the scholarly landscape. It is worth remembering that the dialectic between opposing views and coordination when faced by contradictions is a fundamental part of science and also a key philosophical method that has a long and sustained history, reaching to Hegel, Plato, and elsewhere (Maybee, 2019).

Finally, it is evident that the tension between more abstracted forms of intellectual formalism and the subjectively experienced and bodily situated meanings of games and play was addressed already at the very earliest stages of game studies and is thus informing its philosophical roots. It can be claimed that this conflict is even exactly the reason why already Friedrich Schiller, a German philosopher and poet, having experienced the consequences of such divide in the eighteenth century, developed his (“proto game studies”) theory of “play drive” to identify the area where our idealist and rationalist processes (“form drive”) and sensuous, emotional and bodily dimensions (“sense drive”) could be set into productive equilibrium. Schiller argues that being able to both be receptive of the world and also to liberate ones reason, a playing human will be able to have a twofold experience simultaneously, “when he was at once conscious of his freedom and sensible of his existence, when he at once felt himself as matter and came to know himself as spirit” (Schiller, 1796/2004, p. 73 [Letter XIV]).  The final conclusion of Schiller was articulated in the famous dictum: “For, to declare it once and for all, Man plays only when he is in the full sense of the word a man, and he is only wholly Man when he is playing.” (Ibid., p. 80 [Letter XV]). It is both ironic and fitting that Schiller’s dated and gendered language carries an ethical and epistemological message that has perhaps its strongest contemporary heirs in the areas of feminist and queer game studies with their ambitious explorations on the affective, bodily and historical foundations of games and play in culture (e.g. in Anable, 2018; Ruberg & Shaw, 2017, and elsewhere).

Indeed, such ambition, bridge-building and synthetic vision is something that is also needed in the field of game studies today. When approached from the dialectic perspective promoted by this article, formalism and cultural or critical approaches into game studies are not actually “opposites” at all. Various forms of scholarship, like all human thought and practices come with implied or explicit political consequences or tendencies that can indeed be oppositional, but like the lessons in poststructuralist though have taught us, none such discourse remains completely under its authorial intentions as it operates in culture and society. Formalist tools of game analysis can very well be used (and have been used) to carry out feminist, queer or politically subversive readings of games. It is only when various approaches are kept in isolation, unaware of alternative perspectives, with their associated alternative experiences and values, when the limitations of such approaches start to aggravate.

The precept of dialectical game studies could be to remind us how no form of scholarship is an island – none of them are sufficient in themselves, but all of them can play their role in helping us to analyse, understand, and generate impactful ways to act on basis of that understanding. In the end, it should not be a taboo to say that we need theoretical and methodological work that not only acknowledges the multiple “knowledge interests” (Habermas, 1972) that are all relevant for game studies today, but also undertakes to carefully produce deeper, dialectic understanding from the conflicting and intersecting perspectives they open.

 

References

Aarseth, E. (1997). Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Aarseth, E. (2001). Editorial: computer game studies, Year One. Game Studies, 1(1). Retrieved from http://www.gamestudies.org/0101/editorial.html

Aarseth, E. (2004). Genre trouble, narrativism and the art of simulation. In N. Wardrip-Fruin & P. Harrigan (Eds.), First Person. New Media as Story, Performance and Game (pp. 45–55). Cambridge (MA): MIT Press.

Anable, A. (2018). Playing with Feelings: Video Games and Affect. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Apperley, T. (2019, March 26). On the persistence of game studies dull binary. Retrieved from https://critical-distance.com/amber/cache/e14dfa4228cef783d0f2c901ac08fcd5/

Barthes, R. (1978). The Death of the Author. In R. Barthes, Image-Music-Text (pp. 142-148). Trans. S. Heath. New York, NY: Hill and Wang.

Birchall, C. (2004). Just Because You’re Paranoid, Doesn’t Mean They’re Not Out to Get You. Culture Machine 6 (2004). Retrieved from https://culturemachine.net/deconstruction-is-in-cultural-studies/just-because-youre-paranoid-doesnt-mean-theyre-not-out-to-get-you/.

Chess, S. & Shaw, A. (2015). A Conspiracy of Fishes, or, How We Learned to Stop Worrying About #GamerGate and Embrace Hegemonic Masculinity. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media 59(1):208–20.

Consalvo, M. (2012). Confronting toxic gamer culture: a challenge for feminist game studies scholars. Ada: A Journal of Gender, New Media, and Technology, (1). Retrieved from https://adanewmedia.org/2012/11/issue1-consalvo/

Crogan, P. (2004). The game thing: ludology and other theory games. Media International Australia Incorporating Culture and Policy, 110(1), 10–18. https://doi.org/10.1177/1329878X0411000104

Cuevas, J. A. (2018). A new reality? The Far Right’s use of cyberharassment against academics. Academe, 104(1). Retrieved from https://www.aaup.org/article/new-reality-far-rights-use-cyberharassment-against-academics

Derrida, J. (1988). Limited Inc (G. Graff, Ed.; J. Mehlman & S. Weber, Trans.). Evanston (IL): Northwestern University Press.

Deterding, S. (2017). The Pyrrhic victory of game studies: assessing the past, present, and future of interdisciplinary game research. Games and Culture, 12(6), 521–543. https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412016665067

Culler, J. (2008). On Deconstruction: Theory and Criticism after Structuralism. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

Egenfeldt-Nielsen, S., Smith, J. H., & Tosca, S. P. (2008). Understanding Video Games: The Essential Introduction. New York: Routledge.

Eschle, C., & Maiguashca, B. (2006). Bridging the activist-academic divide: feminist activism and the teaching of global politics. Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 35(1), 119–137. https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298060350011101

Eskelinen, M. (2001). The gaming situation. Game Studies, 1(1). Retrieved from http://www.gamestudies.org/0101/eskelinen/

Foucault, M. (1980). Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977 (C. Gordon, Ed.). New York: Vintage.

Foucault, M. (1990). The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1: An Introduction (Reissue edition). New York: Vintage.

Foucault, M. (1995). Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the Prison (A. Sheridan, Trans.). New York: Vintage Books.

Frasca, G. (2003). Ludologists love stories, too: notes from a debate that never took place. Presented at the Proceedings of DiGRA 2003 Conference: Level Up, Utrecht. Retrieved from http://www.ludology.org/articles/frasca_levelUp2003.pdf

Graff, A. (2014). Report from the gender trenches: war against ‘genderism’ in Poland. European Journal of Women’s Studies, 21(4), 431–435. https://doi.org/10.1177/1350506814546091

Gross, P. R., & Levitt, N. (1997). Higher Superstition: The Academic Left and Its Quarrels with Science. Baltimore (MD): Johns Hopkins University Press.

Habermas, J. (1972). Knowledge & Human Interests. Boston: Beacon Press.

Haraway, D. (1988). Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective. Feminist Studies, 14(3), 575–599.

Johnson, R. (1986). What is cultural studies anyway? Social Text, 16, 38–80.

Latour, B., & Woolgar, S. (1986). Laboratory Life: The Construction of Scientific Facts. Princeton (NJ): Princeton University Press.

MacCallum-Stewart, E. (2014). “Take that, bitches!” Refiguring Lara Croft in feminist game narratives. Game Studies, 14(2). Retrieved from http://gamestudies.org/1402/articles/maccallumstewart

McKeon, R. (1954). Dialectic and Political Thought and Action. Ethics, 65(1), 1–33.

McQuillan, M. (Ed.). (2007). The Politics of Deconstruction: Jacques Derrida and the Other of Philosophy. London & Ann Arbor, MI: Pluto Press.

Maybee, J. E. (2019). Hegel’s dialectics. In E. N. Zalta (ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2019 Edition).  Retrieved from https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2019/entries/hegel-dialectics/

Mäyrä, F. (2008). An Introduction to Game Studies: Games in Culture. London & New York: Sage Publications.

Mäyrä, F. (2009). Getting into the game: doing multi-disciplinary game studies. In B. Perron and M. J. P. Wolf (Eds.), The Video Game Theory Reader 2 (pp. 313–29). New York: Routledge.

Mäyrä, F. (2017). Teaching game studies: experiences and lessons from Tampere. In Clash of Realities 2015/16: On the Art, Technology and Theory of Digital Games. Proceedings of the 6th and 7th Conference (pp. 235-241). Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag.

Mortensen, T. E. (2018). Anger, Fear, and Games: The Long Event of #GamerGate. Games and Culture, 13(8), 787–806.

Murray, J. H. (1997). Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace. New York: Free Press.

Newman, J. (2002). The myth of the ergodic videogame. Game Studies, 2(1). Retrieved from http://www.gamestudies.org/0102/newman/

Oliff, P., Palacios, V., Johnson, I., Leachman, M. (2013). Recent deep state higher education cuts may harm students and the economy for years to come. Retrieved from Center on Budget and Policy Priorities web site: http://www.cbpp.org/cms/?fa=view&id=3927

O’Neill, J. (1992). Worlds Without Content: Against Formalism. London: Routledge.

Pearce, C. (2005). Theory wars: an argument against arguments in the so-called ludology/narratology debate. DiGRA’05 – Proceedings of the 2005 DiGRA International Conference: Changing Views: Worlds in Play. Retrieved from http://www.digra.org/wp-content/uploads/digital-library/06278.03452.pdf

Ruberg, B., & Shaw, A. (Eds.). (2017). Queer Game Studies. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Salen, K., & Zimmerman, E. (2004). Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals. Cambridge (MA): MIT Press.

Searle, J. R. (1997). The Construction of Social Reality. New York: Free Press.

Schiller, F. (2004). On the Aesthetic Education of Man (R. Snell, Trans.; Dover Books on Western Philosophy edition). Mineola (NY): Dover Publications.

Schuessler, J. (2018, October 4). Hoaxers slip breastaurants and dog-park sex into journals. The New York Times. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/04/arts/academic-journals-hoax.html

Simon, B. (2017). Unserious. Games and Culture 12(6):605–18.

Wimsatt, W. K., & Beardsley, M. C. (1946). The intentional fallacy. The Sewanee Review, 54(3), 468–488. Retrieved from JSTOR.

Wimsatt, W. K., & Beardsley, M. C. (1949). The affective fallacy. The Sewanee Review, 57(1), 31–55. Retrieved from JSTOR.

 

Author’s Info:

Frans Mäyrä 

Tampere University

frans.mayra@tuni.fi

			

					


				
			Categoria: 09/2020 Journal, Homepage issues 8.9		

		
		
		

		
	


	

	
	

		Torture, Play, and the Black Experience


				
			Posted on 19 Gennaio 2021 by Riccardo Fassone

			Comments off

			

		

		
		
						Aaron Trammell (UC Irvine)

download the pdf 

[image: ]

Abstract

This essay considers how the experience of Black folk descended from slaves in North America helps us to rethink a definition of play that has been largely informed by scholars and philosophers working within a White European tradition.[bookmark: wsa-inline-2]2 This tradition of play, theorized most famously by Dutch Art Historian Johan Huizinga, French Sociologist Roger Caillois, Swiss Psychologist Jean Piaget, and New Zealander Brian Sutton-Smith reads play in a mostly positive sense and asserts that certain practices, namely torture, are taboo and thus cannot be play. I argue that this approach to play is short-sighted and linked to a troubling global discourse that renders the experiences of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) invisible. In other words, by defining play only through its pleasurable connotations, the term holds an epistemic bias towards people with access to the conditions of leisure. Indeed, torture helps to paint a more complete picture where the most heinous potentials of play are addressed alongside the most pleasant, yet in so doing the trauma of slavery is remembered. In rethinking this phenomenology, I aim to detail the more insidious ways that play functions as a tool of subjugation. One that hurts as much as it heals and one that has been complicit in the systemic erasure of BIPOC people from the domain of leisure.

 

Introduction

This essay considers how the experience of Black folk descended from slaves in North America helps us to rethink a definition of play that has been largely informed by scholars and philosophers working within a White European tradition. This tradition of play, theorized most famously by Dutch Art Historian Johan Huizinga, French Sociologist Roger Caillois, Swiss Psychologist Jean Piaget, and New Zealander Brian Sutton-Smith reads play in a mostly positive sense and asserts that certain practices, namely torture, are taboo and thus cannot be play. I argue that this approach to play is short-sighted and linked to a troubling global discourse that renders the experiences of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) invisible. In other words, by defining play only through its pleasurable connotations, the term holds an epistemic bias towards people with access to the conditions of leisure. Indeed, torture helps to paint a more complete picture where the most heinous potentials of play are addressed alongside the most pleasant, yet in so doing the trauma of slavery is remembered. In rethinking this phenomenology, I aim to detail the more insidious ways that play functions as a tool of subjugation. One that hurts as much as it heals and one that has been complicit in the systemic erasure of BIPOC people from the domain of leisure.

 There is presently an urgent social imperative for this work. The Black Lives Matter protests that were staged globally in the summer of 2020 speak explicitly toward how the erasure of BIPOC people from White social spaces in North America continues to subjugate entire communities through the threat of torture, violence, and worse. Practices that divide and exclude only exacerbate the issue. For this reason, I argue that it is crucial to rethink the politics of play in our present moment. Approaches to play that misconstrue it as an innately good or positive activity play into this problematic as they ultimately intone that those with access to leisure time engage in activities that are generally positive, constructive, and wholesome. We must urgently rethink the very definition of play so as to make space for those it has oppressed as well as those it has elevated. By doing this we recognize how the politics of play have also set the conditions for toxic communities to thrive within the space of the alibi it provides. After all, gamergate, the alt-right, steroid use in sports, and hazing rituals of all sorts all owe something to play as well. The tradition of Black people descended from slaves specifically shows how we might use these tragic moments of play to consider a more inclusive and also reparative definition of the term.

The road toward a more inclusive study of play has been a bumpy one. To this end, I find it useful to disambiguate studies of games from the study of play. Game studies, a younger area which draws on many canonical studies of play, has been more proactive in addressing inclusivity. I concur with Kishonna Gray’s assessment of the problem, “a focus should be placed on how technology is mobilized to fulfill the project of white masculine supremacy” (Gray, 2020, Introduction). Technology here is implicitly theorized as games. Games allow players to flirt with the pleasurable aspects of White Supremacy by granting them the agency to engage in what Lisa Nakamura terms identity tourism (Nakamura, 1995, paragraph), and what David Leonard considers digital minstrelsy (Leonard, 2006, p.87). For these scholars, and others like Jennifer Malkowski and Treaandrea M. Russworm who see an immediate and direct correlation between the textual content of games and the everyday politics of gamers, representation matters (Malkowski and Russworm, 2017, p.3). But what if these theorizations that address inclusivity as a problem of gamers, games, and gaming are too specific? This essay aims to consider how these insights from the intersectional analysis of games and gamers might be considered if they are applied first and foremost to the practice of play.

The problem of inclusivity in games that the above scholarship engages with is symptomatic of a larger problem in play studies that the above scholarship draws upon. In order to address the problem of inclusivity in play studies, this essay will engage in yet another taboo—it will attempt to challenge and decolonize White European thought through the theory and language used by White European critical theory. Although I admire the work of theorists like Samantha Blackmon and Treaandrea M. Russworm who show how the language of the “mix tape” can be used to recenter Black women in the narrative around games that seeks to decenter their importance (Blackmon and Russworm, 2020, paragraph 11), I choose to challenge White European scholarship from within by addressing how a theory of torture may prompt us to rethink a popular, yet tautological, definition of play. The unfortunate consequence of this decision is I spend less time in this essay discussing contemporary games and contemporary work on inclusivity in game studies as would be typical, because I will be focusing specifically on amending the work taken up by a lineage of White European theory that has historically excluded BIPOC on its own terms. Consider it a personal conceit of my own, that I, a Black North American philosopher and historian, might find engaging in this particular avenue of argumentation important.

At the heart of my argument lies the premise that theories of play that see it as a constructive and positive form of leisure must work to reconcile this point with the fact that play is often hurtful, toxic, and haphazard. Historically this theorizing has taken place in several domains. Johan Huizinga neglects gambling in the entirety of Homo Ludens because of its associations with the amoral connotations that were associated with the activity at the time (Huizinga, 2016). Roger Caillois uses the term “corruption” to discuss forms of play that he finds troubling or unpalatable (Caillois, 2001).[bookmark: wsa-inline-3]3 Jean Piaget (1962) and Lev Vygotsky’s (1966) entire theory of play—and the educational theory of constructivism that follow—are predicated on the idea that play is precisely the mechanism that structures learning. These ideas have been tremendously important in game studies as well. Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman’s influential reading of Huizinga’s magic circle (2004) has been so often uncritically cited as a way to explain games as a positive activity that it prompted Zimmerman to clarify his position in an op-ed for Gamasutra entitled, “Jerked Around by the Magic Circle.” (Zimmerman, 2012). A host of scholarship on games and learning, serious games, and games and literacy builds on Piaget and Vygotsky’s theory of play and cognition. But play is not always constructive, it can also be oppressive and traumatic.

Some theorists have worked to reconcile these radically different aspects of play. Brian Sutton-Smith argues (1997) that play is a term which holds a variety of valences, and is thus used to achieve a variety of rhetorical ends. He argues that play is often used to advance a perspective that assumes playfulness relates to progress (learning through play), fate (play of chance), power (the play of sport and contest), identity (rituals of group identity), imaginary (play and creativity), the self (playful hobbies that result in individuation), or frivolous (play as an idle, leisurely activity) (pp. 8-11). In approaching play through a rhetorical lens, however, Smith treats all of the above rhetorics as equal in impact. I differ from Smith, however, as in this essay I argue that play itself is a power relationship. The moment one engages in what Judith Butler (1990, p.xxxiii) terms a performative act and plays, or terms an activity play, they are conjuring the power of play. As this essay will explain in detail later, this act is an uneasy and violent grammar that casts the player as a subject and the game and all other players in it as objects. A radical phenomenology of play centers on how it can be productive of pain (as opposed to pleasure) in order to recenter the BIPOC narratives that center around the traumatic and violent aspects of games and play.

The trauma of slavery in North America is not only remembered through story, it is also memorialized in some forms of play. Amongst the most mythic and controversial games that young Black children played in the antebellum—or post Civil War—United States was “Hide the Switch.” In this game players would root around for a hidden switch and once found the finder was granted free reign to flog the other players while they parried. Historians considering the game’s persistence within slave culture have been somewhat challenged by it as play of the game seemingly reinforces the martial conditions of bondage. Many explanations have been offered. Some say that the game allowed children to practice avoiding punishment, and others suggest that the game allowed enslaved Black children a brief moment of liberation—allowing them to role-play being the “master” (King, 2011, pp.117-8). Both explanations are ultimately uncomfortable as they work to reconcile the violence of the experience of Black folk descended from slaves with the inevitable lighthearted connotations of play. Violence, specifically torture, is either reduced to a carnivalesque inversion of power dynamics where the victim becomes the oppressor or violence is reduced to discipline—a tactic for living within its inevitability.

I define torture within the Foucauldian tradition. As a practice, it is a long-term form of discipline that uses coercive techniques to subjugate people. This definition is a key part of this essay’s argumentation. I argue within this essay that it is a mistake to view other more “innocent” connotations of torture—tickle torture, BDSM—as anything other than the above. For even in the most innocent and pleasurable acts of play, we subtly discipline those around us to engage in unspoken rules. Relatedly, I define pleasure in an affective sense. Thus, pleasure is that which drives desire. Pleasure is often juxtaposed against pain, another affect, or that which is torturous. Torture and play are both practices. They produce pleasure and/or pain, which are affects.

In this essay, I gesture toward brutal, disciplinary, and militaristic torture, because I feel they are undertheorized and taboo in the study of games and play. The relationship between torture and pleasure, on the other hand, has been better theorized in work that analyzes social practice within BDSM communities worldwide. J. Tuomas Harviainen’s work shows how BDSM might be considered play (Harviainen, 2011), yet it—and other similar analyses—stop short of including military and disciplinary torture within their definitions (Weiss, 2011, p.211). This because BDSM is theorized here as a form of consensual play. I feel this definition is putting the cart before the horse, an approach to torture that understands it as that which is always disciplining would read consent itself as a technique of mitigation against the barbaric tendencies of torture.

This essay argues that we must theorize how military and disciplinary torture with its connotations of pain and not pleasure (and not pleasurable pain) should by understood as play in an argumentative grammar that allows torture in the BDSM scene to be understood as play. What’s more, I advocate for an approach to defining play that overcomes what I see as a fundamental taboo: play is allowed to be pleasurable, but not torturous. Yet so much of play is torturous, from BDSM, to memorizing long lists of rules, to exhausting one’s physical limits, to simply playing Monopoly. This seeming paradox—that torture both is and is not play—can be resolved. Torture is play, and it reveals a good deal about how play works to subjugate and discipline people.

An approach to play that recognizes how it is often experienced as torture might help us to better understand how the application of the term has been historically used to exclude BIPOC, women, trans, and non-binary folk from historically White and masculine spaces of play as well.[bookmark: wsa-inline-4]4 When play is only theorized as pleasure, minoritized people are made to act as killjoys when they describe how their experience was torturous instead.[bookmark: wsa-inline-5]5 An inclusive phenomenology of play must contend both with how play includes (through pleasure) as well as how play excludes (through torture).

Although the above example can be interpreted through any of Smith’s rhetorics of play, the discomfort I noted within the example relate to the relationship between play here and cultural identity. “Hide the Switch” predominantly exists within an oral history of slavery passed down through generations of Black folk, and is kept separate from the play space of today’s playground. It is best pondered as an artifact of a bygone era better left in the past. The social repression “Hide the Switch” is both a process through which the dynamics of play are culturally controlled and regulated. Similar to the hyper vigilant policing of Black people in early 21st century America, Black children’s games are also repressed and policed. Small and invisible, this policing of play of contributes to the cultural erasure of BIPOC today. Thus in play, because the brutality of slavery cannot be shared, we are left with a concept that relates to torture only in so far as it is pleasurable.

The provocations above can only hold if we concede that torture is a form of play. This problem is philosophical, not categorical. Because there are many reasons that disciplinary torture might or might not be categorized as a form of play, the first half of this essay is dedicated to addressing these reasons and developing a logical framework for its inclusion as a form of play. The second half of this essay considers the relationship between torture and the experience of Black people descended from slavery, and what this might add to our understanding of play and games today.

 

Torture is Play

Ten children walk in a playground casually speaking to one another. One of the kids, reaches out to another and cries “You’re it!” The tagged child lunges at another in a desperate bid to rid themself of the stigma. Soon the group scatters as a melee ensues. The game is tag, and its very grammar suggests that even innocent play may well be a violent activity. The game divides players into subjects and objects. Once a player is tagged they are moved to reconcile this by tagging another. The very basis of this engagement is that one player has been reduced to the status of an other, an object even, in the game’s vernacular—like it or not, they are “it.” “It” implies less than human. “It” has been fundamental to the lexicon of bigotry and White supremacy in America since before the American Revolutionary War in 1776. The very basis of “it” equivocates human-ness with object-ness as it strips “it” from the fundamental rights granted to other subjects—namely consent. One does not consent to play tag, nor does one offer their consent to become “it” in tag. In this, the simplest of play, it is revealed that play is not a relationship between subjects. Instead, it is a relationship between subject and object.

The critical hinge upon which the relationship between torture and play swings is the question of consent. Play, as many contemporary game design theorists have argued, is a fundamentally consensual relationship (Salen and Zimmerman, 2004, p.474; Stenros and Bowman, 2018, p.417). Because consent is central to many definitions of play, we are left with the paradox explained in the introduction where consensual torture satisfies a definition of play while non-consensual torture does not. The examples given to justify this distinction are almost always formal. They speak more to a desire of what play should be rather than from an observation of what play is. Is consent negotiated when we play with a computer or when we play with ourselves? Play mediates in ways that are not as straightforward as they may at first seem. In fact, it forces us to reconcile the violence that lies at the heart of innumerable social relationships.

The consensual relationship structured by play often works by way of another term—that play is negotiated. As Miguel Sicart (2014) explains, “We play by negotiating the purposes of play, how far we want to extend the influences of the play activity, and how much we play for the purpose of playing or for the purpose of personal expression” (p.16). Here, Sicart nests the idea of negotiation within the concept of play, building on the prior work of Jesper Juul who sought to locate the idea of negotiation within the concept of the game instead. For Juul, all games have negotiable consequences, negotiation being a key differentiation between what is a game and what is war. In either case, whether negotiation is considered fundamental to play or games, it reflects a broader understanding of either phenomenon that is consensual. To negotiate assumes that the player respects the other player’s ideas, positions, and sovereignty. When players negotiate, they treat one another as fellow humans, and not as objects. Yet, so often play is not negotiated. David Leonard argues that in sports video games where the presumed White player is invited to take on the role of Black athletes, without being forced to live through the trauma of Black experience, play is not negotiated (Leonard, 2004, paragraph 5). The Black community has not consented to this form of identity tourism, yet this sort of minstrelsy is an unfortunately common form of play. And to the larger point of this section, negotiation is more of an ideal than an observed reality of games and play today.

Others concur that not all play is consensual. I want to signal an appreciation here of work that acknowledges how the assumed norms of consent that are hailed by the “magic circle of play” are often transgressed by White men. In her autoethnographic writing on the topic, Emma Vossen explains, “Unfortunately, because of contemporary practices surrounding game play, most video game play that I have participated in has contained practices that were not consensual or enjoyable, such as harassment, gender-based insults, or trash talk” (Vossen, 2018, p.206). To better appreciate how play is wielded as an instrument of power, we must begin by recognizing those accounts of play, which would otherwise be lost to a definition that foregrounds its voluntary nature.

My argument relies on three premises. First, drawing on the work of Johan Huizinga (2016), I argue that play is voluntary if you are the player (p.7). Second, building on the work done by Miguel Sicart recently, and Cifford Geertz historically, I concur that play is a way of being (Sicart, 2014; Geertz, 1972). And third, I am moving from the proposition laid forth in Roger Caillois’ (2001) work, that play is not necessarily voluntary for the played (p.52). And therefore based on these premises, if play is voluntary for the player, but not necessarily voluntary for the played, then play is a subject-object relationship and not a subject-subject relationship. Following this, if play is a subject-object relationship, then torture is a form of play even in its most brutal and disgusting forms.

 

Play is voluntary (for the player)

The first point that must be addressed is the voluntary nature of play. The idea that play is voluntary has been part of play theory since Johan Huizinga penned Homo Ludens. Huizinga (2016) writes:

“First and foremost, then, all play is a voluntary activity. Play to order is no longer play: it could be at best a forcible imitation of it. By this quality of freedom alone, play marks itself off from the course of the natural process. It is something added thereto and spread out over it like a flowering, an ornament, a garment. Obviously, freedom must be understood here in the wider sense that leaves untouched the philosophical problem of determinism. It may be objected that this freedom does not exist for the animal and the child; they must play because their instinct drives them to it and because it serves to develop their bodily faculties and their powers of selection…Child and animal play because they enjoy playing, and therein precisely lies their freedom.” (pp.7-8)

Here when Huizinga argues that play is always and essentially a voluntary activity, he finds himself considering animal and child play. He considers these categories specifically because, as he articulates them, children are yet to develop the rational faculties we attribute to adult humans. He is wary that the subjectivities of children and animals may be different than that of adults, and thus they may be driven to play by instinct. It’s worth noting here that comparisons to animals have long been a White supremacist tactic used to dehumanize BIPOC. I make this comparison, because as I will argue in more depth later, the experience of Blackness holds remarkable similarities to the experience of play. We can find these similarities here—albeit in a different shape—in Huizinga’s comparison of children and animals.

Despite these comparisons, it’s important to note here that Huizinga is situating voluntarism within the assumption that every participant of a game is a player. But what if someone decides they don’t want to play? Say in the example of tag posed earlier. In this example, if one acts as a spoilsport and chooses not to play after they are tagged, they still become “it.” The suggestion that play is voluntary neglects all the instances where for individuals play is not voluntary. It presents a radically subjective vision of play instead of one that is always already constrained by a shifting set of social relationships and experiences. The spoilsport still engages in play even if they don’t engage with the game.[bookmark: wsa-inline-6]6 By recognizing that play is only voluntary for the individual initiating play, we demystify the spoilsport by showing how their violence toward the game may a result of another player’s violence toward them and their feelings.

Play is not voluntary for those who are subject to it. Yet, in all cases here—that of the child, other, and animal—pleasure is offered as the primary explanation for what drives individuals to play. In pleasure we find a common link between the actions of subjects and the actions of objects. If we are to understand how objects play, we must consider, as Miguel Sicart does, the relationship between play and pleasure.

 

Play is a way of being

Moving away from an instrumental understanding of play, which defines play as an activity, Miguel Sicart (2014) posits instead that play is a way of being which exists (to some degree) within all activity (p.6). Sicart’s work is a sharp turn away from Huizinga’s approach to play which, pioneered by Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman (2004, p.95), suggests that play thrives in ritual spaces marked distinct from everyday life. Although the opacity of the magic circle has been questioned by many, these questions provide what is perhaps the best proof of Sicart’s philosophy. Play exists within all things, but is often focused during events, within play-objects (like games), and in particular spaces.

Sicart’s radical philosophy of play prompts a rethinking of questions that have long excited curiosity about the field. It makes no sense to oppose labor and leisure if we can locate play within both concepts. Similarly, it helps us to rethink definitions of game like those proposed by Jesper Juul (2005) which though comprehensive also show how many exceptions and grey areas exist in the word’s common usage. Sicart suggests that games are “play objects” and are thus objects that relate to others in so far as they are played with.

Then, in defining play, Sicart suggests several characteristic that this mode of being takes on. Play is contextual he argues, varying in degree by circumstance. It is also carnivalesque, a way of challenging traditional understandings of status and power. Sicart also argues that play is appropriative, suggesting that it can latch on to almost any circumstance and transform it. Finally, and most salient to the arguments in this essay around torture, Sicart (2014) argues that play is pleasurable:

It is pleasurable but the pleasures it creates are not always submissive to enjoyment, happiness, or positive traits. Play can be pleasurable when it hurts, offends, challenges us and teases us, and even when we are not playing. Let’s not talk about play as fun but as pleasurable, opening us to the immense variations of pleasure in this world.” (p.3)

The substitution here, of pleasure and fun, is a helpful way to understand how play exists in the world. If we look to pleasure as opposed to fun, we turn away from the rhetoric of play as progress that tends to see play as a positive activity. This thinking helps to explain how some forms of play, like BDSM, which is not always fun, is also a form of play. Following this line of reasoning, should brutal, disciplinary torture also be considered play? Some might draw the line here. Yet, I feel these approaches to play are naïve. Although there is a strong sentiment amongst many that the phenomenology of play is wholly positive, we know from the feminist accounts such as Vossen’s above that this is far from the truth. Thus, I argue that brutal, disciplinary torture is always, unfortunately, a form of play—I maintain that this is wholly consistent with Sicart’s definition of the term. In order to argue this, I draw a distinction between player and played. This distinction is significant in so far as it begs us to rethink how we classify others in multiplayer games.

 

Play is not necessarily voluntary for the played

The distinction between player and played has been an invisible and substantively policed distinction in play scholarship. It is best brought to focus by Roger Caillois in the introduction to Man, Play, and Games, as he considers the historical circumstance of Huizinga’s work. Caillois attributes the curious omission of games in Huizinga’s work on play to the somewhat sordid connotations they had in early 20th century society. As Huizinga sought to construct a theory of play that would show how all civilized society related to the concept, he was forced to omit games because of their close connotations to street life and gambling. Caillois (2001) argues that if Huizinga was to include morally dubious games in his theory of play, he would undermine his assertion that all civilization springs from play (p.5). Hence, the morally grey act of gambling itself undermines the idea of civility that Huizinga’s play is premised upon. In other words, games—or as this essay considers them: the played—are taken to be an invisible and thus inconsequential part of the play phenomenon.

Caillois’ work continues this mode of policing. In making a case for how war functions as a game, Caillois acknowledges war’s most brutal and amoral characteristics with a caveat. War is a game, Caillois (2001) argues, but when brutal, it is play that has been corrupted:

Various restrictions on violence fall into disuse. Operations are no longer limited to frontier provinces, strongholds, and military objectives. They are no longer conducted according to a strategy that once made war itself resemble a game. War is far removed from the tournament or duel, i.e. from regulated combat in an enclosure, and now finds its fulfillment in massive destruction and the massacre of entire populations. (p.55)

Play is not necessarily voluntary for the played. Caillois was aware of this, in these remarks he argues that brutal moments of war is a “corrupted” form of competition. Where Huizinga reserved that moments of grotesque and extreme warfare ceased to be play (Huizinga, 2016, p.9), Caillois’ recovers a conversation about play and games free of what he considered somewhat arbitrary delineations about what could not be play in Huizinga’s work. For instance, gambling.

The object of massive destruction in the game of war does not volunteer. Nor does the object of abuse in “Hide the Switch.” In both examples, play has turned grizzly and corrupt. Although there have been attempts to make invisible the violence of play, I argue that it is important to recognize that play is not always a voluntary activity. When we neglect what Caillois refers to as the corrupt aspects of play, we participate in an act of policing that aims to remove BIPOC from discourse around play and games.

 

Play as a subject-object relationship

The above has been an attempt to justify three premises which lead to the conclusion that play is a subject-object relationship. I argue that play is voluntary for the player (but not the played), that play is way of being in the world (and not an activity), and that play is not necessarily voluntary for the played. For these reasons, I feel there is a strong case to be made for how play constitutes a subject-object relationship.

One concern that one might have at this proof is that the played does not necessarily occupy and object position and so therefore play is not necessarily a subject-object relationship. For example, if both participants in tag willingly engage one another in the game, play is then a subject-subject relationship, and therefore a consensual relationship.

This counterexample is important as it highlights a simple way that this argument can be misunderstood. I am not arguing that either player in this example loses a sense of subjectivity when played with, or an ability to consent, I am instead arguing that neither characteristic is necessary to a definition of play. On the other hand, it is necessary to a definition of play that locates play as a fundamental part of being to recognize that play is not necessarily a relationship that invokes consent. When we play, we transform others and the world around us into play-objects. The destructive and violent aspects of play must be contended with if we are to understand the term.

The definition of play as a subject-object relationship leaves us with a new paradox to contend with. If play is a subject-object relationship, then how should one reconcile their own subjective experience with the fact that through play they will be treated as an object? In order to answer this question, we must turn to philosophy that concerns itself the phenomenon of double-consciousness and the Black experience.

 

Torture and the Black American Experience

W.E.B. Du Bois (1994) wrote The Souls of Black Folk in an attempt to explain the unique experience of Black Americans. He explains Blackness by offering the metaphor of the veil as a way to understand the Black experience, where an individual must reconcile their identity through two lenses—a projection of how they appear within society (how the veil appears to others) alongside a historic and communal understanding of the self (life behind the veil). He refers to this as double-consciousness, “It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity.” (p.5) The depth of experience to which Du Bois refers is a result of the dehumanization wrought by slavery and its consequences. In America, even today, Black folk are constantly negotiating stereotypes that conspire to reduce them to objects. The Black American experience, that of double-consciousness, is thus one where one must occupy and negotiate positions of both subject and object.

In order to show how the experience of torture relates to the Black American experience, we must consider torture on both a societal level and an individual level. By exploring torture within these two modalities, this essay prompts a discussion of play that recenters Black people within our conversations around play and games and nods toward a radical reconstitution of torture within all of our understandings of play and games.

 

State Sponsored Torture

Torture, as part of the institution of slavery, is a disciplinary mechanism in this project of dehumanization. Just as Huizinga and Caillois’ thought on war categorized certain forms of destructive and barbaric play as corrupt (or not “civilized”) the philosophy of torture contends with these same boundaries. William Schultz (2007) notes them when defining torture in his collection The Phenomenon of Torture: Readings and Commentary:

Somehow inflicting pain on a creature is less acceptable, less “civilized” than doing away with them altogether. That is why we go to great lengths to make sure that the process of capital execution is as sterile and painless as possible. If we actually appeared to be enjoying another’s suffering, if we indulged too openly that part of us that revels in revenge on those who do us wrong, we would see something about ourselves mighty important to keep hidden. The State is meant to be a projection of our values, a mirror of our best selves, and hence, though the State may do away with criminals, it may not gloat in their demise. (p 8)

Of course this critique relates mainly to state-sponsored torture, such as that performed by U.S. military personnel on Iraqis in the detention camp at Abu Ghraib. Although these boundaries are often transgressed, in warfare, even torture is policed. Just as Huizinga and Caillois sought to exclude games that would turn violent or exploitative against vulnerable populations, Schultz and Méndez illustrate how torture is similarly policed in definitions of warfare. All pretenses of civility in matters of both play and war must be abandoned when torture is invoked. Despite this unfortunate conclusion, the practice of torture lies at the heart of both.

Michael Foucault’s (1977) Discipline and Punish begins with a discussion of torture. The book, often remembered for its discussion of panopticism, opens with a vignette of a man being drawn and quartered in mid 18th century France. The act is described in detail, “Then the executioner, his sleeves rolled up, took the steel pincers, which had been especially made for the occasion, and which were about a foot and a half long, and pulled first at the calf of the right leg, then at the thigh, and from there at the two fleshy parts of the right arm; then at the breasts” (pp.3-4), precisely to invoke a contrast between the seen and the unseen. Torture, which used to be an act of public spectacle, used to exert a social and behavioral pressure upon social bodies, had by the time of his writing in the late 20th century been rendered invisible in most Western societies.

The critical takeaway from Discipline and Punish is that although it’s been made invisible, the threat of torture lingers within a variety of social institutions as a mode of social control. Just as the spotlight of Bentham’s watchtower shines upon prisoners in order to occlude shape of the guards monitoring their behavior (Foucault, 1977, p.201)—and by extension the ever-present threat of torture—we must consider whether games also act as a similar disciplinary apparatus, concealing the possibility of torture within their play. Is it possible that when we challenge or begin a game that a faint hint of danger lies beneath the supposed connotations of fun? After all, if the object of the challenge were to decline, they might be labeled stubborn, or a bad sport. Some games, games related to the experience of Black people descended from slaves in North America like “Hide the Switch.”

 

Intimate Torture

Of course, Foucault’s writing on torture is not limited only to thought on the state. He returns to the idea in the History of Sexuality, where he notes that torture is used in tandem with and alongside confession as a way of understanding another body’s sexuality. Torture and confession are mechanisms for extracting truth from people, “Since the Middle Ages, torture has accompanied [confession] like a shadow, and supported [confession] when it could go no further: the dark twins.” (Foucault, 1978, p.59). For Foucault truth in this sense relates specifically to the truth of one’s sexuality. Du Bois also contends with torture in this more personal, intimate sense. He explains how torture was used as a method for extracting the truth from slaves. Intimate torture relates specifically to the ways in which truth is gathered from people seen as objects—as less than human.

The slave’s body is seen as an extension of the master’s body, explains Du Bois, when relating the phenomenon of torture to the Black American experience. In his essay, “Torture and Truth,” he draws on an Aristotelian construction of torture in order to show how Black slaves were reduced to an object status through the apparatus of torture:

The slave is a part of the master—he is, as it were, a part of the body, alive but yet separated from it. (Politics 1255b)

Thus, according to Aristotle’s logic, representative or not, the slave’s truth is the master’s truth; it is in the body of the slave that the master’s truth lies, and it is in torture that his truth is revealed. The torturer reaches through the master to the slave’s body, and extracts the truth from it. (Du Bois, 2007, p.14)

Through Aristotle’s writing Du Bois shrewdly points both to the association of the slave (and therefore Black people generally) with the body—the body which is made an object through a traditional understanding of the Cartesian dualism—and its intimate relationship with the master. The slave is the object (body) in a relationship where the master is the subject (mind). This understanding of torture and truth is mirrored in the player-played relationship where the player takes the role of subject and played takes on the role of object.

As to what truth is extracted through the intimate relation of torture (and play), BDSM becomes an interesting practice to consider in so far as the truth derived from practice is that of one’s sexuality. BDSM play, as theorized by many within the game studies community,[bookmark: wsa-inline-7]7 is far removed from the experience of Black people descended from slaves. Within the tradition of Du Bois, it is difficult to locate an example of torture that has been similarly recuperated. Torture, according to Du Bois, is always a violent expression. Practices around safe words within the BDSM community allow players the space to practice torture—albeit a softer and more socially appropriate form of torture than that which is practiced by the military—without accidentally harming one another. This essay reads interventions such as safe words as an intervention intended to blunt the dangerous, toxic, and harmful potentials of play. Importantly, in the spaces of toxic game play highlighted by theorists like Vossen (2018) and Gray (2011), no safe word exists to extract minoritized people from abusive conversations with White men. Yet, sadly, I feel that this only furthers the points above that play is not a voluntary activity, and that by getting in touch with its traumatic aspects, we engage in the work of repair that must acknowledge shared histories of pain.

 

Recentering Blackness in Games and Play

One of seminal voices of Black feminism, bell hooks, begins the essay “Understanding Patriarchy,” with an anecdote about a game of marbles. In the story a four-year-old hooks asks repeatedly to join her brother and father in the game. Her father repeatedly scolds her and tells her “no,” until the pressure mounts to a point where her father breaks a board from the door and beats her repeating “girls can’t do what boys do” (hooks, 2010, p.2). Of course, the story here is an illustration of the intersectional nature of oppression and how what hooks terms “imperialist white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy” is internalized even by Black folk. For the purposes of this essay, hooks’ story reminds us of exactly the kinds of stories that are lost to the White European definition of play that sees it as productive of pleasure and not pain. hooks’ experience is an earnest retelling of how play can produce affects of trauma, pain, and abuse. In a sense, it is a reminder of how the continued and shared trauma of slavery continues to haunt the Black community today.

Let me offer another example of how a definition of play that embraces its fraught and painful tendencies helps to recenter the experience of minoritized people. Jeremy O. Harris’ play “Slave Play” is a story about a trio of interracial couples who are engaging in sex therapy because the Black partners are no longer attracted to their mates. The play brings race to the forefront of the conversation by foregrounding the discomfort of the White characters in referring to their partners’ race, and, perhaps even-edgier, having the White characters take the role of the masters or mistresses in literal BDSM slave play (Harris, 2019). In one performance, the “Black Out” performance, Harris requested only Black identifying people attend the play in order to subvert the affluent White norms of Broadway. He explains to American Theater, “For me it was about Black work begetting Black work and Black audiences” (Tran, 2019, paragraph 15). This decision immediately attracted controversy from the conservative theatergoing community—the presumably White identifying National Review critic-at-large Kyle Smith quipped “It would be illegal to refuse to sell tickets based on this or that race,” evidencing the very discomfort with discrimination that all BIPOC are well acquainted with (Smith, 2019, paragraph 2). The themes of role-reversal and trauma sharing that are imposed here upon White theater audiences help drive home the point that recentering how play intersects with the experience of BIPOC people will rarely produce the same pleasurable affects that games like Mario Kart, and Dungeons & Dragons build into their core gameplay loops.

When Clifford Geertz (1972) wrote “Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight” he argued that cockfights, no matter how violent and brutal they appeared to outsiders, were a way for the Balinese to understand themselves as a culture. He gestures to the Dutch occupation of 1908 to show how the violence of colonialism brought with it European customs which forced the cockfight—which had previously been situated in the center of all village life—to the margins of society. Similarly, slave games, have been forced to the edges of our society. They exist now in a handful of history books and through the oral histories shared by the descendants of slavery.

White Supremacy conspires to make Whiteness invisible, and likewise, make Blackness shameful. Kishonna Gray shares how the experience of black gamers today involves the pain of disclosing their race online. She explains how the question “Are you black?” in a gaming session of Gears of War prompted one gamer to play down their Blackness, shooting back “Why? Are you white?” Things only devolved into race-shaming from this point on, with taunts of “nigger, nigger” accenting the trauma, that the gamer’s blackness was shameful in the eyes of the other players (Gray, 2011, pp.267-8). Approaches to play that read gaming sessions like this as constructive of socialization and learning, while suggesting that the racism occurring in chat alongside the game is somehow separate are complicit in White Supremacy. The approach to play suggested by this essay is anti-racist because it foregrounds how the most painful dynamics of play often exist alongside its most pleasurable aspects.

Play reduces humans to objects because play is violent. Accepting this allows us to recenter and better appreciate games that exist primarily at the margins of Western society. We give in to colonialism and White supremacy when we assume that play must always be productive of affects of pleasure. Despite the violence of play, something important might be recovered by a closer analysis of its more dangerous tendencies.

“Hide the Switch” forces game scholars to reconsider what and who has been left out of spaces that curate games and play. It shows how the traumatic memory of Black people descended from slaves cannot be read as play as it is often theorized, and so therefore cannot be fit into White memory institutions like museums that aim to celebrate play. We expect our games to be safe and consensual, but in this turn we have forgotten that games are not always safe and consensual. In fact, it is a privileged position that assumes that games are safe and consensual. Play is often violent. Play forces us to contend with the truth that we must always negotiate our own experience with that of others. This is what the brutality “Hide the Switch” reveals. It shows how torture is as mundane a phenomenon as play, and that all are capable of its cruel pleasures. To forget this is to aestheticize the experience of play, and to resign to ourselves to the cultural norms of White supremacy.
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Abstract

History is not only the construction of a past, but is also its interpretation. In this paper we study examples of taboos in historical representations of World War II in digital games as sources for contemporary collective identities. To this end we analyze two

distinct phenomena: legal and cultural taboos determining what can be shown and what can be said in these games.  We will show how a cultural and political paradigm shift has occurred in Austria and Germany in recent years. Thus, the portrayal of the Holocaust is no longer only understood as a taboo but also as a necessary part of our culture of remembrance. In a second part, we will look at how taboos are not only discussed but also co-constructed within the gaming community on the occasion of authenticity debates.

 

Introduction

In popular culture, history functions as a reliable selling point: historical novels, historical films, historical Netflix-series abound (cf. Samida, 2014; Cauvin, 2016). Many digital games are likewise advertised by promoting their historical authenticity and there seems to be an ongoing demand for historical content among users (Pfister, 2020). History here is not only the construction of a past, but is also its interpretation. Through this interpretation, history functions as a building block for our collective identities; it communicates values and norms (ibid). In order to illustrate this, we will use examples of taboos in historical representations of World War II in digital games as sources for contemporary collective identities. We will first explain which taboo concepts we are dealing with, in order to later analyse how they are imposed upon and received in digital games. We will investigate two distinct phenomena: First, taboos surrounding the production of the games as well as the product – the games themselves. Here, we are interested in the representation and successive way in which the use of Nazi symbols in this media and the Holocaust in digital games has been taboo over the years. To this end, we have selected games that in their representation of the Nazi era, have caused controversy: Wolfenstein: The New Order, Call of Duty: WW II and Through the Darkest of Times. In a second step, we will investigate taboos surrounding the reception of digital games that have World War II as their main theme. For this purpose, we have selected two games that have also triggered discussions in recent years due to their depiction of the Nazi era: Battlefield V and the grand strategy game Hearts of Iron IV. This reception is examined in the form of a critical discourse analysis. (Wodak et al, 2009, Jäger, 2011). Consequently, we have evaluated particularly popular threads on the social medium Reddit and in the forums of the gaming platform Steam with regard to the handling of taboos.

In our everyday use, we mostly understand “history” as the unchanging sum of all the past. In scientific understanding, however, the term takes on a different meaning. We understand history as a narrative construction of the past in the present (Tschiggerl/Walach/Zahlmann, 2019, p. 138). The depicted events (similar to a story) are shown as motivated (there is a comprehensible causal connection), and become a meaning, a world explanation (White, 1973).  As such, history is always bound to the dispositives of its respective time of origin. In our modern societies, history plays a crucial role in communicating meaning and identity, not only in academia but also – and especially – in popular culture. The representation of history in games communicates worldviews and common values and is thus a good source with which to better understand our contemporary societies. We recognise taboos as social limitations of what is sayable in the broadest sense. They socially and culturally regulate what may not be said, done or shown, whether in principle it could be said, done or shown. Here, we are influenced by Michel Foucault’s concept of “discourse” as “practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak” (Foucault, 2013, p. 54). Discourse governs what is considered as truth and what as lie, what is considered right and what is considered wrong. In this way, discourse not only creates meaning, but in fact constructs our reality. Discourse must thus be thought of as a social practice that is socially constructed, on the one hand, but is also socially determining, on the other (Wodak et al., 2009, p. 8). Taboos are areas of discourse that are the most affected by disciplinary measures and bans on speaking and acting. Put very simply, taboos are an effective means of defining what a collective defines as ‘good’ and what it defines as ‘bad’, and taboos, by their very nature, are intended to prevent unacceptable behaviour. The Second World War as a quasi-global lieu de mémoire is of central importance in the collective memory of our western post-war societies. This is why narratives of the Second World War are also full of cultural and political taboos. There are different ways to ensure that these taboos are observed. The most obvious being practices that are effectively regulated by law, as for example, denial of the Holocaust and other Nazi crimes, which is a criminal offence in Austria and Germany. The same applies to various forms of re-engagement in National Socialist activities and the use and reproduction of anti-constitutional signs (e.g. the swastika and SS-runes) in Germany. Apart from legal forms of regulation i.e. the criminalization of taboos – which are the exception rather than the rule, especially in the case of historical representations – taboos tend to be enforced within society itself through peer pressure and exclusion and without jurisdiction. When politicians – as has been the case recently with actors from the Austrian and German Far-Right – violate these taboos, they are usually rebuked by their parliamentary colleagues, in the media but also by the public in general. They lose social status and are excluded from certain events.

Just like discourse itself, taboos, however, change over time and things that were previously unspeakable, untouchable, and even unthinkable can gradually become part of social communication. Especially in historical research and representation we can find numerous examples of such shifts in discourse.

In the following paragraphs, we will therefore take a closer look at three distinct forms of taboos concerning the depiction of World War II in games. For one, there is the political taboo, which extends to making it illegal to reproduce Nazi symbols. Deeply interlinked with this is the cultural taboo, which makes it unthinkable to use images of the Shoah in an entertainment media. In the sense of a critical history of ideas and conceptual history, we will diachronically examine the discursive taboo strategies at work within public debate. To this end, we will look at examples of individual reactions of journalists and cultural critics to perceived breaking of taboos. A comparison of reactions to the TV-series Holocaust, the feature film Schindler’s List and to digital games such as Wolfenstein: The New Order and Through the Darkest of Times should enable us to recognise historical continuities or breaks in how these taboos have been dealt with. We are not interested in a comprehensive survey of all public reaction, but rather in identifying historical patterns. To complete this first impression we will finally reverse our initially adopted top-down approach and analyse taboos from the bottom up from the perspective of the individual players themselves through an analysis of how they receive them.

 

“You don’t play with the Swastika!” – A failed Political Taboo?

It is impossible to cleanly separate cultural taboos from legal taboos. Austria and Germany are – for obvious historical reasons – the two countries with the most restrictive legislation regarding the memory of National Socialism. In Austria, the provisional post-war government passed the so-called “Verbotsgesetz” as early as 1945, a constitutional law which banned the Nazi-Party. In its present form it became applicable in 1947 and prohibits Holocaust denial as well as the denial of other of crimes against humanity committed by the Nazi regime. The “Abzeichengesetz”, enacted in 1960, also prohibits the use of uniforms and insignia of forbidden organisations. The German equivalent are the sections 86 and 86a of the German Criminal Code (Strafgesetzbuch StGB). These cover the prohibition of the “use of symbols of unconstitutional organizations” outside the contexts of “art or science, research or teaching” (Trips-Hebert, 2014). The intention of these laws was not only to make any form of political continuity of Nazi ideology impossible but also to prohibit the use of all insignia of the Nazi regime for the future. These were to be effectively erased from everyday life. The impulse for the ban is understandable, as it was intended to make any habituation impossible (Dankert & Sümmermann, 2018, p. 6). Any use of swastikas is a taboo that was thus enshrined in law.

However, it is important to note, that there were exemptions to the ban: the so-called “Sozialadäquanzklausel” (social adequacy clause) in German law states that the use of Nazi symbols is permitted if it serves the arts, science or political education (Trips-Hebert, 2014, p. 17). The use of Nazi symbols in historical movies became so widespread that practically all films were permitted to use them (the only exception being posters advertising the films). This was not the case with digital games. In 1998, the Higher Regional Court of Frankfurt am Main ruled “that no signs of unconstitutional organisations may be shown in computer games” (Dankert & Sümmermann, 2018, p. 6). The judges understood that computer games were neither art nor history books and disallowed the social adequacy clause in their case. Up to now, the highest state youth authorities have been guided by this ruling; developers and publishers have not been permitted to submit games to the Unterhaltungssoftware Seltbstkontrolle USK (the German Entertainment Software Self-Regulation) that contain the swastika symbol. But, what is more, before the court ruling almost all game distributors had already decided to remove all Nazi symbols in the German releases of their games (Pfister, 2019, p. 275). In the German localisation of the Lucasfilm game adventure Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade (1989) all swastika symbols had already been covered by black bars. It is difficult to communicate a taboo more clearly.

There are three well-known cases of World War II games that were put on the German ‘Index’ in the 1990s, a list of media banned by the German government. This ban, however, was not because of the prohibition on the use of unconstitutional symbols in Germany. The inhuman game KZ-Manager – which gained notoriety in the early 1990s, not least because of a report in the New York Times – was put on the German “index” under the Youth Protection Act (Bundesanzeiger, 2014). Next was Wolfenstein 3D, the first first-person shooter to be set in World War II. The reason for the decision of the Bundesprüfstelle für jugendgefährdende Schriften – BPjS (Federal Department for Writings Harmful to Young Persons) later renamed Bundesprüfstelle für jugendgefährdende Medien – BPjM (i.e. Federal Review Board for Media Harmful to Minors) was — contrary to popular belief — not the historical setting but the glorification of ‘Selbstjustiz’ (vigilantism) and the excessive violence of the game. Panzer General was also placed on the “index” in June 1996, but this too had nothing to do with paragraphs 86 and 86a because the game developers had renounced the use of the swastika and had instead chosen the Balkenkreuz (the military cross used by the German army) to identify the German troops. The game was placed on the index because its content was deemed to ‘kriegsverharmlosend und kriegsverherrlichend’ (downplay and glorify war), since it failed to show the consequences that the war had on the population and because it trivialised Nazi ideology (Celeda, 2015, p. 67).

The pre-emptive and superficial removal of Nazi symbols, however, did not automatically lead to a more critical depiction of the Nazi regime in digital games. On the contrary, the replacement of the swastika symbol by the “Balkenkreuz” or other symbols was understood by most publishers as sufficient distancing and thus led de facto to a continued and uncritical representation of the Nazi regime because the subject had been depoliticized (Chapman & Lindenroth, 2015, p. 146-147). In Hearts of Iron IV for example, players can micromanage the German Reich to German marching music for hours without having to deal for even a moment with the inhuman ideology of the simulated state apparatus (Pfister, 2019, p. 275-276). Indeed, the example of Hearts of Iron shows an unintended counter-effect of the ban. The problem is that the Prohibition Act was not understood in its intention, especially outside Germany. The following commentary on Steam shows that German legislation has been misunderstood on more than one occasion internationally as being a general ban on talking about the crimes of the Nazi regime: “a lot of it probably also have [sic] to do with German law. there’s a reason why his [i.e. Hitler’s] picture is blurred in the German version. if they censor that they will for sure censor a game that actually “shows” the holocaust”[bookmark: wsa-inline-9]9 Such misunderstandings or misinterpretations were and still are quite common, as can be read, for example, in the recently published memoirs of Sid Meier. He believes, for example, despite his own experiences with German legislation, that the mere mention of the name Hitler would be punishable (Meier, 2020, p. 122). Another example for the ineffectiveness of superficial erasures can be found in the multiplayer mode of Call of Duty: World at War: players winning a match on the German side will see no swastika, SS runes or skull insignia, but a speech by Adolf Hitler to the German party youth can be heard offstage (Pfister, 2019, p. 275-276). The political taboo behind the banning of the symbols thus did not stop the insensitive handling of the historical event effectively nor prevent a possible habituation among players, but merely caused cosmetic changes.

There is one last, in our opinion, especially problematic example of misunderstood self-censure from the recent Austrian and German past: Wolfenstein: The New Colossus. While the international version propagates a conscious anti-fascist narrative (Roberston, 2017) and shows swastika symbols as insignia of an evil ideology, these have been removed on behalf of the publisher for the German version along with Adolf Hitler’s moustache. The historical narrative of the game has also been rewritten to reflect the completely fictional background of the German version. Hitler was renamed “Heiler” and the word “Jew” was replaced by the word “Verräter” (traitor). The industrialized, racially motivated murder of 6 million people thus became, in translation, the murder of political opponents. This removal of the Holocaust, in the German version, led de facto to a rewriting of history. A subsequent debate in the German media showed a decreasing support for the Verbotsgesetz (Schiffer, 2017). A central danger of the political taboo is that it could not be discussed politically, and thus made a public discussion on the topic impossible (Steuer, 2017, p. 688).

This became particularly clear when the taboo was, in effect, broken in 2018. When the German Classification Board “USK” decided after a process of internal discussions – also in response to the self-censorship in Wolfenstein –to take account of the social adequacy clause in the future when rating games by age and to permit the use of Nazi symbols in individual cases, there was an immediate political outcry. Both the German Trade Union Confederation (DGB) and Franziska Giffey, the Social Democrat (SPD) Minister for Family Affairs promptly attacked the decision. “Mit Hakenkreuzen spielt man nicht” (i.e. You don’t play with swastikas), Giffey declared (“Mit Hakenkreuzen spielt man nicht”, 2018) and was seconded by the DGB. This public expression of indignation came immediately following the USK’s announcement, and as Minister Giffey explained on her Facebook page a little later, too hastily: After playing the game Through the Darkest of Times, which is clearly opposed to the Nazi regime, Giffey admitted that the application of the social adequacy clause would be justified in this special case (Giffey, 2018). This is also where we find an explanation for the vehemence of her initial reaction when Giffey writes: “As Minister for Family Affairs, my concern is to create the framework for children and young people to learn how to use games in an age-appropriate way” (ibid.).  A helpless and supposedly easily influenced population group had to be protected. The interesting thing about taboos, as can be seen here again, is that their defenders usually consider themselves immune to the dangers from which the taboos are supposed to protect. But this also means that those who stand up for and those who oppose a taboo both consider themselves to be unaffected by its effects.

The reaction of the German press and the ensuing decision of the USK showed however, that the taboo had at this point already been broken. This is not least related to a paradigm shift that had already occurred years earlier concerning an interrelated cultural taboo surrounding the Shoah.

 

To write a game after Auschwitz is barbaric – a cultural taboo

Parallel to the symbols of the Nazi regime becoming a political taboo, after the Second World War there was also an ongoing discussion among cultural actors whether and how the crimes of the Nazi regime – especially the Shoah – could be depicted in works of art. In this context, Adorno’s dictum “to write a poem after Auschwitz is barbaric” (Adorno, 1977, p. 30) is regularly quoted, most often interpreted as a dogmatic ban in the tradition of a religious “Bildverbot” (i.e. ban in images. cf. Krieghofer, 2017; Hansen, 1996, p. 300, 306). According to this interpretation, it would forever be impossible to adequately describe the suffering of millions of people in a poem. However, this interpretation of Adorno’s statement, which he himself relativised later on, could also be read as criticism of a culture that is inherently barbaric (cf. Lindner, 1998, p. 286). Nevertheless, from this moment on every medialisation of the Holocaust was met with the fear of trivialisation. For a long time, then, it was considered inconceivable that the Holocaust could be treated in a television series or in a feature film – the entertainment media par excellence (Pfister, 2019, pp. 269-270). Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List (Steven Spielberg, US, 1993) – despite or perhaps because of its success (Classen, 2009, p. 78) – was criticised massively at the time of its release in a similar way to the TV-Series Holocaust (Chomsky, US, 1978). Fifteen years earlier, Chomsky’s TV-Series led to a heated public debate, particularly in West Germany. The journalist Sabina Lietzmann, for example, criticised how history had become a story. (Lietzmann,1979, 39). The writer and Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel was also appalled: “I am horrified by the thought that the Holocaust could one day be measured and judged by NBC television production.” (Wiesel, 1979, 29). We will encounter similar if not the same arguments in relation to digital games.

A decade later, Spielberg’s film met with similar criticism. Claude Lanzmann, director of the Shoah documentary rejected Spielberg’s film, in particular because of its “fetishism of style and glamour” (Hansen, 1996, p. 296). The American film critic James Hoberman asked: “Is it possible to make a feel-good entertainment about the ultimate feel-bad experience of the 20th century?” (Hansen, 1996, p. 297), and Lanzman declared: “[In Spielberg’s] film there is no reflection, no thought, about what is the Holocaust and no thought about what is cinema. Because if he would have thought, he would not have made it – or he would have made Shoah” (Hansen, p. 1996, p. 301). Of course, both the TV series and Spielberg’s film also met with a positive to very positive response from the general public. Both were extremely successful with the audience, so successful, in fact, that they led de facto to a discursive paradigm shift. They changed the boundaries of what could be shown and what could be said.

Of interest to us is that similar arguments are found in critiques of digital games: “Where the line of decency is drawn is somewhat dependent on whether you consider video games art, storytelling or a braindead way to kill time, blasting pixels in increasingly gross ways while memorizing movement patterns” (Hoffman, 2014).

The first games that tried to address the Holocaust were problematic for a variety of reasons. First of all, there was a game that brutally and criminally transgressed all norms: The aforementioned KZ-Manager (unknown developer, unknown date), an inhuman shareware game that was circulated in right-wing extremist circles in Germany and Austria in the late 1980s (Benz, 1996; Nolden, 2020, p. 188). The game was quickly banned in Germany and sadly gained international notoriety through an article in the New York Times, where Rabbi Avraham Cooper, then associate dean of the Simon Wiesenthal Center, said “he believed that the games were neo-Nazi propaganda aimed at influencing youths through a technology that their parents are largely unfamiliar with” (Video Game discovered uses Nazi Death Camps as Theme, 1991).

This troublesome first contact with video games explains the subsequent scepticism of the Simon Wiesenthal Center towards video games depicting the Shoah. The taboo remained in place, which perhaps also led to the failure of the game project Imagination is the only escape (Luc Bernard, not published, 2008-2013) due to lack of financial support and the loss of Nintendo as publisher (Sridhar, 2008). The games developer, Luc Bernard, wanted to tell the fictional story of a young French Jew, Samuel, who during the Nazi occupation increasingly fled into a fantasy world in the face of the atrocities he had experienced. While the historical events took place in a monochrome sepia-coloured Paris – with the exception of individual details such as the yellow Star of David and red pools of blood – Samuel’s fantasy world was to shine in all possible colours. Bernard ultimately lost the support of his publisher and was not able to raise enough money for the project. “Labeling it a game instantly conjures up the wrong image,” said Deborah Lauter, civil rights director of the Anti-Defamation League in New York. “It devalues the seriousness of the topic” (Parker, 2016). Another example was the mod Sonderkommando Revolt which was developed for the then nearly two-decade old game engine of Wolfenstein 3D. The leading Israeli developer on the game, Maxim Genis, did not, however, display a particularly ethical approach to the topic. He claimed there was no political intention behind it: “the mod was a plain ‘blast the Nazis’ fun” (McWerthor, 2010). After an introductory black-and-white still, whose aesthetics are reminiscent of the photographs of the gas chambers secretly taken by Greek naval officer Alberto Errera, the rest of the mod is presented in bright colours and primitive graphics, which are mainly characterised by visualisations of heaped corpses, charred skeletons and vast amounts of blood. Rabbi Abraham Cooper of the Simon Wiesenthal Centre, who had taken a stand on the game KZ Manager twenty years earlier, took an understandably critical view of the game: “What happens if this is the only thing a young person gets to know about the Holocaust or a concentration camp?” (ibid), reminding us of Eli Wiesel’s words. In view of the mod, Cooper generally rejected the idea of depicting the Holocaust in video games : “I don’t think even the best combination of game developers would ever be successful [at doing so]. This is not an issue that should be reduced to a game” (ibid). Both the American Anti-Defamation League and the Simon Wiesenthal Centre were appalled and the mod was withdrawn. Again, the argumentation used to uphold the taboo was the same as that used previously for television series and feature films. It is interesting to note that the mod was almost certainly inspired by the success of Tarantino’s Inglorious Basterds (and the resulting public acceptance of the Nazi exploitation genre), which shows that at this time the medium of games was still evaluated by the general public based upon completely different standards than, for example, film.

Considering these negative examples, it is all the more surprising that we have witnessed a paradigm shift in the last two years. The original moment of this shift cannot yet be satisfactorily clarified. What we can establish, however, is that the depiction of a game mission in a camp in Wolfenstein: The New Order that can clearly be decoded as a concentration camp met with little resistance in the press, apart from a critical interview about the game in the Times of Israel (Hoffman, 2014). A possible explanation would be that the scene only takes place in the advanced game and was therefore not noticed by the press on release. Of particular interest is that, unlike the mod Sonderkommando Revolt, there were no angry reactions from the Simon Wiesenthal Centre or the Anti-Defamation League. However, the game did meet with some criticism. In the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, the editor perceives a change of paradigm: “Man sollte aus dem Schrecklichen aber nun doch keine Komödie machen – und ein schematisches Ballerspiel vielleicht lieber auch nicht” (i.e. “You should not make a comedy out of terror – and not a schematic shoot ‘em up game at that”. Lindemann, 2014). It is difficult to see at this stage why Wolfenstein: The New Order was not attacked as sharply as the Israeli mod was a few years earlier. Maybe it was the science fiction setting, or perhaps it was the direct influence of the now seemingly socially acceptable ‘Naziploitation’ genre, which five years earlier would not have worked  (Pfister, 2019, p. 277). To a certain extent, it was the popular cultural exaggeration of the topic in Wolfenstein – i.e. robot dogs, moon bases and brain-transplantation in the tradition of the last wave of Naziploitation movies such as Iron Sky and Overlord – that made it possible to break the taboo. In a way, the appearance of the pulp-fiction genre allowed the game more freedom. The Nazi crimes depicted were sufficiently distorted by their exaggeration not to be taken “seriously”. Similarily, in the Japanese strategy game Valkyria Chronicles, it is within a fantasy setting that players free “Darkscens” from a concentration camp in a mission. The strategy game, which openly spoke of concentration camps, but in the Japanese tradition of anime relied on scantily-dressed women and exaggerated gestures, was not, to our knowledge, criticised for depicting concentration camps in German-speaking countries or in Israel. But one has to admit that the game, despite its fantastic exaggeration, criticised war crimes more honestly than many games before it. In any case, however, we can discern a change in the sayable and showable around this time. This is particularly evident in the following games: In Call of Duty: WW II the picture of a Jewish concentration camp prisoner was shown for the first time (although much too briefly) in a cutscene at the end of the game and in the international version of Wolfenstein: The New Colossus the murder of Jewish women and dissidents in concentration camps was openly discussed for the first time as such. It is significant that the game was not criticised in the press for mentioning the Holocaust. On the contrary, the German press criticised the fact that it did not mention the Holocaust at all in the German version of the game: “Dieses Spiel leugnet den Holocaust” (i.e. “The game denies the existence of the Holocaust) was the first sentence of a review of the game in the German newspaper Die Welt (Küveler, 2017). When Through the Darkest of Times was published internationally at the beginning of 2020, together with Attentat 1942, the first game that received an age rating from the USK despite the inclusion of Nazi symbols, the response from the international press was extremely positive. Time Magazine recommended the game as “key to keeping World War II Memory Alive”. The American historian Robert Whitaker declared in the interview: “The game exposes players to a history most people don’t know while the game’s mechanics illustrate for the player how difficult resistance to Nazism often was for ordinary people” (Waxman, 2020).

 

Authenticity and User Generated Taboos

After having analysed the production of the games as well as the products – i.e. the games themselves – in the first part of our article, we will now take look at discursive taboos in the reception of games in the second part. For this purpose, we have examined and evaluated a selection of statements from players in relevant forums on social media using a qualitative discourse analysis. The aim is not to offer a complete view here – there is not enough space for this – but to offer a first insight into the process in which a theme or element becomes taboo on the part of the players, and also to highlight the differences in how taboos are received in politics and the press. The goal of a discourse analysis such as this is not only to analyse the sayable or thinkable in its qualitative range and in its accumulation or all the statements that can be made in a particular community at a particular time, but also the strategies with which the field of the sayable is narrowed (Jäger, 2011, p. 94). From the wealth of statements observed, we have selected those we particularly deem representable for the ideas presented within this article. These statements can be interpreted as hegemonic positions due to interactions made with them (likes, upvotes) and/or their frequency. Since all these statements have been made in public forums and users have done so under pseudonyms, the authors have no ethical or legal concerns in quoting them in this article.

We have observed that both taboos analysed above – i.e. a legal-political and a cultural one – have been internalised by the players in the games. Above all, this applies – as we will show in the following – to the depiction of the Holocaust and the different forms of informal image restrictions (Bilderverbot). But a closer analysis of the players conversations reveals also other forms of taboo. These do not arise from the internalisation of taboos already in place in the sense of a dominant discursive statement, but seem to have emerged from the interaction of the players in these game and the game-specific forums: The deviation from what at least a vociferous element of the game-playing community perceive as “authentic history”, is similarly sanctioned by them and is, in effect, made taboo. Especially among those players for whom the act of playing is a central component of self-identification, there is a strong urge to determine the sayable and thinkable in connection with games. These often show a particularly conservative perception of games, in the sense that they believe that games should change as little as possible in terms of content. Our central category of analysis is the discursive construction of notions of authenticity. These become tangible, above all, when players perceive historical representations as “inauthentic” – in other words, it is a negative construction ex post, the concept only emerges when previously implicit rules are broken.

Any deviations from a representation of the Second World War that is considered authentic are perceived accordingly by a small group of players as breaking something that we could call an “authenticity taboo”. In understanding this “authenticity taboo” it is important to realize that authenticity is not something that is inherent in a phenomenon – be it a digital game, an action or any kind of object – but rather a product of attribution and negotiation. Like taboos, authenticity is also a social-discursive construct. Something must be acknowledged as authentic to be authentic (Reckwitz, 2017). The producers of digital games choose different strategies to create authenticity, i.e. to get their recipients to perceive the product as authentic (Pfister, 2020, Tschiggerl, 2020).

In his reference work Digital Games as History, Adam Chapman makes a fundamental distinction between two types of digital games with historical content: “realist simulations” and “conceptual simulations” (Chapman, 2016, p. 112). These two types, as historical representations, differ not only in terms of different game mechanics and principles, but, above all, in the way they represent history and establish historical accuracy and authenticity. While “realist simulations” – Chapman counts among them mainly third or first-person video games such as the Medal of Honor (Dreamworks Interactive et al., US 1999-2012), Call of Duty (Infinity Ward u.a., US, 2003-2019) or the Assassin’s Creed (Ubisoft Montreal et al., Canada & France, 2007-2018) series rely on audio-visual narratives in their mediation and thus show, as it were, “conceptual simulations” according to Chapman, primarily strategy games such as the Sid Meier’s Civilization (Microprose et. al, US, 1991-2016) or the Total War series (Creative Assembly, UK, 2000-2019) use the ludic component of complex game mechanics and rule systems to show why it was as it was. Not without mentioning, of course, that these classifications are extreme examples and that there are also plenty of mixed forms (see Chapman, 2016, pp. 82-120). In the following, we will examine an example each of a “realist simulation” and a “conceptual simulation” to see how players address aberrations from this authenticity paradigm, which they often seem to perceive as breaking a taboo.

Battlefield V, published in November 2018, shows how strongly authenticity is interwoven with taboos around the “right” representation of history in digital games. The first-person shooter game from the popular Battlefield series caused controversy across various social media about the “right” representation of the Second World War in digital games on the occasion of the first release of a trailer. Many users criticised that the trailer showed an apparently female British soldier who was involved in fighting German soldiers, all while using a mechanical arm. The criticism was ignited primarily by the gender of the figure and secondarily by the use of the mechanical arm. Both were – among other things – decidedly perceived as inauthentic. Especially interesting are several threads on the social media website Reddit from the day of the trailer release [bookmark: wsa-inline-10]10. We used CrowdTangle to find the threads with the most interactions. The big debates around Battlefield V took place mainly in the subreddits r/games and r/battlefield. Due to the ‘up and down vote’ principle of the website, it is possible to make statements about the popularity of certain posts and certain comments, although it should be noted that these can also be manipulated – for example through the use of multiple accounts and bots. For this analysis, we have examined particularly popular comments and responses i.e. the opinion leaders voicing the hegemonic positions

The most popular commentaries around the appearance online of the first trailer of the game all revolve around the representation of the Second World War which is perceived as inauthentic. While one user states, that the game “didn’t look like WW2 at all” [bookmark: wsa-inline-11]11 another asks: “Seriously, what the hell was that?” [bookmark: wsa-inline-12]12 and a third chimes in his distaste for the game: “A complete and utter bastardization of World War 2. What a disgrace” [bookmark: wsa-inline-13]13. These users’ criticism on Reddit mainly take aim at the following: Women as part of the fighting troops, inauthentic uniforms and weapons, a basic mood perceived as being too “colorful” and an “unrealistic” gameplay that does not do justice to the Second World War. Several users complain about a lack of respect for the veterans of the Second World War: “Remember when they revealed BF1 and were all about giving credit to those poor soldiers in WW1. Seems like the soldiers from WW2 don’t deserve that.” and: “Watching it made me feel like all the respect for anyone that served in that war was completely gone, How disrespectful can a company be?” [bookmark: wsa-inline-14]14.

The analysis of these individual points of criticism shows that the main complaints are focused on the fact that a British soldier, who plays a central role in the trailer, is female and, in addition, disabled: “Most immersive, authentic WWII game shows British female soldier on the frontlines with prosthetics I mean there is being PC and then there is being inaccurate. Women didn’t fight mate, certainty not frontline. That’s not “anti feminism” it’s facts” [bookmark: wsa-inline-15]15. “Facts” is a central keyword in this context – the commentators in the different threads repeatedly emphasize that although they have no problem with women in digital games, they wish for a “fact”ually correct portrayal of the Second World War. While some users are sarcastic and mention several times that their grandmothers were World War veterans: “My grandma is a WW2 vet. She was a sniper with a claw arm” [bookmark: wsa-inline-16]16, others are outraged and see the memory of their ancestors tarnished: “60 million, we lost 60 million brave souls fighting in this war, and we get a childish colorful excuse of a game from it” [bookmark: wsa-inline-17]17. One can clearly see from the language how the perceived breach of taboo is staged as the desecration of the fallen, i.e. as the desecration of a sacrifice for the community. The statement made by users that they have basically no problems with women in digital games seems insofar implausible because of the frequency of complaints about the female protagonist. No other point of criticism – be it the colour setting or the very fast-acting gameplay itself – is repeated with such vehemence in the comments we read as the criticism of the soldier’s gender. It is, of course, true that women in the British Army were generally not part of the fighting troops – so this depiction is factually incorrect. At the same time, however, one must be aware that digital games about the Second World War are full of “mistakes”: “Real” soldiers couldn’t respawn, couldn’t regenerate magically, couldn’t carry hundreds of kilos of equipment, didn’t have a heads-up display in front of their eyes etc. But all these things occur in Battlefield V and are necessary for the game to work – it has to be different from everyday reality (Huizinga, 1997). These obviously necessary artistic freedoms in the representation of the Second World War are accepted – and probably not even noticed – by the same players who complain so bitterly about the representation of women in their games because they have this fixed idea how the World War II really was.

Any deviation from their hegemonic narrative about the Second World War is perceived as an insult, a breaking of taboos which is therefore sanctioned by ridiculing the game. This indicates a transgenerational identification with the soldiers of the Second World War who are perceived as heroes. A free interpretation regarding the semantic scope of the “Second World War” represents a personal insult to one’s own identity and is accordingly antagonized. Critical voices that point out that Battlefield V is first and foremost a game to entertain are marginal and only become visible in the discourse if one looks for less popular comments. The hegemonic discourse in the threads studied is clearly negative towards the game and its portrayal of the World War II. Factual correctness, however, is mainly demanded with regard to the gender and the disability of the protagonist. The genre-typical factual abbreviations – war crimes, suffering of the civilian population, genocides etc. are neither mentioned in the trailer nor in the later game in any way – are accepted approvingly. Not surprisingly, the aforementioned basic differences between diegesis and extra diegesis, such as the fact that protagonists survive gunshot wounds without any problems or players being able to simplify the difficulty level of the fight by mouse-click, are not addressed at all – one-armed female snipers seem to overshadow everything. It becomes clear how strongly the perception of authenticity is linked to the visual level for these players: the game must look like they imagine the Second World War to be. For this reason, other deviations – such as incorrect weapons or uniforms – are usually also criticized, but not with the same vehemence as the depiction of women as part of the fighting troops. An interesting aspect of the discussion about the “wrong” portrayal of the Second World War in Battlefield V is that many users relate the story directly to themselves and their ancestors. Incidentally, this represents such a hegemonic fragment of discourse in the critique of the game that the game’s publisher integrated these negative comments into its own advertising campaign. Under the hashtag “#EveryonesBattlefield” they collected numerous such insults as, for example: “Did my grandfather storm the beaches of Normandy [for this] s***?” The controversy surrounding Battlefield V is part of a larger debate about representation and identity politics in digital games, which reached its early climax in the infamous “Gamergate controversy” in 2014 and 2015 (Dewey, 2014, Condis, 2018). In this context, the desire for so-called historical authenticity must be seen as a proxy argument of a larger debate around new forms of representation in digital games which have been perceived as threats by a rather small but very vocal group of gamers who use Social Media to express their anger and disdain (ibid.). Using Battlefield V in particular as an example, the players take any deviation from the hegemonic narrative of the correct and authentic depiction of the Second World War as a breach of taboo and react accordingly: with criticism, insults, and ridicule.

While the debate around Battlefield V was mainly ignited by the – from the recipients’ perspective – misrepresentation of the Second World War, which was perceived as “inauthentic”, the pendulum in the debate on authenticity around the game Hearts of Iron 4 (see above) swings in exactly the opposite direction. Having already addressed the question of how National Socialist symbols, the Holocaust and other crimes of war are depicted in the popular World War II game, we now want to look at how the players themselves react to these exclusions in the game’s presentation.  We examined representative statements of players in relevant forums in the form of a qualitative discourse analysis and identified the hegemonic accepted statements. To this end, we systematically searched relevant forums for the thematization of our central analysis category “Holocaust” (also for synonyms such as “Shoah” or related categories such as “war crimes” or “crimes against humanity”) and qualitatively evaluated the debates taking place there using the method of critical discourse analysis (Wodak et al, 2009, Jäger, 2011).

There are numerous threads on both the gaming platform Steam and Reddit in which, for example, the absence of the Holocaust and other war crimes are addressed. In the forum of the game developer Paradox itself, threads dealing with the Holocaust are explicitly forbidden and will be closed by the mods almost immediately. This is justified as follows: “There will not be any gulags or deathcamps (including POW camps) to build in Hearts of Iron 4, nor will there be the ability to simulate the Holocaust or systematic purges, so I ask you not to discuss these topics as they are not related to this game. Thank You. Threads bringing up will be closed without discussion” [bookmark: wsa-inline-18]18. The forum rules also prohibit threads on swastikas, area bombing and all other topics of political significance. Already at this point we can thus see that a taboo is in place for certain controversial topics and is, in this case, perpetuated by the developer.

The discussions on the platform Reddit on this topic are better-mannered and of higher quality than on Steam. This is probably due to a much stricter moderation, on the one hand, and  because of the rating system of the comments, on the other. On the Steam forums, for example, comments that openly deny the existence of the Holocaust are not deleted [bookmark: wsa-inline-19]19. On reddit, “troll” comments are either deleted immediately or are not visible due to their negative rating.

A recurring misconception in both forums, however, is the widespread assumption that the depiction of the Holocaust in digital games in of itself would violate German law, which is not the case. On the contrary. The taboo attached to depicting the crimes of the Nazi state is doubled, in that many of the people posting in the different forums perceive a portrayal of the Holocaust in a digital game as a violation of a social taboo that would be punished. The concerns range from a ‘shitstorm’ that would be whipped up against the game to a complete ban: “the SJW’s don’t care how it’s portrayed, they see the word holocaust and go beserk“ [bookmark: wsa-inline-20]20 And: “if they put the holocaust in and other things like that then it’d get banned in a lot more countries“ [bookmark: wsa-inline-21]21.

More interesting, however, is the recurring argument that Hearts of Iron IV is a strategic war game and that the crimes that the various warring parties committed against the civilian population, above all, the Holocaust, would not be part of the war: “There’s no need for that. HOI is a military strategy game, no simulator or something” [bookmark: wsa-inline-22]22. In this argumentation, there is often a conscious, sometimes unconscious blurring of two different levels. On the one hand, the suffering of the civilian population and the crimes against them are separated from the apparent warfare, on the other hand, these crimes are also seen as detached from the fighting troops: “Adds nothing to gameplay and remember, at the end of the day this is a game. Further, it’s a war game, generals like Rommel were tasked with defending beaches and capturing cities, not doing a politician’s job of fixing political dissidents and interning them” [bookmark: wsa-inline-23]23. The response to the question of whether the Holocaust should be portrayed in Hearts of Iron IV is problematic in several respects. First of all, the user implies that the victims of the Shoah are “political dissidents” – this is of course as wrong as it is dangerous. The European Jews were murdered by the Nazis because they were Jews and not because they held different political positions. (Aly, 1998; Friedländer, 2007, 1997) At the same time, it also perpetuates the myth of the “clean Wehrmacht” (Chapman & Lindenroth, 2015; Pfister, 2020). “Generals, like Rommel” were of course involved in the crimes of the Nazi state, the Wehrmacht was part of the apparatus of annihilation (Wette, 2007). Among those who oppose a depiction of the Holocaust in Hearts of Iron, this is a recurrent narrative, which, as mentioned earlier in this article, is part of a long tradition of debates in the successor societies of the Nazi state itself: The war and the fighting troops are seen as detached from the crimes of the National Socialists. The Holocaust is thus wrongly reduced in these games to the actions of a small circle of psychopaths i.e. the elite of the “Third Reich”.

There are however also commentators on these forums who advocate an integration of civilian casualties in games: “Honestly, I wished it took into consideration civil casualties. About 3% of the world’s civilians died in that war. That’s about 60 million and that’s no [sic] including Japanese expansion into China in 1933-1939. Now, I’m not talking about adding the Holocaust. Honestly, I think they should shy away from that” [bookmark: wsa-inline-24]24. Most of them agree, however, that this should not happen on a ludic level, but that the players should be informed about war crimes by events, notifications, counters and info-boxes. A recurring fragment of the discourse is that the goal is to communicate how horrific the Second World War was and what a high price the civilian population, in particular, had to pay.

It is evident here how strongly the representation of the Holocaust in digital games is seen as taboo, not least on the part of the players themselves. Even those who wish for a more nuanced depiction of the Second World War, which openly addresses the historically unique destruction of human life, shy away from including the Holocaust, even as pure information on the narrative level of the game. The reasoning behind this, however, is not so much of a moral nature, i.e. that the horror of the Holocaust in of itself would forbid it from ever being portrayed in a game, but the external effect of such a portrayal: “Holocaust I think not… Just imagine the PR shitstorm” [bookmark: wsa-inline-25]25. The debates about the possibilities of depicting the Holocaust, which have already been discussed in detail in this article, are thus also repeated in the reception of the digital games themselves: What can be shown and what not? The question of how it can be possible to depict the crimes of the Second World War after the fact in digital games is indeed a difficult one. However, as our analysis shows, the complete absence of these atrocities is not an adequate solution either. After all, it perpetuates historical revisionist myths such as that of the “clean Wehrmacht” and disregards central aspects of World War II.  Simultaneously, we can also detect a certain need of the players to keep their games free from the horrors of the systematic crimes against humanity that were committed during this period. The taboo of depicting the Holocaust in digital games thus serves to protect a romanticized notion of the Second World War which reduces it to only the strategic warfare of the battlefield.

 

Conclusion 

In general usage, the term “taboo” is increasingly perceived from a critical standpoint and viewed as something negative. After all, taboos appear conservative, out-dated, and authoritarian: They create a climate in which it is prohibited to speak, to act, or even to think about a certain topic. From this understanding, taboos do not allow for discussion and thus, it can be argued, block change. As we were able to show with our analysis, this is partly true and indeed problematic with regard to digital games. While the origin of the taboos examined here are morally understandable, the extreme restrictive interpretation of German law, for example, did not lead to a critical portrayal of the Nazi regime but rather to its depoliticization. As a result, taboos already consensually broken by society as a whole, such as mentioning the participation of the regular German army in the crimes of the Nazi state, were suddenly reinstated in the games.

The taboo of the Shoah’s irrepresentability is a different matter and one must rightly ask if digital games could ever be the right medium to portray the Holocaust. While an answer to this question goes behind the scope of this article, we must keep in mind that it was the survivors of the Shoah, but above all their descendants, who sought new ways to report on this historical experience. One after the other, taboos surrounding what can be said or shown in regard to the Holocaust have been broken. To a certain extent, it is understandable that digital games, as the most recent medium, are following the examples set by the novel, the film and the graphic novel. Of course, it is hard to imagine how the Holocaust could ever become part of a game that aims to entertain. However, we have shown that exactly the same accusation was levelled at the feature film more than twenty years ago. Games such as Wolfenstein: The New Order, Call of Duty WW II and Through the Darkest of Times have shown what a responsible approach to the memory of Nazi crimes in games could look like in the future.

The breaking of taboos is a particularly important sign for historians of social and political change. That this discursive change does not only come from above, but also from below – it was first discussed in forums before politics reacted – is in a certain sense also a sign of a functioning civil society. For different functional elites are traditionally rather sluggish when it comes to shifts in hegemonic discourses, which often happen through grassroots movements in a constant process of renegotiation from below. The individual examples we have shown do not give us enough information about the extent of this discursive change. They are not sufficient in scope to clarify satisfactorily the exact reasons for the paradigm shift we have identified. But they permit us a first glimpse at different discursive statements. It also gives us insight into the darker side of a so-called gamer community, whose latent misogyny produces new forms of taboos. But here, too, it should be remembered that isolated examples once again offer no conclusion about the diffusion of this thinking.

Finally we must not forget one thing: Taboos are a central component of functioning communities and in themselves are neither morally good nor bad. By clearly marking borders that must not be crossed, they make our coexistence possible. For example, the incest taboo is an almost universal one that can be found in practically all societies for good reasons. (Lévi-Strauss, 1981) We have internalised most taboos in such a way that we no longer even notice them in our everyday lives. The constant change of taboos is also a sign of healthy communities. If, for example, the over-sexualised portrayal of women and/or racist portrayals of certain ethnic groups in games becomes a taboo in the future, this is not a sign of repression but only of a discursive change, just as we can speak openly about sexuality today thanks to the removal of taboos on sexuality in the late 1960s.
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Abstract

This article discusses researchers’ personal safety by examining a case of studying game arcades in Hong Kong. We approach personal safety from three perspectives as we focus on 1) safety risks associated with specific spaces, 2) risks in meeting and being acquainted with specific people, and 3) risks that are brought along by the theme of a research that may be sensitive. While interview data suggests arcade-goers’ worries over ‘triad’ stereotypes exaggerated by popular culture, police reports and news articles helped us to understand the true and worrying linkages between game arcades and organised crime in Hong Kong even though criminality can by no means be generalised to encompass all arcades. 







Introduction

“We can never anticipate the unseen good or evil that may come upon us suddenly out of space.” (H.G. Wells as quoted in Space Invaders)

Games research is typically a low-risk occupation. However, there are topics and areas of study that force a researcher to exercise great care or to encounter situations that are threatening, disturbing, or unsettling. Delving too deep into the Gamergate [bookmark: wsa-inline-26]26 controversy or putting together a counter-hegemonic games exhibition in a totalitarian state are some examples that may be considered to involve heightened risk. And then there’s organized crime.

This article is an attempt to address the dangers of researching the ‘dark’, illegal aspects of gaming, and their perceived, if not exclusively factual, links to organized crime. It focuses on a taboo of openly discussing researcher safety concerns, specifically in games research. The intimacy and vulnerability uncovered by such concerns form part of the reason why this may be. Researchers may also worry about being ridiculed over seemingly overweening expectations of one’s importance. Organized crime, meanwhile, can seem like a remote phenomenon too unfamiliar to think alongside one’s modest writings on games.

We start by briefly introducing a study about Hong Kong game arcades, known for their links to organized crime syndicates, that prompted us to examine personal safety in relation to our research practice. Our main interest is in how personal safety and research methodological choices are linked in the study of digital games. Here we rely on earlier research that has approached researcher safety in research areas traditionally dealing with ‘risky’ topics, such as criminology or research into so-called difficult populations (e.g. people with substance addiction). The article approaches how association with organized crime turns the ‘field’ of ethnographic research dangerous and unpredictable (Hobbs and Antonopaulos 2014). Alongside introducing challenges that concern research conduct when gathering material, we discuss methodological approaches that help overcome such risks.



 

Addressing Risk

When studying organized crime in relation to gaming, it is valuable to investigate how other fields tackle the topic from a research methodological point of view. According to Lee-Treweek and Linkogle “Social research involves us entering other people’s workplaces, homes and communities and we are often unaware of the threats of the field until we have been there for some time […] Therefore we posit all qualitative research is to some extent potentially dangerous.” (2000, 10). Earlier studies also suggest that, “A number of risks to the researcher have been identified, including physical threat, psychological harm, and accusations of improper behavior (Social Research Association 2005), and understandably these risks may present differently for qualitative researchers” (Parker & O’Reilly, 2013).

To minimize such risks, Pollock (2009) advocates covert, invisible, and non-participatory observation as potential approaches when studying adversary practices. Analyzing official data, such as statistical records and government reports, as well as media accounts, meanwhile, can help to distance the researcher from the subjects. But to avoid the stereotypical, canonical approaches provided by media accounts and common beliefs, an option is to provide multiple perspectives on the issue. In our study, we started from interviews but soon extended the scope into materials that were available without directly researching people or going into arcades.

Research into sensitive or potentially dangerous areas are important but can prove a challenge for institutional ethics approval boards. In looking at research into conflict, violence, and terrorism, Sluka (2018) looks at an ethical approval required by university review boards and how researchers can develop risk assessment and management plans to help negotiate them. While not as directly dangerous as a live conflict zone, the use of risk assessment to minimize exposure to harm by a researcher was essential when the issues of criminality arose in the study.

Ethnographic studies of criminal networks and the consequences for researchers have been addressed by Martha Huggins and Marie-Louise Glebeek (2003), among others. They detail issues such as meeting people after office hours in the evenings and mention precautions such as taking self-defense classes, avoiding working alone, and carrying a mobile phone. In our study, game arcades are not only dimly lit and far away from the public eye, but also considered highly intimate among those who frequent them. In a study by Lin and Sun (2011), conducted in Taiwan, some gamers treat arcades as their home, for instance.

This article demonstrates a need to better understand how a research topic that tackles aspects of organized crime affects both research participants and researchers. We operate utilizing the concept of ‘risk’ and identified three domains of existing research into personal safety in research, all relevant to our study:

	place: some research takes place in dangerous environments (e.g. Williams et al., 1992),
	people: some research involves people who pose a safety risk (e.g. Cressey, 1967; Fijnaut, 2016), and
	theme and findings: some research address politically, religiously, economically, or culturally sensitive topics which third parties would not like to see published (e.g. Lee and Renzetti, 1990).


The following sections discuss how the place (i.e. game arcades), people (i.e. members of the triads), and theme of the research yielded perceptions of risk in both participants and in us researchers. In qualitative research, methods gain a lot from the researcher’s standpoint since subjective approaches and analyses are not only accepted but encouraged. While scrutinizing our and research participants’ subjective perceptions of risk in this article, we encourage the reader to approach with reflexivity as it offers a view into one’s own research conduct alongside ours.



 

Hong Kong Game Arcades and Organised Crime

Hong Kong’s arcade culture was most prevalent in the 1980 and 90s with thousands of arcades estimated to be operating in the region. The number of actively operating centers has, not unlike in other parts of the world, plummeted significantly in recent years. In 2002, there were more than 400 game arcades or ‘amusement game centers’ (遊戲機中心) in Hong Kong while by 2018, the number had dropped to less than two hundred. In their place, esports training centers and arenas attracted both government and private investment. The nearly 50-years long history of local arcade gaming (Ng, 2015), meanwhile, continued to change as centers were primarily populated by older adults instead of youngsters.

To document this shift as well as the past experiences of arcade-goers, we conducted semi-structured interviews in Hong Kong. They took place between 2017 and 2019 and helped us to establish the local ‘collective memory’ (Halbwachs, 1992) of arcade play, spaces, and players (cf. Wirman & Jones, 2018, 2019) with a purpose to record and archive the cultural history of Hong Kong’s arcades. The people interviewed played in arcades in the 1980s and 90s. 15 males and 5 females aged between 22 to late 50s were interviewed about their current ideas, meanings, and values associated with game arcades. About half of the interviews took place online through different means of text chatting tools while the other half was conducted face to face.

One of the most prominent themes in the interviews was the assumed pervasiveness of criminal activities in arcades. These were typically linked to the region’s organized crime syndicates, or ‘triads.’ Historically, starting in Mainland China, criminal organizations set up in Hong Kong in the 19th century where they remain as a hidden yet large part of society to this day (Varese & Wong, 2018). It has long been the opinion of the police force that the general public is aware of triad activity in Hong Kong, with the Commissioner of police for Hong Kong in 1960 stating that “Most people are aware of the existence of such societies, but few appreciate the extent of their activities or their dangerous potential in the event of emergencies, whether such be local or international in origin” (Morgan, Bolton & Hutton, 2000).

The major link between gaming culture and the triad gangs lies in the introduction of game arcades in the late 1970s. In the past, arcades often served as venues for money laundering and as gathering spaces for criminals with most people knowing that “in Hong Kong, many lawful public entertainment establishments, especially cinemas, bars, clubs, karaoke lounges, night clubs, discos, restaurants, billiard saloons, and video game centres, are under triad protection” (Chu, 2000).  Increased focus on triads in Hong Kong popular culture in the late 1980s and early 90s reflected an increase of triad involvement in the entertainment industry itself in both illegitimate (protection rackets, harassing film stars, etc.) and legitimate forms (producing, financing and distributing films, etc.) (Teo, 1997). Movie scenes of triad brawls and violence inside game centers were not uncommon at the time (Jing & Lau, 1992, 0:32:20) and seemed to inform the negative impressions of arcades of our interviewees as well.

Studying such a potentially sensitive topic presented several ethics concerns that had to be taken into consideration for the safety of our interviewees and ourselves as researchers. For instance, all interviewees were offered the opportunity to have their contributions anonymized. While this is quite a standard option given to people who participate in a study, the sensitive topic and potential revealing interview findings made the practice crucial for us. Participant informed consent was originally obtained on paper, but the documentation was later destroyed so that no paper trail was left behind. We acknowledge that verbal consent becomes a valuable option when there is a need to minimize risk. Full participant anonymity may prove useful when the participants themselves take a more active role in criminal activity or in tackling it.

When engaged in researching people, various practical measures can be taken when personal data is recorded, and sensitive materials handled. This has been explored in relation to digital humanities using the concept of ethics of care (Suomela, Chee, Berendt & Rockwell, 2019) when it comes to handling “toxic data” and researcher safety for Gamergate related research. In our study, this applied to recognizing the power of researchers and research publishing as something that may put participants into risk. It was also possible to make participants less vulnerable by avoiding mentions of specific neighborhoods, arcades, or notable events.

To complicate the situation, many of the interviewed participants had also disobeyed rules about arcade customer age limits. In Hong Kong, arcades operate under the rules that no one aged less than 16 or wearing a school uniform should enter. During our research it became clear that this was a rule almost no one followed, with interviewees admitting they entered arcades regularly when they were aged less than 16. Stories were fondly told of arcade owners who facilitated underage clients by turning a blind eye or who even offered jackets to wear to cover school uniforms. What this meant is that many of our participants were admitting to breaking the law, and while the likelihood of any negative consequences arising from admitting this now – ten, twenty, or even thirty years later – it is something that had to be handled with care for the sake of high research ethics.

During the interviews, a range of personal accounts addressed criminal activities in relation to personal safety. Triad presence in game centers was discussed similarly to an open secret, with almost all interviewees acknowledging the link between the two. Research participants’ perspectives label the entire physical arcade spaces risky. Yet this view is also related to considering risk in certain people, in the unidentified members of triads, who render spaces risky by occupying them. Participants mentioned, for example, that arcades were ‘full of triads’ or breeding grounds for triad recruitment. Most of them discussed triads from the perspective of parental care and explained the concerns of those who children frequented arcades. However, as we will discuss in more detail later, such notions are supported by factual accounts about game arcades as spots for a range of criminal activities still today.

“I think in the early days arcade games do have a very negative image in the mind of parents, because they always think that there is a bunch of gangsters and mobs, but in actual fact most of the arcades is either run by members of the triad or they’re protected by the triad members, because you cannot stay there in such terms, so this is one thing.” (Man, early 50s)

In the interview material, the dangers of game arcades draw from popular cultural depictions, such as movies and from the themes of the games themselves.

“Especially these either cop or gangster, triad related movies, you’d always see a scene in an arcade, where the bad guys are playing there, and the cops go in and they want information from this guy.”  [bookmark: wsa-inline-27]27 (Man, early 40s)

One participant assumed that her parents gained such a perspective from local TV drama, but expressed a lot of uncertainty around the reasons:

“They allow[ed] us to go and the thing is okay because I went with my brother, they didn’t say no. But if I was a parent I would say no because…you could sense the danger there. Yes…maybe they asked the kids to deliver drugs or whatever. You’ll never know. But I think when I look back, like, when I was teenager, I looked back as I…oh no, this kind of place is really danger[ous]. But I don’t know [how] my parents know.” (Woman, mid 40s)

While links between arcade centers and illicit activities have also been noted in other countries such as the UK (Meades 2018) it is the involvement of organized crime that makes Hong Kong’s situation unique and potentially dangerous one to research. Participant perspectives, however, mix personal experiences of danger and parental control with popular stereotypes some participants openly acknowledging the difficulty to distinguish the two from each other. To understand the context of suggested links to criminality, analysis of a range of official documents was done to understand the position of triads in contemporary Hong Kong society. These included news articles, documents provided online by Hong Kong Police, such as annual operational priorities, special topics and news items, and Hong Kong Government press releases, statistical reports, and game center license data.

 

On ‘Real’ Risks

The link between arcades and triad activity was acknowledged by most of our interview participants. However, their understanding was that these associations were overblown by the media, in keeping with Chu (2005) who states that “people perceive triads as a menace because they are portrayed as such in sensational media reports and gang movies”. While such media reports may be sensational, they do nevertheless reveal that acts of violence are still carried out by triads in game centers on occasion. Among others, a 15-year-old child was beaten unconscious by suspected triad members with a fire extinguisher in a game arcade and caught on CCTV (Lo, 2020). In 2019, there were 1353 reported cases of triad related crime in Hong Kong (Hong Kong Police Force, 2019). And within a year from starting our research on game arcades in Hong Kong, dozens of them were raided, hundreds of thousands of dollars confiscated, loads of gaming machines seized, and hundreds of criminals arrested in ongoing anti-triad police operations (Lo, 2019). A government press release from June 2020 reports that 527 locations including bars, amusement game centers, a cyber café, and residential units were raided and 380 persons arrested during a tripartite anti-crime joint operation, codenamed “THUNDERBOLT 2020” (GovHK, 2020).

Becoming aware of the actual criminal activities linked to game arcades meant that precautions needed to be taken by us when undergoing fieldwork visits to arcades all over Hong Kong. What our participants had suggested about the shady and suspicious triad activities typically linked with game arcades became a visible reality and a central part of our research. Criminality was foregrounded as one of the key themes of the research.

Without digging into the probabilities or actual occurrences of the risks mentioned, the inseparability of perceived an actual risk leads us to accept the concept of risk as theoretical, “not something capable of precise empirical prediction or confirmation” (Shrader-Frechette, 1990, p. 349). As Shrader-Frechette carefully examines, there exists various reasons for the impossibility of differentiating actual risks from perceptions of risk for perceived and actual risk are inseparable and inform each other. Hence, what is discussed in this article is based on how we as researchers, not unlike our research participants, perceived risk when working on a specific research project that involved visits and research into game arcades in Hong Kong. We have tracked back and analyzed the associated personal knowledge (e.g. prior research, news articles, interviews) that informed our judgement, since “even real risks must be known via categories and perceptions” (Ibid., p. 353). Therefore, our analysis and discussion have come to cover both an autoethnographic viewpoint to the risks we perceived and insights into the broader cultural context that builds the notion of danger around the culture and physical spaces we studied.

Following Shrader-Frechette, the reader should keep in mind that “all risks are defined, filtered, and judged on the basis of some subjective standard, whether it is expected utility theory or benefit-cost analysis, or something else” (1990, p. 353). Importantly, then, the different sources of information and experience that contributed to such perceived risk do not form an exhaustive list of what could lead a person, in general, to perceive risks in relation to Hong Kong game arcades. They are, instead, the sources of information that affected our judgement and our research conduct, things that made us reconsider and revisit our methods and our approaches. The things that contributed to us perceiving risk were further filtered through our inability to communicate in local language (Cantonese), our positions in the city as white European immigrants, and our lack of direct access to interview representatives of the police force, for example. However, as the next section will elaborate, some of the issues with access to information itself added to the mystery and exemplified suppression of speech around the arcades.

 

Secrecy, Intrusion, and Risk

Beyond interviews, working in and around potentially illicit places resulted in challenges in accessing research data. Among others, it was particularly difficult for us to gain access to an official list of game arcades and their addresses in Hong Kong. By law, all game centers in Hong Kong need an “Amusement Game Centre License” from the Home Affairs Department of Licensing. As a government operated department, the list of all premises that currently hold an Amusement Game Centre License should be made freely available to the public. Yet the home affairs department appeared extremely reluctant to provide this list when requested and demanded the request to be made in person at specific offices and during specific times, refused to provide a digital copy, and charged a fee for the printing paper. With such close association between criminal gangs and game centers, it makes sense that the government would not want to release this information so easily, as it would provide a map of triad associated premises within Hong Kong. [bookmark: wsa-inline-28]28 However, without proof of this being the case, we hereby document such difficulty and can only speculate on the possible reasons.

After help from a local contact to navigate the bureaucracy and red tape of the different departments of the Hong Kong Home Affairs Office and Office of Licensing Authority, the arcade address list of 202 addresses was eventually obtained and digitized, creating a custom map of the locations listed. Rhys Jones then walked a total of 94 kilometers over 14 days in May of 2018 to visit the addresses. The result from the location verification was that 4 had become inactive since the government licenses had been issued at the beginning of the year.

While visiting the arcades, risk was always perceived more prevalent in smaller, gambling-focused arcades. The intimacy of such small arcades made it highly obvious when a person entered the space and people inside would be found staring at Rhys presumably trying to figure out why he was there. This was especially evident in the New Territories where foreigners are less likely to live or visit. Tellingly, it was during this research, while walking between arcades, that Rhys was stopped and searched by the police for the first time, which certainly added to the perceived illegitimacy of the task at hand. Doing research in such spaces that may or may not be operated by triads resulted in experiencing risk that was associated with intruding a semi-private territory with a hidden motive.

Photographic documentation, too, was hard to gather as having one’s phone or camera out to try and take pictures was immediately met by a member of staff coming up to Rhys to forbid photography. Deciding whether to go against the staff’s wishes to take photos secretly was considered risky as it could have led to a confrontation and ejection from the premises if spotted. It is understandable that private premises have the power and legal right to protect their patrons by forbidding photography. However, the strict admonishing added to the secrecy and feeling of intrusion in the space which, again, invited thoughts about how feasible, admissible, or even risky it would be to publish research on the topic.

Even when no physical or psychological risk was perceived, Rhys often felt himself unwelcome. With windows covered from outsider gaze, possibility to smoke at premises, commonly worn-out furniture, and dim lighting, the actual physical surroundings added to the illicit ‘feel’ of the arcades. In short, the unkept and dark interiors were in high contrast to the fancy malls and well-lit ‘cha chaan tengs’ and other restaurants in the city. Considering that Hong Kong is one of the safest cities in the world (The Economist Intelligence Unit 2019), the potential risk, even if minuscule, in arcades that stand out from the rest of the city’s fancy modes of entertainment became emphasized.

Another instance of perceived risk inside arcades was triggered by the security measures in place. While the staff taking and exchanging cash were typically older men or women, there was typically a young tattoo-covered man sitting nearby to make sure people did what they were asked to do. It should be noted that in Hong Kong wearing tattoos is not as common as in most European countries or in the US, but still typically associated with criminal and deviant behaviour instead (cf. Ma, 2002, Ho et al., 2006). Even if the tattooed ‘guards’ commonly seen at arcades were not engaged in any sort of deviant behavior, it is fair to assume that their presence was calculated and aimed at intimidation given the prevailing stigma. The perceived risk therefore increased by the co-presence of these assumed triads even if there was no way to verify if they really belonged to the organized crime group or not.[bookmark: wsa-inline-29]29 The mental association of arcades and criminality seemed to fill in the gaps and assumption of triad membership was given to people who “looked” like triads in places that felt increasingly unfamiliar and faraway. To avoid any risk of confrontation, Rhys only took photos of the outer shop fronts to compare with each other instead while writing notes after exiting an arcade to document the interior.

Moreover, issues arose when it came to co-operation with arcade center owners during the project. It was hard to find owners willing to participate or allow access to the game centers after hours to take photos for archiving purposes. The association with criminality, regardless of being an open secret, remained as something that only certain parties had the liberty to talk about

 

Researcher Standpoint at Risk

Both authors of this study were born and raised in Europe and both are white. Neither of us speaks the local language in Hong Kong, Cantonese. Our positions as white immigrants had implications to research conduct and safety. In terms of language, many slang phrases, or self-references to Hong Kong culture can be obtuse or impenetrable for non-locals to comprehend without additional research into the background and context. Laws concerning the use of certain triad language can constitute a criminal offense in and of itself making translating it a risk for researchers (Bolton & Hutton, 1995). Language barrier can also prove problematic as a non-local researcher, with participants either needing to speak the language of the researcher instead of their native Cantonese or requiring the use of a translator in addition to the non-local researcher. A translator’s presence adds to the vulnerability of the participants and discourages the sharing of sensitive information.

Moreover, non-Chinese researchers stand out from the general customer-base of game arcades. Hong Kong is an ethnically homogenous region with 92% ethically Chinese population as of the 2016 census. Attempting to conduct field work into criminal activity becomes a lot more difficult when the researcher is so obviously present or visible to the participants. It can also lead to unintentional bias of the results, if participants are aware of being observed by a non-local researcher and change their behavior.

While there are drawbacks to being a non-local conducting taboo or sensitive research one cannot ignore certain privileges that are afforded to non-local researchers. On the one hand, our position was close to that described by Huggins and Glebeek as a ‘friendly stranger’ who is “a relatively unthreatening outsider to whom interviewees felt they could disclose their feelings, complaints, and deepest secrets” (2003, p. 374). Accordingly, such outsiders are likely to gather more data and encounter less friction. On the other hand, from a political perspective, non-local researchers enjoy more freedom to research sensitive topics knowing that if any negative consequences ever arose from their research, they may have the option to return to their country of birth while holding that passport. Such opportunities do not exist for local researchers, who if faced with consequences for their research would not be able to go. This is especially relevant regarding studying the criminal aspect of Hong Kong’s arcade scene.

The distinctive political system in Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (S.A.R.) causes its own issues with games research in the region. Special care and attention need to be paid when researching these sensitive political issues, especially relating to mainland China. As an example, during the 2019 demonstrations some of the game arcades operated by mainland Chinese companies were destroyed by demonstrators who suggested they have links to mainland Chinese organized crime (Cheng 2019, Mok & Siu, 2019). When reporting such research results, used language needs to consider the local sensitivities. Unwanted notions of the relationship between Hong Kong and mainland China may be met by objections even in cases where relationships between the two regions are not the focus of the research.

A National Security Law introduced to Hong Kong on the 30th June 2020 has further complicated the execution of research in the region with academics already self-censoring research topics (Normile, 2020) so as not to break the vaguely worded law. Some Hong Kong researchers have voiced concern that applying for international research grants or international collaboration may fall under “foreign collusion” because of the broad scope of this law (Silver, 2020) meaning even non-taboo research topics could become prohibited. It is also questionable how research that uncovers some negative aspects of local culture, conducted by foreigners, could be interpreted.

 

Conclusions

“Even though all risks are perceived, many of them are also real.” (Shrader-Frechette, 1990, 347)

This article discussed the specific perceived risks associated with different research methods and techniques and the possibilities to alleviate some of the risks in a study into Hong Kong game arcades. Previous research on research safety and risks shows that such concerns can be categorized into personal safety risks related to place, people, and research topic and findings.

In our article we drew a picture of game arcades as potentially risky research environments given their factual links to organized crime in Hong Kong. We observed that arcades as places were often considered risky, but this was because of the assumed people, members of triads, in them and in control of them. These people, moreover, were unknown and hardly identified, yet perceived as a risk to personal safety due to participants’ and researchers’ existing knowledge of factual arcade links to triads and stereotypical portrayals of triad members occupying game arcades in popular culture such as movies. More than people, members of triads refer to the presence of organized crime, a domain quite alien and distant for most research participants and researchers alike. Place and people, then, become merged and blurry, and ‘triad’ a shorthand for a sense of secrecy, thrill, danger, and caution at large.

Referring to government and police reports as well as news articles, we were able to establish a solid link between game arcades and triads in Hong Kong even though this by no means covers all such spaces. Therefore, organized crime, in our short analysis, poses a potential risk to both researchers and research participants. Moreover, the topic of our study itself is potentially politically sensitive and there may be parties whose interests are against publishing details about how game arcades operate in Hong Kong. While such a risk to researcher’s personal safety is extremely vague and nearly impossible to prove, its potential existence should be acknowledged.

With all the limitations, one may be left asking: What is the value of such research that does not even attempt to provide a full account of the various aspects of arcade gaming and leaves out those too risky to approach? Does a researcher need to force themselves to approach dangerous people or go into risky places? Is ‘edgework’ (Lyng, 2005), or voluntary risk-taking for its sensual appeal, a prerequisite for good research in such situations?

Our answer is to support and encourage even the smallest attempts at creating new knowledge while also taking care of oneself and research participants. Beyond physical safety concerns, however, the researcher should also pay attention to how a risky study can drain emotionally: “Research work can be emotionally draining for researchers, and if we are to think about the possibilities of researchers being in risk situations, then we need to consider both physical and emotional risk” (Dickson-Swift et al. 2008, 134). There is, therefore, a further need to study the emotional burden of risky games research.

Finally, Shrader-Frechette reminds us that “risk perceptions often affect risk probabilities, and vice versa” (1990, 350). With appropriate precautions and low risk methods and techniques, it is possible to overcome many of the risks mentioned in this article. One of the goals of this paper was to bring forth and start a conversation about personal safety and risks in games research to allow better preparedness for others.

What comes to the taboo nature of the risks discussed, we see that games researchers who have long justified not only the very existence of their work but also the many positive aspects of their objects of research may find it uncomfortable to address some of the bigger negative sides in the study and play of games. Culturally, the bigger picture behind the interconnectedness of games and organized crime stems from other difficult topics such as gambling in general, illegal gambling in particular, addiction, and money laundering. The lack of research in this area partially results from many games researchers’ lack of knowledge and methodological capability in relation to criminality. Moreover, discussing researcher vulnerabilities is not an easy thing to do especially when they are related to risks that are perceived and difficult to ‘prove’ actual no matter how inseparable the two may be.
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The following paper is a report from a board game design workshop organized by a team of memory scholars, game scholars and Holocaust educators from Jagiellonian University in Kraków for a group of middle school students (age 15-16) from Radecznica, a small village in eastern Poland. The aim of the workshop was to raise awareness and facilitate reflection on local Holocaust histories through board game design. To that end, a two-day design event was organized and conducted, to help the students develop personal bonds with the local Holocaust history. Due to the workshop’s success, we believe the board game design proved to be an effective tool in the Holocaust education. The workshop results are discussed with regard to the Holocaust absence from game culture and considered in the context of the ongoing struggle to detaboo the involvement of ethnic Poles in the destruction of Jewish communities in Poland during the Second World War.

Keywords: Game design; Game-based education; Memory; Holocaust; Radecznica

 

One day, we invited a group of teenagers to gamify the Holocaust with us.

The above sentence, though factually true, looks rather inappropriate when put on paper, at least at the moment of writing this article. The memory of the greatest tragedy of the 20th century is off-limits for gamification or the game culture in general – and the involvement of middle-school students gives our enterprise an additional scandalous quality. Yet, the same game design workshop for teenagers in a small Polish village proves that games can be a useful tool to explore systemic aspects of Holocaust and to allow participants to create more personal and empathic relationships with the hurtful memories of local Holocaust histories. This paper discusses interactions between the workshop findings and the way Shoah is portrayed (or not portrayed) in game culture and game studies. We start with a short review of existing Holocaust-themed games in order to move on to a more theoretical consideration of the Holocaust-themed game possibilities and reasons behind the scarcity of such games. Then, by presenting our workshop, we consider games’ usefulness the preservation of Holocaust memory and address the long-standing Holocaust taboo of game culture.

 

Holocaust as a Taboo of Game Culture

The Holocaust remains one of the major taboos of game culture: it is a topic rarely even mentioned in games – moreover, the few existing game portrayals of the genocide are met with outrage. There has to be a special reason for that, given the fact digital games feature numerous difficult and hurtful historical subjects, such as Transatlantic slave trade in Assassin’s Creed: Freedom Cry (Ubisoft, 2013); systemic racial discrimination in the USA in Mafia III, Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas or Detroit: Become Human (Quantic Dream, 2018); legacy of European colonialism in Shadow of the Tomb Raider; or war crimes and the fate of civilians in This War of Mine or Spec Ops: The Line – with various degree of success.

Most game scholars analyzing the issue agree that the major cause behind the invisibility of the Holocaust is the social perception of games as trivial pastime, unfit to deal with serious and sensitive topics (Chapman and Linderoth, 2015; Frasca, 2000; Kansteiner, 2017; Michalik, 2015; Pfister, 2020a; Seriff, 2018). Therefore, any attempt to directly address the ultimate historical evil through a game is considered sacrilegious by popular media, as if the Holocaust were about to be made a matter for child’s play. Moreover, as Eugen Pfister (2020a, pp. 275–276), and Adam Chapman and Jonas Linderoth (2015, pp. 139–140) point out, as sold globally, local restrictions regarding usage of Nazi-related symbols further limit the possibility to include the Holocaust themes or imagery. As a result, in many World War II-themed games, both Nazi ideology and Shoah are usually whitewashed, especially if the given game allows playing as a German army or assuming a German soldier’s position. The Nazi ideology and the genocide cannot be included in such games, as they tend to present War World II as a conflict between two equivalent sides, and perpetuate the idea of war being historical necessity, if not a glamourous opportunity for heroism (Pfister, 2020b, pp. 56–59). Such reluctance to include Nazi war crimes – especially in strategy games – can be traced back to the long-standing fascination with German army in wargame culture (Alonge, 2019; Pfister, 2020b).

It does not mean, though, that the subject is entirely absent from mainstream digital games, and there are a few titles including imagery associated with the Shoah. As Eugen Pfister observes (2020a, 277-279), contemporary mass-market games trying to depict Holocaust employ two basic strategies: either set the game narrative either in an alternative history, or a fictional world where some evil power mimics the Final Solution, or – if caring about historical accuracy – never mention Shoah by name, but throw in subtle hints, whose recognition relies on players’ prior historical knowledge.

Wulf Kansteiner (2017) ties this inability to introduce the Holocaust as a topic for mass-market digital games with a larger problem of digitalized memory culture. As it is more open to vernacular activities and testimonies, it disrupts sanctioned ways of remembering the past, safeguarded by public institutions and based upon “time-tested rituals for containing and forgetting potentially unsettling pasts” (p. 133). The digital game market is dominated by a few large, international companies, which go the extra mile with self-censorship to effectively eliminate the risk of games becoming tools of memory disruption. This way, game producers remain a part of institutionalized, regimented culture of World War II memory, which delegates Holocaust memory to selected institutions, such as Yad Vashem or Auschwitz Museum. As a result, Holocaust-themed games can emerge only on the margins of global game culture.

For years, such marginal games formed three general groups: quizzes available on websites educating on Holocaust, failed attempts shut down due to public outrage and neo-Nazi provocations, such as notorious KZ Manager, a concentration camp manager first released for Commodore C64 around 1990 in Austria, and then translated, upgraded and developed for different platforms ever since (Kansteiner, 2017; Pfister, 2020a; Selepak, 2010). Only recently, three attempts to make Holocaust-themed games were made, with My Memory of Us, a puzzle platformer using a  childlike aesthetic to tell the fairy-tale about friendship and oppression in a country invaded by evil robots (replacing Nazis), being the only one focusing on the topic directly. The other two, Through the Darkest of Times and Attentat 1942 use persecution of Jews as a background for their main subject: complexity of the resistance in Nazi-controlled countries.

Even though II-World-War-themed board games are numerous and varied, titles mentioning the Final Solution are even more scarce. We’re able to identify just two of them. The first one is infamous Juden Raus!, a Nazi-era German board game about cleansing the city from Jewish influence, published in 1936 – and, ironically, criticized by the official SS newspaper for trivializing national effort to cleanse Germany from Jewish influence (Seriff, 2018, p. 159). The other is Brenda Brathwaite-Romero’s Train. Presented in 2009 it was meant as an exhibition piece and a part of The Mechanic is the Message project. Played with a series of yellow pawns over a broken glass (alluding to the Kristallnacht of 1938), the game was testing whether players would continue upon learning they were preparing transports heading toward concentration camps. With the powerful combination of mechanics and theme, Train is considered to be the only board game successfully addressing the Holocaust to date (Kansteiner, 2017; Seriff, 2018).

The limited number of games even mentioning the Holocaust, especially when compared to the much bigger number of World War II titles conveniently omitting it, can be therefore explained as a result of external pressure from official Holocaust memory custodians, considering ludic frame disrespectful. To avoid the outrage, a game has to either reframe itself from ludic to artistic, documentary or educational (Chapman and Linderoth, 2015, pp. 143–144; see also Pötzsch and Šisler, 2019), or disrupt the link between the subject depicted and history by introducing fictional settings (Chapman, 2019; Pfister, 2020a). Train serves as prime examples of game-based artistic installations (Chapman and Linderoth, 2015; Seriff, 2018), while My Memory of Us or Through the Darkest Time follow conventions of an artistic digital game, the former also using a fictional setting. Attentat 1942 is in turn framed as educational and documentary, as a university-created software using historical footage and archive-based (though fictionalized) statements (Pötzsch and Šisler 2019; Šisler 2016).

But there is an additional factor to be considered: innate qualities of games as a medium for Holocaust memory. This perspective draws less academic attention, with the most prominent attempt to analyze game poetics as a vehicle for Shoah memory being Gonzalo Frasca’s Ephemeral games: Is it barbaric to design videogames after Auschwitz? (2000). According to Frasca, there are two main obstacles to the serious treatment of Holocaust in games: the focus on binary outcomes, especially when playing a game is perceived in terms of winning or losing, and the possibility to repeat unsuccessful actions, which leads to the trivialization of all consequences. As a result, Frasca claims “the player could follow a ‘correct’ path in order to save Anne Frank from death. And if she happened to die, it would not be important, since she would be alive the next time he restarts the game. In other words, the player would be able to jump from life to death back and forth. Therefore, those concepts would lose their ethical, historical and social value.” (Frasca, 2000, p. 177)

To remedy those issues, Frasca proposes an “ephemeral game”, playable only once on each computer, without any possibility to save, restart or repeat. This way the player would be forced to live through consequences and would not be able to experiment with optimizing the gameplay for the best effect, thus forced to embrace the irreversibility of consequences and the ultimate nature of death.

In twenty years that passed since Frasca’s paper some issues he analyzes were successfully resolved. Even though games still frequently rely on positive and negative outcomes, they are no longer necessarily binary or framed in terms of success and failure. Moreover, irreversible consequences have become a highly-desired feature of cRPGS, such as Mass Effect (Bioware 2007) or the Witcher (CD Projekt RED 2007) series. Failure is no longer necessarily equated with the “loss of a life” analyzed by Frasca. There are games that get rid of failure entirely and introduce branching narratives without a possibility to repeat unsuccessful actions. Simultaneously, there are numerous games with the “permadeath” feature, i.e. permanently removing a killed character from play and forcing the unsuccessful player to start over. While not exactly “ephemeral” in Frasca’s sense – as they allow repetition from the beginning – those games seem to be a step toward the narrative experience he considered necessary for serious topics, such as the Holocaust.

With innate obstacles mostly removed, and the changing public perception of digital games as a trivial pastime, both major reasons behind developing Holocaust-themed games are gone. We should expect, therefore, an influx of Shoah games, My Memory of Us is a vanguard of. Such expectation leads to yet another question: what are possible benefits from the development of such games?

One answer could stem from the cultural significance of games, both digital and non-digital, in contemporary culture and media ecology. It would be a perfectly reasonable development of Astrid Erll’s claim about mediatization of memory (Erll, 2011): if games are surpassing movies as the main medium for cultural memory, then censoring the Holocaust from War-World-II-themed games can do unspeakable damage to the social awareness of the conflict. Arguing along that line, Eugen Pfister points out the danger of depoliticizing World War II and reducing it to the military conflict of technologically advanced and visually appealing armies, while removing both Nazi ideology and untold suffering it caused out of sight (Pfister, 2020a). From this perspective, the introduction of the topic to the game medium keeps the memory alive and seems to be a moral obligation caused by the very existence and popularity of World War II games.

In addition, it is possible to consider unique possibilities the medium opens for shaping the Holocaust memory. Wulf Kansteiner (2017) points to digital games’ capability of inducing empathy based on personal responsibility and considers digital games as a possible remedy for the consumer’s passivity in the contemporary Holocaust culture. A digital game allowing the player to enact various scenarios in a simulated Shoah environment could lead to a critical examination of perpetrators’ and passive bystanders’ position, and teach how to recognize signs of radicalization in real life. Thus, the author considers the very thing criticized by Frasca: the possibility to explore outcomes of various decisions without suffering consequences, to be a major asset in Holocaust education, adding an important reservation – such a game should be produced by official curators of Holocaust memory rather than a commercial company.

Susanne Seriff is far less optimistic, claiming that even though Holocaust-themed games could be prepared with best intentions in mind, they fortify the concept of Jews being “the Other” to be removed, and contribute to the growing neo-Nazi discourse and rampant Western antisemitism. Building her argument on Gramsci’s concept of cultural hegemony, she points to the dangers of presenting the Holocaust as playful and reinforcing antisemitic ideologies by introducing them as a part of game rules or setting: “creators of Holocaust toys and toy art may insist that their creations are mere parodic commentary – or cautious education – on the nature of evil in our lives, repeated events of history teach us that, in fact, they are playing with dangerous fire.” (Seriff, 2018, p. 167).

The latter reservation is not without merit, but assumes introducing the Holocaust perpetrator as a playable position – it is not by accident that Seriff herself criticized Train as a well-meaning game reinforcing hateful ideology. But alternatives should be also considered: a possible Holocaust-themed game could educate about Nazi atrocities without forcing anybody to enact the Nazi position. The question therefore arises: is it more productive to teach the horror of Holocaust by employing the perspective of persecuted Jews and making them playable characters for people of non-Jewish origin, or by highlighting the involvement of non-Jewish agents? As we argue, both solutions come with their own sets of significant issues that cannot be easily resolved

We seriously doubt whether it is ethical to put a gentile player in the position of a Holocaust victim or survivor and make them experience simulated persecution while enjoying the comfort of their own armchair. Firstly, such a perspective might be seen as an especially hurtful form of identity tourism (Nakamura, 1995), allowing perfectly safe people to assume they have experienced Shoah themselves. Secondly, it might also bring forward the problem Frasca exemplifies with the search for an optimal path to Anna Frank’s survival. To be playable, a hypothetical game featuring Jewish protagonists trying to survive in the extremely hostile environment of organized persecution would put the agency in the hands of the player. Even if such agency were very limited, as in a walking simulator, it would inevitably force the player to learn the rules, and, in turn, the way to successfully navigate the simulated Shoah. Therefore, the game would necessarily invoke the problem of personal responsibility, creating a false assumption that crafty people could learn “the rules of the game” and bolster their chance of survival. Such rhetoric easily suggests that millions of Jews murdered during the Holocaust were, to a degree, victims of their own shortcomings, as they had never learned to “play the game well.” It goes without saying that such an abhorrent idea is both inaccurate and deeply offensive, which makes the concept of a Holocaust-themed game with a Jewish protagonist extremely difficult to put into practice.

The option of putting the player in the position of a non-Jewish character involved in the Holocaust, in turn, might enforce collaboration with the Nazi regime, thus risking the pitfall Sheriff points out and lending itself to neo-Nazi appropriations, even if created as a critical project. Alternatively, such a game might feature playable characters who help Jewish NPCs to survive the nightmare of Shoah. Although tempting, such a solution caters to the trope of the Heroic Gentile, perpetuating the stereotype of agency-deprived, passive Jewish victims waiting to be rescued by external forces, a Holocaust movie trope made popular by films such as Schindler’s List,  The Pianist, In Darkness, or Zookeeper’s Wife. It is a direct reversal of the problem created by the Jewish protagonist: in this case there is too little agency given to the victims, which suggests the Jewish population of Europe to have been an object over which forces of good and evil struggled.

The trope of a Heroic Gentile is also very precarious due to the state-regulated World War II discourse common in European countries or Israel. In many places, it is presented as a morality tale of Nazi culprits, Jewish victims and local non-Jewish resistance fighters risking their lives to save as many Jews as possible from the inhumanly efficient German death industry (Majewski et al., 2009; Novick, 2000; Steinlauf, 1997; Zertal, 2005). Such stories censor the painful truth about non-German antisemitism (Gross, 2000; Leociak, 2010; Tokarska-Bakir, 2012), local population responsibility and active participation in Holocaust murders (Engelking, 2016; Grabowski, 2011; Gross and Grudzińska-Gross, 2011). A hypothetical game focusing on heroic resistance stories, even if factually correct, would, therefore, inevitably reinforce such white-washing narrative.

We agree that the removal of the Holocaust from World-War-II-themed games is a deeply disturbing issue that should be addressed alongside the possibility to play Nazi Germany or Japanese Empire. We are also convinced that the highly interactive game medium could prevent the passivity of the consumer’s position toward the Holocaust cultural memory and facilitate reflection on the subject. But we also stand by Frasca’s two-decade old, insightful comment: using games to educate about Shoah and preserve its memory introduces major ethical issues caused by combining agency and player position, which inevitably leads to questioning the moral acceptability of participating in a simulated Holocaust, even to learn.



 

Bringing Taboo into Game

The theoretical considerations presented above became very practical for us when we were invited to organize a game-based Holocaust-related event for teenagers from Eastern Poland. The event was a part of Uncommemorated Genocide Sites and Their Influence on Collective Memory, Cultural Identity, Ethical Attitudes and Intercultural Relations in Contemporary Poland – a four-year research project carried out by the members of the Research Center for Memory Cultures at Jagiellonian University in Kraków. While the research was conducted in various sites across Poland, the village of Radecznica was chosen for the game-based event due to the involvement of a local middle school in the earlier stages of the project.

Radecznica (est. population 920 in 2019) is a village in eastern Poland, nowadays inhabited almost exclusively by ethnic Poles. Before World War II, though, there was a population of Orthodox, Catholic and Jewish denizens here, Catholics being a clear majority due to the proximity of a prominent Bernardine monk monastery. During the wartime, it was also an area of heavy armed resistance against the Nazi occupation. Local guerrilla fighters are currently well commemorated and celebrated by the local church and community, in a way consistent with the dominant patriotic public discourse in Poland. Radecznica was also a witness to the local Jewish population mass killings during World War II. While researching the local memory of the Holocaust, the scholars from JU helped to uncover and properly commemorate a number of unmarked graves (Sendyka et al., 2020).

The location of mass graves in the area is known largely thanks to the grassroots activity of Stanisław Zybała (deceased in 2014), a local librarian who devoted his life to preserving the memory of the pre-war Jewish community in Radecznica [bookmark: wsa-inline-30]30. His work started after a wartime discovery of the bodies of a Jewish family hiding in the forest ravine called Second Pits (Drugie Doły in Polish), as his childhood friend Raźla was among the dead. In 2016 Zybała’s efforts and the involvement of Jagiellonian University Holocaust researchers resulted in the commemoration of the Second Pits grave by Rabbinical Commission for Cemeteries in Poland – a ceremony attended by the entire local community including middle-school students who would participate in our event three years later (Grzybowska et al., 2019) [bookmark: wsa-inline-31]31. The event we organized focused on Second Pits, as it was the case best known to the students we were working with – though it is important to stress that the site was only one of ten unmarked mass graves identified by Zybała, the biggest one counting about 70 Jews shot and buried there by Nazi enforcers.

The basic idea behind the workshop commissioned to the Jagiellonian Game Research Centre was to provide the Radecznica community with additional educational opportunities before the conclusion of the project, so that the scholars from Jagiellonian University not only took data from the local population, but also shared their expertise and commitment in return, an important ethical consideration in contemporary memory studies (Brzezińska and Toeplitz, 2007; Salzman and Rice, 2011). There was also and additional factor to be considered: while the commemoration of the local murder site was quite well-received by the local community, the grave itself quite quickly started to fade into obscurity. To rectify that, Jagiellonian University memory scholars decided to employ additional measures to ensure that the pre-war Jewish population and its tragic history would be remembered and understood by students of the local middle school, the youngest generation of Radecznica citizens. Looking for something else than another celebratory lecture or discussion, they turned to the Jagiellonian Game Research Centre to consider a possibility of using games as an effective tool for Holocaust education.

The aim of the game-based event we designed was, therefore, twofold: to engage teenagers through the usage of ludic practices, and to address the main topic of the research project, that is – the local Holocaust history. It put us in a unique position, as the few existing games engaging that topic deal with the fate of the Jewish population in large urban centers, including ghettos and death camps as major signifiers of the theme. While consistent with the mainstream Shoah discourse appropriated in popular culture through movies set in city-based ghettos, such as Schindler’s List or In Darkness, and photos from death camps, such imagery is also quite different from the local experience and memory of Radecznica population. Therefore, we decided to design our own way of using games as a tool for students to reflect upon the systemic conditions of the Holocaust outside big urban centers or concentration camps.

The ultimate goal was to help the students resolve contradictions resulting from the clash of two competing Holocaust narratives within official Polish Holocaust culture by appealing to their vernacular culture. We understand two factors contributing to the public memory following the description given by John Bodnar (1994, pp. 15–20). The public memory is a general set of believes shaping a community’s understanding of its past – in our case, Radecznica’s communal attitude toward Holocaust. According to Bodnar, it is a result of two competing cultures: the official one, sanctioned by institutions and power structures, and the vernacular one, born from everyday practice and individual memories of the community members. In our case, there is a tension within Polish official Holocaust culture, as two narratives compete. One of them is state-sanctioned, safeguarded by national institutions and focuses on absolving ethnic Poles from the involvement in the Holocaust. The other, trying to nuance the picture and highlight the Polish role in the Nazi death machine, is backed by the authority of academic institutions and Jewish community in Poland. As the students were heavily exposed to both contradicting ways to understand the past during the course of Uncommemorated places… project, we decided to provide them with creative space to explore vernacular memory of Radecznica community as a counterbalance to both discourses.

We assumed games to be a great vehicle for such an undertaking, as they foster active participation which, in turn, can lead to a change in the attitude toward the past. It is important to stress that we were not presenting students with any new information, as they had already learned about the Second Pits murder and the Holocaust in general. What we were aiming at was to activate that prior knowledge. The textbook information the teenagers had collected during classes, the participation in official events and lectures had formed what could be called an archive: a fact-oriented, static and passive body of knowledge. Our task was to turn that archive into a repertoire: an alternative mode of remembering the past, which Diana Taylor identifies as active and embodied, relying on active participation and repetition instead of memorizing (2003). That, in turn, could lead to integration of the archival, official knowledge with the vernacular culture and foster an active commemoration of Holocaust memory sites as enduring practice.

An additional challenge was the selection of a game type that would make such endeavor possible. Our participants’ access to electronic equipment was very limited, as the school hosting the event lacks a computer lab. That fact ruled out digital games and turned our attention to board games as an alternative. Even though our choice was mostly circumstantial, it turned out to be an auspicious one. First of all, being independent from digital technology, it expanded the potential application of the workshop beyond educational facilities in possession of computer labs (and therefore beyond well-funded metropolitan culture centers). Moreover, board games rules are more explicitly presented and less numerous than video game rules, and therefore facilitate thinking in more systemic, rule-based way, something we wish to encourage. Finally, in many board games luck is a more prominent gameplay factor, with rolling dice or drawing cards at random. In those games individual agency, already recognized as an obstacle when introducing Holocaust as a game theme, is counterbalanced with the with the prominence of fate.

 

Board-game Design Workshop in Radecznica

Considering the aims of the workshop and the lack of board games that would facilitate the discussion on systemic aspects of the Holocaust, we decided that designing board games during the event would be a preferable alternative to just playing them. Choosing the design focus we had two factors in mind. Firstly, we considered game design potential as a learning tool, already analyzed in game studies literature. Secondly, we hoped that such focus would allow us to address the biggest ethical problem about Holocaust-themed games as explained above – namely, that designing games would introduce a different kind of agency that would not force students into one of three morally dubious positions – Nazi murderer, Jewish victim or Heroic Gentile rescuer.

We aimed to provide Radecznica students with an opportunity to discuss and personally process textbook knowledge as well as involve Shoah memories preserved by their families. The goal was, therefore, to enable safe and productive discussion on such a heavy and commonly avoided topic within a controlled environment framed by a goal-oriented exercise facilitating the conversation. In that regard, we were following Illaria Mariani and Davide Spallazzo’s (2018, pp. 19–30) practice of approaching social taboos through teacher-curated game design. As a result we hoped to inspire the teenagers to develop more personal attitudes toward the local Holocaust history and help them transform theoretical, textbook archival knowledge into a more practical repertoire, an approach of extreme importance in Holocaust memory preservation (Boroń, 2013; Taylor, 2003).

Interpreting the educational potential of game design as a transformational practice, inducing lasting change on the designer, is also a concept argued by Stefano Gualeni (2015), who claims that in order to prepare the system of the game, the designer has to develop a deep understanding of the issue serving as a base for the said system, and fashion themselves in a way that transforms their comprehension and attitude toward the issue itself. Gualeni’s theoretical position was reinforced over the course the game design class, with students designing games promoting healthy lifestyle slowly changing their dietary habits.

Gualeni’s, and Mariani and Spallazzo’s design classes were both conducted in the course of several months. In our case, the duration of the workshop was limited to two days. For that reason we decided to build upon the experience from critically-oriented game jams (Kultima, 2015). Even though the game jams’ initial aim had been to increase the creativity in game development, it turned out to have highly educational properties leading to an improvement of academic performance among game design students participating in such events (Preston et al. 2012) and dissemination of values shared by organizers and key participants (Kultima 2018). They have also proved to be an efficient tool for building a community around a tragic event, as was the case with Fukushima Game Jam (Shin et al. 2012), or facilitate culture preservation through collaboration between indigenous population and game designers, for example during the Sami Game Jam (Laiti et al., 2020). The latter case was especially important, as it demonstrated that collaboration between professional game scholars and local amateurs without any prior knowledge of game design conventions can open new ways of memory preservation, as the local participants introduce their own cultural perspective and highlight aspects of vernacular practice that outsiders can easily miss.

Drawing inspiration from the game jam culture and hoping for similar effects – a transformation of knowledge and shift in values, as well as preservation of traumatic cultural knowledge through game design – we chose a similar formula. Our workshop was designed as an intense two-day event with professionals working alongside amateurs to develop games operating under mechanical and thematic constraints.

Our final consideration was to not overwhelm students with the workshop theme from the very beginning, as their initial task was to learn how to design a board game in the first place. In rectifying that issue, we were inspired by Braithwaithe-Romero’s Train, where players were exposed to the rules and allowed to play the game only to be introduced to the Holocaust context afterwards. The shocking revelation provided a powerful tool to explore the concept of banality of evil by changing the perception of the game and forcing a critical evaluation of its system.

Inspired by that example, we decided to task the students with designing a board game on a neutral theme, featuring a mechanics for hiding, escaping or smuggling, and then to re-theme it as a Holocaust game. Thus we hoped to make the task easier while steering the participants out of the most common Shoah imagery to prevent them from designing games set in ghettos or concentration camps.

The event itself spanned over the course of two days and involved 14 students from the last class of the middle school (age 15-16), three of them dropping out during the second day due to their prior obligations. The workshop was organized and supervised by and a team of game scholars from Jagiellonian Game Research Centre including professional game designers, and a Holocaust educator watching over ethical aspects of the endeavor. Two teachers from Radecznica school were also present throughout the workshop. All students and their parents were informed about the reason behind the workshop and its theme before the event, and parents were asked for consent for their children to participate.

During the first day, participants were instructed in basic principles of board game design and asked to design a simple board game on a randomly selected subject, but including a specific mechanics for hiding and seeking, escaping or smuggling. Students were divided into teams and provided with pre-prepared blank board game component sets (including boards, tokens, cards and wooden pawns) and a mentor from among the workshop organizers to guide and inspire the design process. Mentors were also asked to introduce pre-created rulesets in case participants struggled with the design process. That precaution turned out to be unnecessary, as by the end of the first day all teams managed to create playable game prototypes based on rules of their own design.

The second day started with a lecture on the Second Pits murder, delivered by the Holocaust researcher. Afterwards students were tasked to re-theme their games in a way that would fit the local Holocaust history, focusing on the systemic aspects of depicted events. The introduction of the Holocaust as a theme was hardly a surprise – the students and their parents were not only well-aware of the research conducted in Radecznica by Jagiellonian University memory scholars, but also informed beforehand that the workshop would be dealing with the topic. What was surprising, though, was the re-theming challenge, as most students assumed they would be designing a new game on the second day, with rules crafted specifically for the subject.

After approximately three hours of discussion, three working prototypes were presented by design teams, with detailed explanations of how rules designed the other day were used to cover locally based Holocaust narratives, and why such design choices were made. None of the teams decided to play the re-themed versions, even though they had readily played the prototypes before re-theming. Following games and their re-themes were presented:

	The game initially themed as light-hearted science fiction about petty criminals escaping from a space jail was, quite predictably, themed as a game about Jewish families trying to escape the region, with a lot of emphasis on the roles of luck and local topography in the runaways’ survival.
	The game about escaping from a collapsing haunted house became a tale of group effort necessary to save a single life, strongly stressing the growing difficulty of such an act over time.
	For the jolly game about cartoon pigs tending to a farm while searching for a hidden treasure, authors presented not one, but two possible themes. One tied the resource management of the original game with gathering the necessities for survival by swapping farm products to medicine, food and hope. The other dealt with contemporary attempts to uncover and preserve the hidden treasure of the local Holocaust memory.


All presentations had a solemn aura, as both the students and the organizers were deeply moved by the profundity of the outcomes. The last hour of the workshop turned out to be a very emotional yet rewarding experience for everybody involved. After the workshop’s conclusion the prototypes were donated to the school library, more as mementos than playable artifacts.

As stated above, the immediate emotional impact of the workshop was unquestionable and very intense. As the task was to preserve the original game mechanics untouched, the students could not rely on conventional pop cultural Holocaust themes. As a result, they were forced to mobilize their knowledge of the local Holocaust history and discuss in detail how to translate it into the existing ruleset. That task allowed the participants to improve their shared knowledge through discussion and community building, as described by Mariani and Spallazzo (Spallazzo and Mariani 2018). It also allowed the students to move past the tired clichés of the Holocaust-related school education into a far more intimate territory. Although undeniably unpleasant for them, the exercise achieved its basic aim: it made a group of teenagers from a devoutly Catholic Polish village develop personal perspectives on the Second Pits murder and Jewish fate in general.

The process of designing the games validated Frasca’s arguments, as all three teams not only problematized the conditions of winning the game, but were visibly uncomfortable and faced verbal difficulties when explaining them during the presentations. All groups replaced “winning” with “surviving,” and one group made a point to emphasize that not everybody was able to survive the nightmare of Shoah and that it was mostly dependent on external circumstances. By reducing player’s agency in the Holocaust-themed version, all groups underlined chance as an important factor in the survival.

Moreover, while re-theming the mechanics designed to cover such actions as hopping planets while escaping from the space jail or entering the haunted house, the students made an effort to redirect the mechanics from reflecting action(s) to emphasizing emotional and physical conditions of the survival. As stated above, one team decided “hope” to be as crucial as food and medicine, introducing those three resources in place of crops from their previous farming game, and another team changed reason for being on the move from active pursuit to fear of being exposed – a decision that strongly increased emotional tension. Not a single group introduced active antagonists, replacing them with the extreme hostility of social environment. Thus, the game designers avoided simplistic blame-tossing and bypassed the nationalistic aspect of the official Holocaust memory.

We consider the workshop to have been very successful in mobilizing the students’ prior knowledge of the Holocaust and local history, and putting both official and vernacular archives of memory into practice. Even though it was not explicitly required by the organizers, all students turned to the local topography, seeking to relate game space with the area and subsequently discussing Holocaust memories preserved in their community and their families in addition to what was taught in class. For example, an attempt to name safe spaces on the board after local villages was discarded when, after a prolonged discussion on the said villages’ attitude toward Jewish refugees, the students agreed that there were not enough shelters for Jews in the area to cover all safe spaces on the board.

The workshop had an undeniable and immediate emotional impact on all participants, including the organizers. The requirement of operationalizing archival knowledge of the Holocaust crimes transformed it into a far more personal and practical experience. Still, long-lasting effects of the workshop are difficult to assess. Even though the surveys conducted one week after the workshop give us a reason to be optimistic, we have no method to verify the durability of the transformation. The participating students were in the last grade, so they have already changed schools and are impossible to track without engaging substantial resources. As a result, we cannot repeat the survey and assess lasting influence of the experience with any degree of certainty, though both the original survey results and the very strong emotional reactions we personally experienced allow us, to some degree, hope for the workshop to have had lasting positive effects.

 

Designing Games after Auschwitz 

Though the workshop experience was a limited one, we believe it sheds some light on reasons behind the difficulty for the game culture to approach Shoah as a serious subject. Our conclusion is based on the reactions shared by all designing teams: replacing victory with survival, focusing on Jewish experience and the reluctance to play the game. We believe that those three factors co-create the final conclusion: designing Holocaust-themed games might be a more efficient and morally permissible way of addressing the Shoah through the game medium than playing such games, and board games seem to serve the Holocaust education better than digital ones. It does not mean that we do not consider the necessity of including the genocide in World-War-II-themed digital and board games, as we recognize the importance of Pfister’s argument about the dangers of white-washing the conflict (Pfister, 2020a, 2020b).

Our conclusion is consistent with Frasca’s (2000) observation: there is a serious obstacle for gameplay engaging the topic in a meaningful way in the game dependency on binary outcomes as a means of game progress or lack thereof, ultimately leading to triumph or failure. It was very clear when each team independently decided not to call the ultimate outcome of the re-themed game a “victory” and found competition within the game tragic rather than exciting. We do not believe, though, that the reason behind such design choice was related to design team conviction that such binarity leads to the trivialization or operationalization of death. There was also no sign of the other reason Frasca gives for the game inability to deal with Holocaust, namely the possibility to revert the action in case of undesirable consequences. No game directly dealt with death, nor included any mechanism to revert move: therefore the problem with binarity and the victory as a final outcome has to be related to other game properties.

As we have learned watching design teams discussions and subsequent presentations, all students had to overcome the major problem with translating Holocaust narrative to the set of actions performed by players. The reason for that difficulty seems to be an inability to reconcile the Holocaust narrative preserved by public memory with two game-related concepts: personal agency leading to desirable outcome, and the conflict framed as thrilling. As a result, a strong dissonance was created, as those game elements that usually make gameplay exciting: overcoming obstacles and competing against the environment or other players, are framed as sources of trauma in the Holocaust narrative. Shoah public memory depicts conflict as source of untold suffering, and empathizes limitations of the agency, as it is often presented as unavailable for Jewish victims – especially in stories focusing on Heroic Gentile trope.

That dissonance became very clear during re-theming games. All participant discovered that forcing the opponent out of a hiding place or competing over resources is fun as long as the opponent is presented as another petty criminal escaping from a space jail, and the resources are crops to be sold on a farm market. However, the fun evaporates when the one who is chased away is a fellow Jew desperately trying to survive, and the resources turn into food and medicine. As the rules were not transformed with the game themes, the process left all parties involved with an awkward sensation of having fun in a wrong way, which contributed to the emotional impact of the workshop.

This observation can be generalized, as the dissonance workshop participants felt comes from general properties of game culture and Holocaust culture discourses, not from the particular condition of the workshop or the individual properties of Radecznica public memory.

It is, therefore, our claim that there is a basic incompatibility between the way official, public memory of the Holocaust is created and the act of playing the game. It stems from the ways agency and conflict are framed in game culture vs. the Holocaust culture. In game culture, it is common to identify struggle for control and agency the main property of gameplay or a desirable quality in a game, while the official Holocaust culture frames the same struggle as tragic and traumatic. This dissonance is manifested when players are facing a choice leading toward victory or failure, but it is not rooted in binarity of the outcome or possibility to revert choice once made, as Frasca claimed. We believe it is caused by that outcome being decided through player’s agency, improving player position in the conflict against other players or AI-operated enemies. Both traits are deeply incompatible with official public Holocaust memory.

We believe that fundamental discrepancy to be the hidden reason behind the common conviction that games are an inadequate medium for the Holocaust narrative, the phenomenon described extensively by Chapman, Lidenroth (2015), Kansteiner (2017) or Pfister (2020a, 2020b). It also explains why the most common strategy to include Shoah-related motifs in games is to relocate it to the outside of the official Holocaust discourse, either by including fantasy elements or incorporating the Holocaust theme into a background of a more game-compatible narrative of armed struggle or civic resistance to Nazi regime, therefore moving agency elsewhere. It also explains why it is easier to introduce other hurtful histories into digital games and present them through gameplay: their official memory is not as tightly guarded and curated as the Holocaust memory, whose dissemination is monitored by several institutions and nation states (see Kansteiner, 2017, pp. 129–132).

Nevertheless, we consider games to be a very powerful tool for discussing and analyzing the Holocaust memory, precisely for the aforementioned reason: the focus on agency and ability to present complex ideas as systems, not narratives (Galloway, 2006), a quality that can serve as an effective way of explaining entanglements between various actors of the Shoah. Our simple exercise showed that translating textbook knowledge of the topic into a ruleset forced a change in the workshop participants’ attitude to the Holocaust and allowed them to consider perspectives they had not reflected upon before, such as the availability of resources or spatial and temporal aspects of survival. It also facilitated the transformation of archival, scripted knowledge into embodied practice (Taylor, 2003). Thus, game design turned out to be a very potent way to disrupt the official Holocaust memory, and combine it with vernacular memory and practice, as to address the local Holocaust events, the students were forced to merge what they had learned at school with anecdotes and information preserved by their families (Bodnar, 1994).

For this reason it is curated game design rather than playing Holocaust-themed games that we consider a powerful educational tool. By positioning the students as designers, not players, we successfully managed to circumnavigate three biggest issues. We avoided forcing the participants into assuming morally dubious positions of Nazi perpetrators, Jewish victims or Heroic Gentiles. We delegated agency out of the gameplay and into the game design, reducing the tension between agency constructions in game culture and Holocaust memory. We successfully mobilized the vernacular memory of the Shoah and facilitated turning archival knowledge into embodied practice. By giving the students a sense of accomplishment coming from the successful design of a functional game prototype, we hopefully forged a link between the Holocaust memory and intense emotions, both positive and negative, providing participants with more personal experience of the topic. This way we’ve created a emotional alternative for both the prideful state-sanctioned narrative about Polish heroism and the guilt-ridden academic tale of Polish complicity for Radecznica students.

Finally, if the reason behind attempts to break the Holocaust taboo in game culture is the intention of preserving memory through the new medium, as Eugen Pfister and Wulf Kansteiner propose, curated game design offers yet another advantage. While playing an educational Holocaust-themed game constitutes the players as students learning about the historical event, designing a game makes the participants custodians of the Holocaust memory, combining official and vernacular discourses into a unique game-based narrative. That is what prepares the knowledge of the ultimate man-made tragedy to be passed on to the next generation.
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What are the taboos of game studies, and is it even possible to identify taboos in a highly interdisciplinary field like game studies? And how are games and game studies tackling topics that are considered cultural or social taboos? This special issue is taking a stab at these questions, tracing both the disciplinary controversies of our field, as well as debating specific taboo topics and the theoretical and methodological approaches through which they have been addressed.

This collection discusses taboos in game studies, ranging from research into taboo subjects to the taboo methods and approaches. Game studies is still a young field, and while specific paradigms may not have yet settled, it is likely that the areas that are deemed taboo for researchers with different disciplinary backgrounds will contribute to crystallize certain research paradigms or shift the focus of inquiry on specific issues. In this volume, we aim to tease out the taboos of game studies by looking at subjects and fields that researchers dare not venture into, and by studying how games treat topics that are commonly believed to be inappropriate for games and play. We also discuss scholarship that relates to other societal taboos, such as research projects involving people associated with criminal environments. We hope that this collection will contribute to a better understanding of the field of game studies by providing insight into topics that are rarely addressed but potentially create large divisive gaps between research traditions in game studies.

According to dictionary definitions, a taboo can be understood as “a prohibition imposed by social custom or as a protective measure” (Merriam-Webster, 2019). Taboos are topics or acts that are off limits, often for reasons based in social conduct, convention, or norm and associated with morality; in most cases these are unspoken agreements and expectations that one has come to learn through socialization and engagement with a community. Although there are certain taboos that appear to be virtually universal and thus also implemented into the juridical system, such as incest, cannibalism, and murder, taboos are also changing with culture and time (Lambek, 2001).

Taboos can be found in all parts of society and guide our practices in many ways. In research, talking about taboos may seem counterintuitive as an ideal common to all research is a fundamentally critical disposition where researchers question assumptions and accepted truths in order to understand a phenomenon as thoroughly as possible. In cases where there is disagreement about the interpretation of data or the phenomenology of a subject matter, this could certainly be controversial, but would be considered a source for academic debate rather than a taboo as such. However, this does not mean that research is void of taboos.

On an overarching level, we can find the taboos of science and research are closely related to the norms and restrictions regulating research practices. As society’s primary producers of knowledge, research and science have a social responsibility and are held accountable for scientific rigor and validity. Scientific taboos that span disciplines from mathematics and medicine, to philosophy, law, history, sociology – and indeed game studies – are practices that break our ability to confide in the results presented. Fabricating data, dishonest or “creative” interpretation, misquotation and plagiarism are thus obvious, largely universal taboos in the academic community. Closely related are the violation of research ethics. Experiments and tests that do harm to participants, in particular when carried out on non-consenting or unaware subjects, are examples of this (Carlson, Boyd & Webb, 2004).

However, if we consider the taboos of a specific research field, we must look for issues that go against the norms or established truths of that field. A glance at our own practices of game scholars indicates that finding universal taboos for the field may be challenging due to its interdisciplinary nature. This indicates different perspectives that may sometimes stand in stark contrast or opposition to each other. While researchers may cherish the research paradigms and methodologies of their native field, they are confronted with colleagues of different persuasions, while simultaneously experiencing pressure from culture and society about the ways in which games should be addressed. This indicates that what may seem controversial in a certain field may not be so in another. As game studies grows into maturity, the field has been through several debates, spanning the disputes about effects and learning, the so-called narratology vs. ludology debate, to the discussions about how to respond to the #gamergate controversy.

In his article, Frans Mäyrä takes an introspective view where he discusses disputes of game studies by adopting the perspective of a broader intellectual history. He describes current game studies as taking part in a “charged intellectual and political landscape” that seems to increase the differences rather than build bridges in the field. While admitting that descriptions of academic differences often tend to appear as more polarized than they may actually be, he describes today’s situation as dominated by two traditions; one “formalist” tradition and a “politically committed” tradition. He traces these traditions back, not simply to the narratology vs. ludology debate, but further to the history of thought brought forward by the idealist and empiricist positions of epistemology. In the contemporary climate of culture wars, this also resonates with the current polarization between right-wing and conservative activists and progressive and feminist intellectuals that were at the barricades in the #gamergate controversy.  Addressing the political and theoretical polarization of the field, Mäyrä argues for need to banish taboos in discussing the topic, arguing that while setting up clear dichotomies might serve educational and analytical purposes, it is ethically important to remember to acknowledge both the value and limitations in (ostensibly “value-neutral”) formalist as well as in (politically committed) contextual, critical and cultural studies positions in the game studies field. Mäyrä’s piece uncovers many of the issues that are disputed in the field of game studies, and by doing so he points out some of the areas in which the taboos of game studies can be found. He suggests that one of these perceived taboos is the realization that a formalist approach to game studies appears unable to tackle some of the pressing issues in gaming culture relating to misogyny, racism, and homophobia, and the attacks by #gamergate.

The fact that games and game culture may be oblivious to their own ignorance of racial issues can in itself be understood as a product of one of the taboos of the field of game studies. In his essay, Aaron Trammell is addressing the relationship between blackness and games by investigating the connection between play and torture. The article engages with the important thought that games and play are not always safe, consensual, and fun, and that the link between torture and play is an important one in understanding black experiences of play. The author takes us on an uncomfortable journey through the history of play as torture in the black experience. This peculiar configuration is traced back to American slavery and reminds us that play often goes hand in hand with more sinister practices, and that it is our duty as game scholars to shed light on this fact.

While Mäyrä and Trammell’s essays offer viewpoints on what can be considered taboos in game studies, addressing overarching issues on how we think about knowledge production in our field, and how we construct the ontology of play, we can also look at how game studies deals with topics that are considered cultural or social taboos. Public debates about games have revealed the existence of certain topics that tend to be perceived as inappropriate for games. Chapman and Linderoth claim that games appear to have a trivializing effect on subject matters because they simplify and thus risk representing issues in a disrespectful way (Chapman & Linderoth, 2015). For this reason, some are of the assumption that games cannot deal with topics that need to be handled with sensitivity. Two of the papers in this special issue discuss how games deal with World War II. While the popularity of military conflict in games hardly makes the topic a taboo in itself, war in games is generally sanitized in the sense that everything that would remind the player about the problematic aspects of war is removed (Pötzsch, 2017). This means that war games tend to avoid civilian causalities or war crimes. In their piece, Eugen Pfister and Martin Tschiggerl discuss how videogames navigate the representation of historical taboos relating to World War II and analyze the moments where games and players violate these taboos. While World War II is a shared European cultural and historical trauma, the authors reflect on how its representation has been the subject of different regulations and interpretations in different cultural contexts and on the impact of this process on the idea of authenticity in historical representations. They discuss the peculiar situations that occur when game developers attempt to work around national regulations such as the German banning of Nazi symbolism in entertainment, which sometimes result in a paradoxical exposure of the taboos that the regulations are trying to protect. The authors also discuss how the idea of authenticity creates taboos in game culture, illustrated by debates on how the presence of female soldiers in historical games is perceived not only as inaccurate but as a transgression against a shared historical reality.

A debate about the representation of taboos would be incomplete without a discussion of the Holocaust, an event whose visibility has been a major preoccupation for philosophers and historians in the XX Century (see e.g. Didi-Huberman, 2003). While this is an issue also in Pfister and Tschiggerl’s piece, it takes the center stage in Tomasz Z. Majkowski and Katarzyna Suszkiewicz’s paper. Rather than discussing how games deal with the representation of the taboos of Holocaust, Majkowski and Suszkiewic are investigating how the design of a game about Holocaust can be both a pedagogical tool as well as a way for game scholars to better understand the affordances of games in communicating culturally and historically sensitive matters. Thus, the piece is both asking how games as well as game studies can deal with taboos. The paper documents a boardgame design workshop organized by game scholars, historians, and Holocaust educators during which high school students designed a board game that would raise awareness on the Holocaust history of the Polish town of Radecznica. While the design workshop itself is an innovative and even radical way of dealing with sensitive issues, the aim is not to break taboos or make the students engage in transgressive practices. Instead, the authors’ aim is de-tabooization: a refusal of the idea of the Holocaust as a taboo that games cannot address and a demonstration that games can tackle this historical trauma in a respectful way, allowing the student-designers to take an active role in the meaning-making process relating to their local history.

The last paper in this special issue concerns a common but often neglected topic for many fields in social research: the fact that research sometimes intersects with crime and criminal environments. To study games and game culture is generally a safe endeavor unless the researcher gets involved in issues that provoke online harassment campaigns (Chess & Shawm 2015; 2016; Mortensen, 2016). For Hanna Wirman and Rhys Jones, however, a research on Hong Kong arcades, or “amusement game centers” (遊戲機中心), put them into a situation where they became engaged with environments with a perceived relation to organized crime. While the respondents in Wirman and Jones’ studies report that local arcades are dominated by cartels, this is also a taboo in the sense that it is obviously not on any public records. At the same time, the simple – and without doubt real – possibility that such as link exists, creates a number of issues for researchers. In addition to the potential threats towards their own safety and the fact that simply researching arcades can cause reactions by the cartels, this situation exposes a number of fundamental questions concerning methods and research ethics, including to what degree researchers themselves are willing to – or should – break not only social norms but also the law, in their pursuit of knowledge.

As a concluding remark it is worth bringing up a possible elephant in the room – whether we have at all been able to address the actual taboos of game studies. A problem about taboos is that they are by definition that which should not be spoken about, and for this reason simply addressing them would in itself be socially unacceptable and potentially lead to social stigma. Research is by its very nature investigative and based on curiosity and the willingness to challenge the establishment to understand all aspects of a topic, which implies that even taboos should be challenged and broken. At the same time, research is also a part of the social world where issues such as social stigma is real, and it is thus unlikely that there should be no taboos in research. For this reason, it may seem like a paradox to discuss the taboos of game studies and comes as no surprise that identifying the taboos of a research field may be difficult.

While we do not claim to have exposed all taboos in the field of game studies, what we have done is to take a first stab at identifying areas of research in which the taboos of game studies can be found. The papers in this special issue have been able to identify both certain disputes inside game studies that involve some of the taboos of our field, as well as providing in-depth discussion of how games and game studies tackle topics that are considered taboo in culture and society. This is important for the maturation of the field: It is only through exposing the taboos of our field that we can start having an informed scholarly debate about our taboos, and about the ways in which they may hinder the progress of our field by reducing the space for dialogue.
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Figure 1: Jack’s revelatory flashback during his final confrontation with Rapture’s tyrant Andrew Ryan.

 

Introduction

With its 8th issue, G|A|M|E proposes a re-examination of the concept of agency in video games. Departing from its notion as an aesthetic pleasure afforded by video games to players, our goal with this issue is to investigate its many meanings in order to both activate its political potential while also questioning the emancipatory rhetoric commonly attached to it. We set to achieve this goal with a call aimed to explore agency as an interdisciplinary concept, not only due to the nature of video games as “inherently interdisciplinary objects” (Mäyrä, 2009, p. 316) which is reflected by the methodological complexity of video game analysis (Aarseth, 2003), but most importantly in light of the transdisciplinary history of agency. Indeed, the importance of agency as a concept in game studies emerges through the aesthetic and political relationship connecting these artefacts to both individual and social bodies in the performance of “actions.” Alexander Galloway proposes the Deleuzian term “action-image” (2006, p.3) in order to foreground video games’ focus on “doing” and their prompting to act. Agency in this sense is understood through its etymological root, as the “the process of acting as an agent.” Similarly, Markku Eskelinen and Ragnhild Tronstand’s (2003) idea of “configurative performance” addresses the centrality of acting – not just cognitively but also through our bodies – in video games. Reflecting on the embodied dimension of video game actions, Graeme Kirkpatrick (2009) places the controller at the centre of the gaming apparatus as the focal point in the cycles of tension and release that characterise gameplay. Beyond the rhetoric of interactivity, the dimension of doing is in fact central in video games not just in terms of manipulating the digital artefact, but also with regards to the performance of the users who act in and over the game. On the other side of such etymological reading, “agency” can also indicate acting by proxy through another subject. Among other meanings, the OED defines agency as “the process of acting as an agent […]; the position, role, or function of an agent, deputy, or representative; an instance of this.” In this sense, agency indicates the relinquishing of one’s capacity to act and its transfer to someone or something else, shedding a veil of ambiguity on the affirmative power of this category.[bookmark: wsa-inline-32]32 

In the moments leading to the showdown between Bioshock’s (2K Games, 2007) protagonist Jack and Rapture’s visionary despot, Andrew Ryan, upon reaching an abandoned office we (the players) are presented with a bright red mural painted with blood all over a wall: “Would you kindly?” On the desk, a set of tapes contain the recordings of Dr. Suchong’s “Mind Control” experiments, in which a woman is coerced into killing a puppy. Following hours of seemingly necessary violence perpetrated against those opposing Jack’s (and our) mission to hijack Rapture’s despotic establishment, this episode still shocks for its gratuitousness, emphasised by the subject’s helpless attempt to resist coercion. The woman finally gives in as the doctor prompts one final time: “Break that puppy’s neck, would you kindly?” The episode unveils the curtain of rhetorical courtesy behind this expression, which leaves the receiving end of the communication with no choice but to oblige its request. In his final address to Jack (and to us) Andrew Ryan questions the nature of free will and the meaning of action in society: “In the end what separates a man from a slave? Money? Power? No. A man chooses, a slave obeys.” Looking through the virtual camera, Ryan’s speech shatters the illusion of control that we experienced up until this moment. As a cutscene takes over, Ryan commands Jack to kill him, casting the abject request one final time: “Would you kindly?” Looking through Jack’s eyes but unable to move, we are left jarred by lack of interaction at such a crucial time, as agency is doubly denied to us: on a narrative level, we feel excluded from crucial information informing our choices and their consequences – as we find out that Jack’s every action has been planted by the Rapture’s rebellion leader Atlas, later found to be Ryan’s political opponent Frank Fontaine. On a ludic level we are left unable to act at a crucial moment in the game – as the cutscene prevents us from interacting – betraying the expectations embedded within the first-person interface. By stripping us of the affordances established earlier in the game, this sequence unveils the designed constraints of its ludic structure leaving players to wonder: who is in control? In this sense, Bioshock final moments offer a poignant critique of video game interactivity and its relationship with agency (Aldred and Greenspan, 2011; Wysocki and Schandler, 2013; Jackson, 2014; Schubert, 2015; Stang, 2019). 

 

The Pleasures of Agency 

More than twenty years ago, in the 1996 seminal volume Hamlet on the Holodeck, Janet Murray defined agency as “the satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and choices” (2016, p. 123). Today, agency is still prominently present in scholarly debates on video game ontology – emerging from video games’ textual configuration through the multiplicity of paths and levels of interaction provided to the user – and in video game aesthetics – as the pleasurable experience control derived from taking meaningful decisions within virtual environments. In the words of Matt Margini (2017), writing on the pages of The New Yorker for the 20th anniversary since the publication of Hamlet, Murray’s work “didn’t sit entirely comfortably with any crowd – but, then, neither did Murray, a lover of postmodern technology who hates postmodern theory, a digital-media scholar with the reference points of an old-fashioned literary critic, a literary critic who writes in the future tense.” Murray’s book defined digital media aesthetic much beyond the scope of agency, establishing a vocabulary that to this day is used to describe the procedural character of digital artefacts and their immersive sensorial qualities. In Murray’s proposition, agency casts itself as an alternative to the conceptual nebulosity of the term “interactivity” (p. 124) and to broad ideas of “participation” (p. 125). Agency exceeds the execution of actions required or prompted by interactive systems, and instead implies taking action within the virtual environment and seeing the effect of those actions unfolding according to one’s intentions. In the same year of Hamlet’s publication, Espen Aarseth’s Cybertexts (1997) similarly criticised the rhetorical and ideological character of the term “interactive” (p. 48), proposing instead the category of the “ergodic” to describe both the multiplicity of paths afforded by these texts as well as the non-trivial effort required to the user in order to traverse them (ergon: “work”; and hodos: “path”). Indeed, Murray outlines two modes of experiencing agency in virtual environments: navigational and constructivist. Building a taxonomy of agential experiences, Murray’s agency is firstly found in the pleasure of spatial navigation and “orienteering” oneself, moving through “digital environments” and “virtual landscapes”, expanding on the experience previously afforded by the hypertexts of the World Wide Web (2016, p. 125). The agential pleasure anticipates debates around the spatial quality of video games as texts that not only afford the possibility of virtually exploring space, but that also create such spaces, even impossible ones which defy the physical boundaries of the real world (Wolf, 1997; Nitsche, 2008). The pleasure of traversing and asserting one’s agency over the digital environment has led scholars to read these forms of orientation through the lens of postcolonial studies (Lemmes, 2003; Langer, 2008), defining spatial mastering within practices of “mapping” (as a form of knowledge-based mastering of space) and “touring” (as the performance of traversing space) (Lammes, 2008). The agential pleasure of orientation is, in this sense, always inscribed within tales of progression by the discovery and ordering of space, which in return enables the experience of control. Indeed, Alexander Galloway identifies videogames as “allegories of control,” as they “don’t attempt to hide informatic control, they flaunt it” (2006, p.90). Control is both thematised – in tropes and narratives, as in the above example from Bioshock, but also in other games such as The Stanley Parable’s Mind Control Facility (Galactic Caffé, 2011) – and integral part of video game formal structures – through mechanics and interfaces, as in the example of Until Dawn’s Butterfly Effect game mechanic (Supermassive Games, 2015). More recently authors criticised the teleological trajectory of orientation, questioning its ideological assumption and turning instead towards non-normative ways of experiencing space, for example by juxtaposing it with the critical value of being dis-orientated and of re-orienting oneself in order to account for subjective affect in gaming (Anable, 2018, p. xix). This is part of a larger move towards destabilising the idea of “mastery” attached to digital discourses, one that is at the same time invested in undoing the existential assertiveness present in the etymology of the vocabulary of video game control: “agency”, from the Latin agens, meaning “effective, powerful”; as “interactive”, from the Latin inter, “among, between”, and activus, “to drive, draw out or forth, move”. For Murray, the pleasure of spatial exploration is mirrored by that of narrative choices and the two are connected through the metaphors of the maze and rhizome. These spatial forms represent the organisation of the users’ activity within the virtual environment, which consequently structures the availability of paths. For Murray, such availability – from the one predetermined paths of the maze (in linear games), to the interconnected nodes of the rhizome (in open ended simulations) – maps the relationship between the intentionality of the player and the outcomes available at each interaction: for example, no matter which path we take through a Bioshock level, there is only one entrance and one exit, mirroring the constrained narrative that frames our actions in the game which always lead to Ryan’s death. The constrained nature of agency has been further explored by scholars in relation to design practices, which contribute to the deconstruction of the ideological freedom attached to agency. For instance, Michael Mateas (2001) merges Murray’s idea of agency with Brenda Laurel’s Aristotelian model of interface design, framing agency as resulting from the negotiation between formal and material constraints. In Laurel’s model, the computer’s most crucial property is its “capacity to represent actions in which humans could participate.” (1993, p. 1) By placing “action” at the forefront of the computer experience, Laurel envisions computer users as agents: “An agent is one who initiates and performs actions” (p. 47). The experience of agency is found in the balance of the material and dramatic causes that organise the relationship between the elements constituting a digital event (Action, Character, Thought, Language, Pattern, Enactment). While the material causes describe the limited nature of possibilities made available by the system (placing constraints and affordances over the actions), the dramatic ones motivate the user to take certain types of actions within the virtual environments, making those actions more or less desirable: “Just as the material constraints can be considered as affording actions from the level of spectacle through thought, the formal constraints afford motivation from the level of plot. […] Players will experience agency when there is a balance between the material and formal constraints” (p. 145). Central to the design of agency is the relation between players and the computational model, which is neither predicated on the rhetoric of “free will” (the computational model is finite and interaction is limited by clear rules) nor on that of “realist” representation (if not matched by coherently accurate interaction models). Agency is instead dependent on a model of “dramatic probabilities” which must account for players’ expectations and gaming literacy. According to such design perspectives, agency is: “a phenomenon, involving both the game and the player, that occurs when the actions players desire are among those they can take as supported by an underlying computational model” (Wardrip-Fruin et al., 2009, p. 7 emphasis in the original). In this sense, the constraints imposed by video game materiality are not symptomatic of the limits imposed over players’ agency or its illusory quality, rather they enable it. In fact, in the same way that play is not extinguished but instead thrives on the rules of a game, agency is experienced not despite material and dramatic constraints, but as a result of them. This conceptualisation of agency as an experience afforded to the user by the careful designing of the game-system, runs parallel to the questioning of other fundamental categories associated with rhetoric of self-determination in virtual environments such as that of interactivity. For example, Dominic Arsenault and Bernard Perron (2008) propose the term “intra(re)activity” in order to destabilise the centrality of the gamer in theories of gameplay: “The entire game system and the events have been programmed and are fixed, and the designer has tried to predict the gamer’s reactions to these events and develop the game (in part through artificial intelligence programming) to react in turn to some of the gamer’s reactions” (p. 120). We will see later how the ideology of the “active” that seem to inhabit and drive both “interactivity” and “agency” has been recently questioned through even more radical propositions such as that of “inter-passivitiy” (Wilson, 2003). 

While Murray’s most revisited work casts agency as an aesthetic effect produced by the text, later in the same chapter the author moves away from such textual-centric approaches, turning to a constructivist framework. Here Murray highlights the centrality of users in this process – beyond the interaction within computational models – as they take action over the system and manipulate it. Looking at how students used a Multi-User Dungeon (MUD) interface to organise social activities other than gaming – establishing a purpose different from the software’s original one – Murray highlights the medium’s “ability to build things that display autonomous behaviour” (2016, p.140). While in appearance still focusing on the properties of the digital artifact, this passage marks a crucial shift from the agency afforded by the text to the agency claimed by the user’s idiosyncratic manipulation with the artefact and its purpose. The use of the adjective “constructivist” in this context reflects the wider popularisation of constructivist theory since the 1980s across the fields of Learning Psychology, Pedagogy and more recently Education Studies. More importantly, in Game Studies such a move marks the passage from a game-centric approach (what the video games make us do) to one focused on gameplay (what can we do with video games). In fact, the concept of agency has been over the years inscribed in larger discourses of procedurality which frame simulations and computational models at the centre of gaming. Murray herself underlines procedurality as one of the main qualities of new digital artefacts. More recently, Ian Bogost’s (2007) popular conceptualisation of procedural rhetoric complements Murray’s optimistic take, pointing at the ways in which rule-based systems advance a rhetorical proposition by shaping the users’ behaviour into performing intended procedures. In this sense, procedurality frames agency within a semiotic cage in which meaning is pre-arranged and can only be executed by the user via such procedures. Against these deterministic readings, scholars such as Miguel Sicart (2011) draw attention to the performative nature of games and the subversive nature of play. In particular, theories of play highlight players’ critical engagement with rules in a balance between submission and assertion, as they do not only play by the rules, but also always play with them, challenging their given constraints. As in Murray’s example of constructivist agency in MUDs spaces, players do not always conform to the objectives inscribed in games’ formal structures and instead find agency in playfully taking over the rules. In one of the most interesting recent interventions in play theory, Sicart (2014, p.11) discusses the appropriative quality of play that “takes over the context in which it exists and cannot be totally predetermined by such context.” For Sicart, the chaotic nature of play disrupts established semiotic structures and therefore requires rethinking the process of signification: “the idea of meaning needs to be abandoned in favor of collaborative processes of engagement and interaction among all agents in the network of play. Nobody dictates meaning, order, importance, or action; all agents, designers and players, negotiate play” (2014, p. 90). If agency is about perceiving the effects of actions in a context, play has the potential to disrupt agencies implicit in the design of games, making way for new and different ones. One example of such subversive play is found in the emergence of in-game photography (Poremba, 2017). Reflecting on such subversive uses, author Cindy Poremba (2003) links the repression of authorial discourses in game studies to the foregrounding of gamers’ agency and the figure of the “player author.” The emphasis on players’ intentionality, performativity and their capacity to manipulate and act in the virtual environment erode video game authorship across all discursive levels. While much of in-game photography reflects mainstream video game discourses, echoing the tropes and aesthetic of advertisement in the industry, works such as Alan Butler’s in-game photography project Down and Out in Los Santos display the critical potential intrinsic in practices of subversive play. Turning the “shooting” mechanic in Grand Theft Auto V (Rockstar, 2013) on itself, Butler’s digital photographs, portraying the homeless Non-Playing Characters (NPCs) populating the game, hijack its neoliberal logic of accumulation by foregrounding the systemic poverty reproduced by the computational model (Girina, 2019b). Agency is here understood not as the perceived impact of the players over the virtual world, but rather as the actual capacity to affect the game from within (circumventing its rules and goals) and from without (manipulating its material structure, its code or design). Drawing from Bernard Suit’s seminal volume The Grasshopper, Stephanie Boluk and Patrick LeMieux (2017, p. 8) provide an acute analysis of the contentious relationship between video games and play:

In a world of asshoppers and grants where winter is a constant reality, the fantasy of summer – of games and play – serves as a ubiquitous, cultural logic that guides both the consumption and production of consumer electronics and digital entertainment like videogames. Whether or not Suits’ utopian vision can ever be realized, videogames operate as the ideological avatar of play: a widely held, naturalized system of beliefs that conflates the fantasy of escapism with the commodity form and encloses play within the magic circle of neoliberal capital.


If Suits (1978) argues that games are “utopias” in which play emerges as players freely negotiate and subscribe arbitrary rules and obstacles, video games are dystopias in which play is inhibited by the imposition of non-negotiable constraints such as the game algorithms and mechanics. Agency becomes a surrogate for play, as players’ freedom to negotiate and subscribe the game’s rule is replaced by the myth of choice and by the abundance of paths available to players. The progressive foregrounding of agency discourses in relation to video games ideologically hides their non-negotiable algorithmic nature. In this sense, the foregrounding of discourses on agency functions ideologically to hide the non-negotiable algorithmic nature of mechanics in video games as opposed to the social process of negotiating rules in traditional ones. In the words of Boluk and LeMieux, “Games have been replaced by video games and play has been replaced by fun” (2017, p.8). Video games then are not games, but rather digital artefacts used by players to make and perform their own meta-games (Boluk and LeMieux, 2017, p. 9), as exemplified in speedrun video performances in which players showcase their prowess by “beating” the game according to self-imposed rules. In this battle of extreme ludic realities, video games seem to offer a deceptive sense of agency to the players as surrogate for play and as a discursive marker of “fun”. On the other hand, a different type of agency can be found in meta-gaming practices such as in-game photography and speed-running, which emerge through the subversive playful appropriations. 

Video game agency then seems to reside on a rhetorical spectrum that stretches between two poles: on the one hand, the issue of agency has often been framed as one of free will and self-determination, an argument often wielded by techno-enthusiasts such as Murray; on the other hand, the claim for agency has been criticised as a deception,  a mechanism created to fashion the illusion of freedom of choice in order to hide the material constraints of the simulation, in the dramatic model of Mateas and Wardrip-Fruin’s critique of computational models. In the following, we will sketch the historical genealogy of agency and its recent renaissance under a post-digital condition (Cramer, 2013), and highlight how some of the salient contributions from other academic fields – such as social sciences, philosophy and media studies – can productively inform and renew our understanding of the politics of gaming and play. 

 

 Agency Across Fields

The ideological construction of agency as surrogate for freedom can be traced across various academic fields. In one of the most exhaustive interdisciplinary surveys on agency, Susanne Eichner (2014) denounces the trapping of this category within disciplinary boundaries and brings forth its common threads. Fields such as Social Sciences and Psychology maintain a fundamental distinction between the agency of human actors and those of non-human actors and objects; others, such as Game Studies, Communication, as well as certain branches of Film and Media Studies focus on the textual and discursive construction of agency and its illusory quality; finally, recent posthumanist approaches, such as Science, Technology & Society Studies (STS) and New Materialism, offer a complete ontological reconfiguration, and propose an understanding of agency as relational. More broadly, debates on agency can be located on five different axes:

	the opposition between intentionality (the individual’s perception of the action in relation to the intention) and causality (the effect of the actions on a context); 
	the negotiation between personal agency (the individual’s capacity to act) and collective agency (a social body’s potential to act);
	the distinction between primary agency (of the individual) and secondary agency (possessed by or attributed to objects); 
	the ideological notion of media as active or passive, therefore offering more or less agency to its users; 
	the emergence of a different ontology of agency beyond the polarity of human vs nonhuman agency.


 

Intentionality and Causality 

The roots of agency in the individual’s capacity for action and its effects on the context exceed the virtual boundaries traced by Murray in her work on cyberdramas, and reach back to philosophy and social science. For Eichner, the question of agency can be traced back to debates on “action theory” in modern philosophy. For example, Max Weber’s social theory organises action around four categorisations: instrumental (determined by a contextual goal), value-oriented (motivated by beliefs such as religion and politics), affective (engendered by an emotional response), and traditional (as a consequence of habits and customs) (in Eichner, 2014, p. 19). Such categorisations focus on the issue of intentionality, exemplified in the division between rational social actions which are intentionally sought out by the actor, and irrational actions. The latter are, in fact, considered responsive behaviours, not motivated by the intention of the agents and instead dictated by the context. Beyond the mechanics of choice, agency has been thematised in video games particularly with regards to issues of intentionality and rationality. In the Sci-fi epic trilogy of Mass Effect (Bioware, 2017-2013), the protagonist, Commander Shepard, attempts to stop the invasion of the Reapers, a synthetic life form that feeds off other galactic species using them as biofuel. Beyond the choice mechanics and moral system that have been widely discussed in relation to their agential qualities (Joyce 2016; Stang, 2019), Mass Effect thematizes the tension between the individual agency of Shepard and the hive-logic of the Reapers, which literalizes the metaphor of collective agency. Agency in Mass Effect is ultimately contested in the opposition between the needs of the Reapers – whose rational and instrumental thinking addresses the issue of sustainable life in the universe as an economic problem, one that can be resource-managed through endless cycles of culling and genocides – and the irrational and reactive will of Shepard (metonymically standing for all humanity) – who acts according to a moral compass, a personal worldview  to preserve all life regardless of the consequence. According to these perspectives, agency is characterised by intentional actions, meaning those rational behaviours that are intended by the individual, who also can predict their outcome. Eichner notices how “the Kantian conception of free will versus necessity served as a fundamental basis for normative approaches of agency as employed by Talcott Parsons” (2014, p. 23). Particularly Parsons’ influence on “modern action theory” is predicated on the intentionality as distinct from free will, as the intention of the actor is not only motivated by the individual’s values, but also by contextual goals as well as being negotiated in relation to the social system. Eichner (2014, p. 32) calls these praxeological approaches, meaning those approaches that frame actions as resulting from purposeful human behaviours. These are based on four principles: the self-reflexivity of actions; their social and contextual meaning; their performative and embodied nature; the exclusion of intentionality as a necessary qualifier. The designed constraints found in video games then are not an impediment to agency, but a manifestation of the context and social systems in which agency is situated (that of the industrialization and commodification of play, as argued by Boluk and Le Mieux). Furthermore, the issue of intentionality is contentious as the meaning of the action and its impact can not always be planned in advance, and yet those actions can have meaningful consequences for the actor: “assuming subjects to be always “keeping track” of their actions proves to be illusionary” (Eichner, 2014, p. 23). 

 

Personal and Collective Agency 

Theoretical frameworks – ranging from Parsons’ relationship between the individual action and social systems, to Bourdieu’s idea of habitus which indicates the socially constructed and performative nature of action – question the relevance of individual intentionality in light of the negotiation of agencies with larger social systems. Habitus describes how social practices are always constructed, mediated by socially inscribed behaviours, for which the “habitus adjusts practice to structure, ensuring the practical (re)production of structure” (Eichner, 2014, p. 26). In this sense, the concept of habitus problematizes the assumption that any action can ever be ascribed entirely to the individual and isolated from its social context. The issue of intentionality is further addressed in psychological approaches that foreground instead the centrality of awareness and self-efficacy. Bandura (in Eichner, 2014, p. 47) distinguishes between four levels of awareness: intentionality, forethought, self-reactiveness and self-reflectiveness. Central to agency is the notion of the “planning agents” (Bratman in Eichner, 2014, p. 46), characterised not by the ability to anticipate the outcome of each action, but rather by the capacity of evaluating the impact of each action and adjusting behaviours accordingly. Following the work of Bandura, Diane Carr et al. (2004) distinguish between three different types of video game agency. Individual/personal agency is that of the player  who takes action over the video game text by renegotiating its structure, for example in speedrunning practices; proxy agency is delegated by a player to another whenever they resort to the use of external help of walkthroughs, cheat-codes or simply the support of other players. Collective agency results from the action taken by multiple players manipulating, expanding or reconfiguring a video game text, as for example in fandom and modding communities. As noted by Eichner, the emphasis on self-reflexivity frees agential debates from the loaded notion of “free will” – which is at odds with previous sociological approaches emphasising social and contextual constraints –  shifting the focus towards self-reflection. Such a shift turns the discourse on agency from an ontological to a phenomenological perspective, foregrounding the perception of ourselves as agents, and the attribution of agency to other subjects. For Bandura, information technology does not only represent and supply our desire for “control” but it also shapes it, influencing our desire for agency: “The accelerated pace of informational, social and technological evolution has placed a premium on people’s capabilities to exert a strong hand in their own development and functioning throughout the life course” (2009, p. 16). Video games in this sense do not simply sublimate our need for control (to feel effective in the world) and instead foster it, generating an expectation of control over the world around us. While most games seek complimenting and satisfying such desires for control by manufacturing the experience of agency for the user, others such as Bioshock purposefully frustrate it, pointing at its virtual, and thus ephemeral, nature. For example, the action-stealth game Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain (Konami, 2015), which manipulates the player into believing the false identity of its protagonist, Venomous Snake. Only by repeating the missions a second time, are we given access to a sequence which reveals our player-character to be an outlier and a pawn of the real Snake, Big Boss, who uses our player-character (and us with him) as a decoy in his battles against government agencies and private armies. The sense of heroism and exceptionalism associated with the military tale of vengeance until that moment is suddenly destabilised by the notion that our character is just a replica of an elusive original, creating a meeting between the narrative world of Metal Gear and the materiality of the video game commodity. Indeed, the game thematizes control and its loss in its title, through the figure of the “phantom pain” which can’t be healed as it resides in a missing limb – the player is constantly reminded of it by Snake’s prosthetic arm – and through the larger trope of torture – present both in cutscenes and in the grotesque interrogation mechanics – which does not have real narrative function, providing only non-essential information, making apparent its exercise in power and control (Girina, 2019a). Video games then are not only objects that channel and enable our agency, but most importantly they negotiate with us the meaning of agency, shaping our expectations with regards to self-efficacy and the capacity to affect and influence the world around us. 

 

Primary and Secondary Agency 

Furthermore, non-human entities, such as objects, machines or networks, may be granted perceived or attributed agency, under certain conditions. For example,  Alfred Gell’s (1998) idea of secondary agency points to the agency attributed to the artwork and art objects as emanation of the primary agency of the artist. Rehearsing ideas of intentionality, for Gell the social agent is always human, as “Actions cannot really be conceptualised in other than social terms” (1998, p. 17). Distinguishing that which “happens” from that who “acts”, Gell recuperates discourses of intentionality, theorising agency as a transferable property from beings to objects that can only carry it. Nevertheless, such a framework begins to highlight the frail and arbitrary disqualification of objects as agents. Similarly, game designers and scholars discuss games’ capacity of providing the illusion of agency, by creating a rule-system which is an emanation of the designer’s intention (McCallum-Stewart and Parsler, 2007). Here, theory turns towards a less specialist, and more popular, meaning of the word “agency”, that of a mediator for action, a proxy that is invested with the capacity to act by someone or something else. Such an understanding of agency as attributed to machinic programmes is not novel. For example, in her work on the dramatisation of computer interfaces, Laurel reminds us that in “social and legal terms, an agent is one who is empowered to act on behalf of another” (1993, p. 61). While maintaining a distinction between beings and objects, Gell’s approach is important for the theorisation of the relational quality of agency articulated across two dimensions: on the one hand, to exert agency as an agent; on the other hand, its opposite, to be subjected to the agency of others as a “patient” (p. 21). While such distinction allows agency to enter the realm of relationality, steering away from ontological qualifications and moving towards an attribution model that reconciles sociological and psychological positions, it also clearly identifies this category as a rhetorical site of power. Such rhetoric of agency power has been prominently in media debates, notably in the dichotomic construction of spectatorship as either active or passive depending on the medium. In fact, discourses of activity/passivity are often evoked in relation to video games, where agency emerges as a distinct aesthetic category to highlight the medium specific pleasure of taking action in an environment, as opposed to its lack that distinguishes ideas of passive reception and low critical engagement. Such rhetoric of activity is often constructed in popular discourse against the passivity associated with other media forms, such as film and literature. Beyond the sheer cognitive work involved in these processes, such discourses generally ignore also the inter/trans- and meta-textual ways in which readers and spectators engage with their objects, evident for example in fandom practices that – not unlike Murray’s MUD example and in Poremba’s modding culture – allow the manipulation and subversion of texts beyond their intended purposes. Such forms of engagement have been central in post-structuralist reception theories as well as in the study of feminist and queer spectatorship. Reflecting on the multiplicity of media engagement and attempting to part ways with rhetorical discourses of media activity/passivity, Eichner ultimately theorises agency as “a special form of media involvement, [which] is potentially present in all media reception” (p. 13). Focusing on the experience of agency in the process of media reception and appropriation, the author conceptualises agency as a particular mode of involvement induced by specific textual strategies. 

 

Activity and Passivity

In the 1980s, video games marketing rhetoric exploited the “interactivity” discourse associated with computer entertainment, to promote its hybridization with television, a medium that had repeatedly been constructed as “passive”. Public discourses around television would criticise its visual quality as deficient and its modes of engagement as intellectually stultifying and inviting a distracted mode of attention (cf. Adorno, 1976; Postman, 1987). Such disparaging judgments were closely intertwined with gendered and classist ideas of “quality” and a condescending attitude towards popular culture more generally. In the 1970s, the emerging field of television studies was still strongly influenced by social sciences (Williams, 1974; Newcomb, 1974), but beginning in the 1980s, television scholars developed a more medium-specific methodology and contested claims regarding the alleged passive reception of the medium. Especially in comparison to cinema, the televisual image offers not only the possibility of concentrated engagement, but also formats and moments of highly participatory quality, and various formats with heightened audience interaction, such as game and quiz shows. Television scholars highlighted the viewers’ experience (Ang, 1985; Newcomb/Hirsch, 1983; Kaplan, 1983), deconstructed the link between gender, class and quality (Brunsdon, 1990), and emphasised the role of active audiences (e.g. Fiske, 1987; Jenkins, 1992). In the 1980s, video games became an increasingly mainstream form of interactive entertainment technology, and television was of crucial importance to this popularisation. The explosion of another wave of home consoles in the 1990s, with products such as Sony Playstation and Sega Saturn, brought about the promise of a new form of entertainment for the masses, one that reached outside the skilled subcultures of hackers and bedroom developers, and outgrew the stereotypes that associated video games with child’s play. Products such as Mattel Intellivision offered marketing campaigns capitalising on the myth of the “idiot box” with slogans such as “this is intelligent television” (Sheila MacMurphy, p. 2009). The familiar object brought the possibility to enter virtual worlds and engage with interactive artifacts to the households of entirely new demographics. Thus, video games in the 1990s created a giddying sense of possibility through phantasies of spatial transgression, novel and immersive “activity” that could feel empowering. Although the notion of media as passive or active has been overhauled in scholarship, the parallels between video game marketing in the 1990s and today, when again agency is proclaimed as a manifestation of free will, seem to be implicitly built on this premise. 

 

Human and Nonhuman Agency

Lastly, perspectives that may be loosely grouped under the umbrella term New Materialism (NM) explore the agency of nonhuman actors not as an attributed characteristic but on its own terms (Coole & Frost, 2010). NM shares aspects with Science, Technology & Society Studies (cf. Lemke, 2017) and Object Oriented Ontologies, and stretches across political and cultural theory, queer theory, philosophy, cultural theory, biopolitics, critical race theory, media studies, geography, archaeology and literature. Working within a posthumanist framework, all of these different approaches embrace the vitality of matter, object to the anthropocentric privileging of humans over the nonhuman world and to viewing things only from the perspective of human use, which extends to humanist notions of agency. Already in 1988, Donna Haraway had proposed imagining the world as witty coding trickster, in order to make “room for surprises and ironies at the heart of all knowledge production; we are not in charge of the world” (Haraway, 1988, p. 594). Rather than perceiving the world as “the raw material of culture”, as things to be resourced, this move required a re-thinking of knowledge: to imagine the object looking back, with its own agency. Materialist feminism has indeed featured strongly in NM (Barad, 2007; Bennett, 2010; Braidotti, 2013; Grosz, 2004; Alaimo & Hekman 2008), expanding a strictly constructivist framework to consider how material bodies, spaces, and conditions contribute to the formation of subjectivity. In distinction from techno-utopian and transhumanist discourses — which welcome the sublimation of the human through technology — NM advances a “critical posthumanism”, arguing against a disembodied view of information (the possibility of separating information from its carrier). Agency is reframed as emerging from entanglements and constellations between matter, rather than objects with fixed qualities, while object-oriented approaches do assume the existence of objects as entities that cannot be reduced to their relations (Bogost, 2012; cf. Bogost, 2010), although they also topple humanity from its position at the summit of a hierarchically conceived world. Two perspectives derived from this “material turn,” which have been particularly influential in recent years, are sketched in the following as they offer a significant conceptual redefinition of the term and idea of agency: Actor-Network-Theory (ANT) and Karen Barad’s theory of agential realism. 

Originally developed in the social sciences by Michele Callon, Bruno Latour, John Law and others, ANT has become a staple in media studies (e.g. Couldry, 2008; Seier, 2017; Teurlings, 2013). In ANT, agency — the capacity to act — precedes the identification of particular “actants”, regardless of whether these are human or non-human. ANT positions a “radical symmetry” between such actants, rather than a priori distinguishing between humans and objects, or other binary divides, such as nature/culture, human/technology. Methodologically de-essentialist, ANT objects to considering technical artifacts, for instance, as isolatable elements of culture and society. Agency emerges from the processes and actions of transformation and reconfiguration. Rather than an intrinsic quality, agency is an effect of these relations. Latour’s examples include keychains, revolving doors and elevators, as well as the potent effects and repercussions on a systemic scale of a computer crash or the explosion of a mine. These ontologically heterogeneous “actants” may form a more or less impermanent formation or “network” from which “networked intentionality” emerges (Latour, 1993, p. 261). Agency is thus defined as neither requiring a consciousness nor as necessarily intentional. Applied to game studies, ANT interferes in productive ways in the neoliberal ideas of self-determination that inform much gamer language. For instance, Daniel Muriel and Gary Crawford interrogate how a notion of agency entangled with the discourse on freedom, responsibility and control expands beyond individual video game texts. They suggest that agency in games is the “multiple, distributed, and dislocated production of differences and transformations” (Muriel & Crawford, 2020, p. 140), while  intentionality and purpose reside in dispositifs, apparatuses, and institutions (rather than objects or humans). The authors link this rhetoric of individualised stories of success and failure to neoliberal ideology and its techno-utopian solutionism.

Among the most influential proponents of NM, Karen Barad, a theoretical physicist, builds on quantum mechanics from a critical feminist posthumanist perspective. Through a “diffractive reading” of scholars ranging across seemingly different approaches and fields, such as Niels Bohr, Michele Foucault and Judith Butler, Barad confronts and combines feminist analyses of power with a notion of materiality from the natural sciences. The figure of “diffraction” — an epistemological metaphor originally from Donna Haraway — is used as both ontology and methodology: different concepts and ideas entangle and are read through and with one another. At the centre of Barad’s work is the notion of agential realism — “the mutual constitution of entangled agencies” (Barad, 2007, p. 33) — which offers an epistemological and ontological reworking of the notion of agency. Key to agential realism is what Barad calls ‘‘intra-active becoming’’ (Barad, 2007, p. 151). Such a becoming understands the fundamental units of being not as words and things or subjects and objects — turning away from the linguistic-semiotic-interpretive turn in critical theory — but as dynamic phenomena produced through entangled and shifting forms of agency inherent in all materiality. For Barad, the relation between things is constituted by her neologism “intra-action”: there is no defined or self-contained entity that exists “behind” phenomena. Agency is not an attribute of humans, subjects or objects but emerges through intra-active dynamics and processes. Similar to Latour’s concern for Gaia, Barad also seeks to link this ontological and epistemological approach to an ethics, a response-ability: “Practices of knowing and being are not isolable; they are mutually implicated. We don’t obtain knowledge by standing outside the world; we know because we are of the world” (Barad, 2007, p. 185). In Game Studies, Barad’s approach may allow for approaches beyond a focus on game texts, content, or representation without giving up on an ethical or political intervention. For example, Alison Harvey (2011, p. 178) suggests that Barad’s agential realism offers a conceptual lens to account for the mutually constituted character, the entanglement of player and game and the creation of meaning and transformation in intra-action that makes space for different take on gender politics in video games:

An agential realism that accounts for the mutually constituted character of the material-discursive may allow for a greater sense of the complexity of the (re)production of both masculinity and femininity in game play.


The interventions by NM and ANT entail a fundamental critique of binary categories and essentialist positions of objectivity in knowledge production. Yet the move to redefine the relation between epistemology and ontology has also encountered unease and some of the more sweeping pronouncements have raised objections (for instance Ahmed, 2008). While the deconstruction of the Western basis of a normative sense of human agency is welcome, the current moment has also seen new, politically effective players emerge through increasingly autonomous, smart technologies and the perfected use of algorithmic possibilities that threaten to undermine liberal democracy. 

 

Contribution Summaries

To open our issue, Frans Mäyrä offers a review of the cultural dimension of technology-related play and the interconnection between humans and their devices. Rather than further following the currently fashionable trail of technological agency, Mäyrä traces the scholarship on the phenomenological experience of games, mental-bodily relationships with games. In “The Player as a Hybrid: Agency in Digital Game Cultures”, Mäyrä suggests that  “our connections with games are also power relations that shape our agency in ways that we are not necessarily always aware of.” Similar to the various ways in which games and game-characters are situated at a threshold, agency too emerges as a hybrid concept, in flux and determined both by technological modifications and cultural narratives, responding to a “fundamental hybridity built into the play situation itself.” 

In “Unhuman Agency: Reading Subjectivities in Playdead’s Inside,” Vicky Williams employs the figure of the “unhuman”, rather than the more common “posthuman” and “nonhuman” lens, to link the topics of unruly agency and affect. While videogames enable an affective and embodied understanding of its distributed agencies, the unhuman, Williams suggests, make this communality strange. Combining elements from Barad’s philosophy, affect and game theory with an analysis of Playdead’s 2016 video game Inside, Williams argues that unanticipated agencies emerge through various subjectivities within the gameworld, and the player comes into contact with unhuman figurations such as the huddle or the swarm that are enacting, zombie-like, a temporality after human. Playing the game evokes a range of “weird affects” and the embodied and affective relationship with the gamespace allows the player to access “unhuman” subjectivities, not just through representation but through phenomenological and affective modalities: procedurally through unanticipated interaction, vibrational and auditory feedback of controller. Williams links the range of “weird affects” evoked through the playing the game, the player’s experience of compromised agency and recognition that they must participate in the unjust system of its gameworld to a larger ethical question, concluding that “Inside asks of its players to truly acknowledge how it feels to be played.”

In “‘You bastards may take exactly what I give you’: Exploring Agential Realism as the Basis of a Novel Theory of Agency through Return of the Obra Dinn”, Conor McKeown applies Barad’s understanding of agency to Lucas Pope’s nautical game. Moving away from understanding agency as options for or the illusion of potential actions, and towards Barad’s understanding of agency as an “ongoing flow,” which both precedes and produces things, McKeown demonstrates the use of Barad’s philosophy for a deeper analysis of Return of the Obra Dinn. The relative limitations and lack of actionable choices are reframed – or diffracted – through Barad in such a way that players emerge not only as players through their “intra-action” with the game, but are themselves caught up in the “becoming” of matters around them. At key moments, the player is given no choice but to “reify the troubled, entangled histories” of colonialism, nationalism, racism and global capitalism. While such limitations are not limited to Obra Dinn, McKeown suggests that the game offers an exceptional example of how seemingly meaningless, small actions are fused with the production of a wide-reaching impact.

To close this section, Stephanie Jennings offers a comprehensive evaluation of the different perspectives framing video game agency in her essay “A Meta-Synthesis of Agency in Game Studies: Trends, Troubles, Trajectories,” in which the author “advocates against totalising views of agency and contends that gaming agencies are plural potentialities.” Positing a function much beyond the reach of the synthesis suggested in the methods, Jennings’ analysis points at the “interrelatedness and divergence” of these studies, ultimately individuating “tremors of thematic trends and tensions” that are here used to “expose the assumptions that undergird a field’s conceptual apparatuses”. Through these categories, Jennigs develops a compelling framework which highlights the assumptions and blind-spots of agential research on video games. Jennings calls for a less prescriptive approach to this category, one that does not assume its connotation as embedded in heternormative western hegemonic relationships, and that instead opens up to the possibility of undoing its active-passive binarism. In this sense, the lack of agency associated with the video game-player techno-human assemblage might be not just a refusal to subscribe those neoliberal rhetorics of self-determination often contested by researchers in this field, but actually a radical move towards understanding other relational possibilities such as the agencies of communal interdependency, those of gender performativity, and the agencies of queer failure.

 

Critical Notes

The Critical Notes offer an overview on agency through the analysis of games which each foreground different topics emergent from this concept. In “Epistemology of the Werewolf: Monsters, Closet and the Queer Agency of One Night Ultimate Werewolf”, Jack Warren offers a queer reading of the party game One Night Ultimate Warewolf, drawing  parallels between its game mechanics of hiding/uncovering and the exprience of the closet for queer individuals. Warren provides as “too-close reading” of the game, using Esteban Muñoz’s idea of “playing the game” in relation to closeted queer performances within heteronormative communities. In fact, like the werewolves in One Night, Muñoz’s queer subjects play a game of hiding in plain sight, mimicking the normative behaviours and trying to “pass” as straight. The centrality of “secrecy” in relation to the closet and its parallelism with One Night echoes the work of anthropologist and historian Johan Huizinga according to whom the sacrality of play as ritual is always embedded in exclusionary discourses that rely on secrecy in order to perpetuate themselves.

In a close reading of Metal Gear Solid V, Luca Papale and Russelline François explore how players’ agency at times collides with auteurial intentions. This single game allows a nuanced interpretation of various dimensions of agency, such as the illusion of agency experienced by the player or the agency of the game itself when impeding repetitions or hidden constructions of singular events. “‘I am Big Boss, and you are, too…’ Player identity and agency in Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain” thus opens the always already political dimension of the concept, as the experience of agency in the game is designed in such a way as to invite implicitly “realist” readings of nuclear disarmament politics, and balance of deterrence as necessary evil.

Alison Meints and Josiah Green take up the absence of disabled bodies in video games in “Player Agency and Representations of Disability in Borderlands 2.” Meints/Green suggest that “simulating disability for the player on a procedural level can be a significant challenge for game designers” and that the design of Borderlands 2 synergises persuasive visual and procedural rhetoric. In an extensive close-reading of Borderlands, the authors explore how the game’s rhetoric allows a rare encounter with various non-able bodies, revealing disability as a social construct rather than a flaw or physical failing. They thus uncover both potentially subversive and ableist tactics present in the game. Their analysis demonstrates that this social model of disability within the game co-exists in tension with some ableist slurs and harmful stereotypes.

Miguel Cesar offers an analysis of agency in the game Shadow of The Colossus within the context of 21st century Japan. In fact, in “Playing with the Player. Agency Manipulation in Shadow of the Colossus and Japanese Computer Games”, the author argues for the modulation of agency between the freedom of the game’s open world and the linearity of its progression as  a reflection of the fluctuation of agency in Japanese subjectivity during the Lost Decades (1990-2010). In this time of social turmoil, values in Japanese society shift from the dependability of social and economic institutions to the neoliberal ideals of self-determination and personal responsibility.

 

Conclusions: Beyond Agency 

Our starting point was to consider agency as something that is given or taken, afforded or claimed, where agency is constructed as a tangible aspect of power relations. We sought to question the neoliberal discourse on agency as giving a chance and choice to everyone (playing a game), free and equally, as a function of meritocracy, requiring the subjects to self-determine and to be held accountable for their own actions as social agents. In this sense, video games are a perfect playground for the rehearsal of our neoliberal subjectivity, as they demand that we take charge of the action on screen, providing us with virtually perfect feedback and infinite opportunities for improvement via endless trial-and-error cycles in which each failure is reinscribed as one step toward the mastery of a challenge. Such mythologisation of human action can be easily read within ideological discourses promoting the “personal utility of play” (Henricks, 2015, p. 7) as part of neoliberal rhetorics: the play ethos that emerges in individualistic and economically developed societies which champion reflexivity and self-directing, rejecting instead ideas of passivity and dependency. However, a closer look at theories of video game agency reveals its ambivalent relationship with such neoliberal discourses. On the one hand, if video games offer a space for rehearsing discourses of agency and individual empowerment, design theory allows us to contextualise such agentic subjectivities as constructed and, consequently, dependent on the socio-cultural infrastructure that generates them. Indeed, one of the big lessons in design points at the nature of virtual agency as not resulting from complete freedom, but rather from channelling users’ activity via constraints which are justified and naturalised to our eyes, consequently preventing their questioning. On the other hand, the appropriative and subversive nature of play and the unstable material nature of video games as digital artifacts resist their complete co-optation within neoliberal logics, as users claim agency outside its pre-designed borders, modding, performing, cheating and overall transforming them in unexpected ways. User-generated content such as Davey Wreden’s mod The Stanley Parable not only manifests the subversive charge of play in resisting its own commodification and sanitisation –achieved by combining the procedurality of games with the algorithmic nature of simulations– but it also exemplifies video games’ self-reflexive questioning of neoliberal agency, using a omniscient voiceover which celebrates the software’s capacity to predict players’ every move, anticipating their choices and devoiding them of meaning.   

[image: ] 

Figure 2: Dylan’s mind represented as a factory in the episode “Handle With Care” from Radiator (Robert Yang, 2009-2015)

 

Without negating the existence of these power relations and, at the same time, the possibility to bring about change, in the course of our investigation on the theoretical capacity and political potential of agency, our attention shifted towards understanding agency as based in and emerging from interactions: actions occurring between multiple actors. Such emphasis on the relational nature of agency already weakens the individualist premise of an isolated player wielding agency, unfettered and “free”. Yet even in reconceptualisations of agency that let go of a human carrier and intentionality and instead consider its emergence from an entanglement or an impermanent assemblage of matter and being, the term “agency” is still invested in defining some kind of force or power that produces an effect. Coincidentally, within patriarchal culture, this conceptual image is still closely linked to the ideas of strength, effort, labour, potency, vigour, imposition, and even violence. Articulating the relationship between capitalist development and globalisation, Taitu Heron argues: “Agency, limited to this western and masculinist definition under capitalist development would be individualist with a tendency towards autocracy for the achievement of its own ends” (2008, p. 87). Against such inscriptions, we have encountered the strange force of different relational modes such as interinterpassivity, dependency and vulnerability, which lie dormant in agency, prompting us to change the premises of the question: why agency? This paradigmatic shift leads us to question the idea of agency hic et nunc as altogether neoliberal and irredeemably phallocentric, obsessed with achievement, progress, growth and control. Is agency needed in order to experience individual and social participation in the world or are there productive forms of relinquishing one’s agency? Robert Yang’s Radiator (2009-2015) is, like The Stanley Parable, another example of Source engine mods that resist the spectacular action characterising the original game Half Life 2 (Valve Corporation, 2004), focusing instead on mini-games that operate a self-reflexive critique of agency. As argued by Tom Welch (2018), “Yang decisively undermines the traditional mechanics of the game in order to make an artistic statement about a failing relationship.” In fact, the game explores the relationship between two men, James and Dylan, across three chapters, each making use of simple mechanics that mirror different relational moments between the two characters: “Polaris” uses a star-gazing puzzle mechanic that requires players to follow John’s indication, tracing constellations in the sky; “Handle With Care” takes place during a couples therapy session within Dylan’s mind, which is represented as a warehouse where players must practice the titular “care” in rearranging the fragile boxes representing his responses in the dialogue with John and the therapist; finally, in “Much Madness” players are confronted with the final moments of Dylan’s life, as he wanders through Emily Dickinson’s house in order to revisit the fragmented memories of his relationship with John. As the screen fades to black, a flat-heartbeat sound signals Dylan passing away, while on screen the medical report informs us of his cause of death: “HIV-related nephropathy (HIVAN) – end-stage renal disease (ESRD).” Radiator does not only deprive the player of video games’ ultimate  agentic pleasure, that of survival, but it also productively explores chains of inter-passive reactions as a way to represent queer relational experiences, as the player is required to fill in Dylan’s gestures in spite of his unavoidable demise. As exemplified by The Stanley Parable and Radiator, modding practices can allow players to experience subjective modes not grounded in neoliberal ideas of progress and self-determination, using the inter-passive relationship with rules and algorithmic procedures to highlight relational labour and resist agentic narrations of failure as progress.   

The gendered and classist discourse on passive versus active media has been a precursor to such questions, when television embodied the apex of modernity and, at the same time, the capitalist dream of mindless consumption. That debate led to the deconstruction of the rhetoric of passivity and the claiming of active audienceship, which ended up reproducing the myth of the “active subject.” While authors such as Slavoj Žižek (1998) warned of links between emergent interactive forms and the displacement of labour and affect in the interpassive subject – the sanitised “I feel bad about world affairs” produced by mediatised experiences – some of the scholarship in play theory presented in this issue challenges the inter-active/passive dichotomy by looking, for example, at games based on care-taking mechanics. With this issue of G/A/M/E, we call for a reconsideration of agency not only in light of its long interdisciplinary history and resurfacing in gaming culture, but also against its prompt disposal of other relational modes – such as interpassivity, dependency and vulnerability – that inhabit its discursive periphery. In this sense, games do not only constrain players’ activity to produce an illusion of agency, but can also tap into our desire for giving up control and letting go of being in charge, potentially resisting their neoliberal function.[bookmark: wsa-inline-33]33 
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 Abstract 

This article studies the player as a hybrid: a particular compound version of subjectivity that emerges from involvement with the contents, cultures and technologies of games. Drawing from both cultural studies of technology and phenomenology of game play, the article aims to connect key historical works in cultural technology studies with game and play studies to open perspectives into the tensions and potential conflicts that underlie the empowerment and expansion of gaming self. While engaging in game play provides us with novel opportunities for experiencing alternate realities and developing our abilities, our connections with games are also power relations that shape our hybrid, cultural agency in ways that we are not necessarily always aware of. The increasing intermingling of technology and play has consequences for players’ agency that are revealed to be simultaneously empowering and limiting. The multiple identified areas of tension in the constitution of hybrid player agency also suggest a non-essentialist approach to understanding games, players and playing.

Keywords: agency, game controllers, game culture, phenomenology, play, power, technology

 

Introduction

This article is focused on understanding the player as a hybrid: a particular version of subjectivity that emerges from involvement with the contents, cultures and technologies of games. Drawing from both cultural studies of technology and phenomenology of game play, the article offers a historically informed look into the tensions and potential conflicts that underlie the empowerment and expansion of gaming self. While engaging in game play provides us with novel opportunities for experiencing alternate realities and developing our abilities, the intense connections with games are also power relations that shape our hybrid, cultural agency in ways that we are not necessarily aware of. Providing a wide, historically informed outline for understanding technology-related play both in its micro and macro dimensions is something that this article can offer to the reader. While providing a comprehensive review of all relevant discussions within this very wide subject matter is impossible, the aims of this article are more modest: of providing milestones for mapping certain discursive spaces surrounding the hybridization of players’ agency.

The conceptual background for the analysis of cultural agency in the digital era can be found by examining the human cultural relationship with technologies more generally. While agency is a critical component in games, its nature varies significantly from one game to another. Contrasts can be detected, for instance, between the agency of a player engrossed in controlling the wheels and pedals of a rally game in an arcade, of a player relaxing and passing time on a sofa while tapping away on a tablet game, a team of players intensely engaged in an eSports computer game at the grand finale of world championships, or yet another type of player, walking on the streets while participating in the location-based Pokémon GO (Niantic, 2016) mobile game, occasionally swiping on her smartphone.[bookmark: wsa-inline-34]34

In general terms, agency in games is multi-layered, as various frame analyses applied to gaming have shown (e.g. Goffman, 1974; Fine, 1983). Some of the game studies into this area have particularly emphasised how the degree and character of agency differentiates games from other digital media, for example (e.g. Laurel, 1993; Murray, 1997). Ability to act within, and (re)configure the contents of games has been discussed by many game scholars as the hallmark of games from multiple perspectives, while differing in their view about the role of narrative, for example (Eskelinen, 2001; Mateas & Stern, 2005). More recently, the discussions of game agency have begun to acknowledge that games are not only the actions of their human operators, but equally also those of machines (Galloway, 2006, p. 5). Agency in digital games has evolved into a deeply complex and multidimensional phenomenon, partly due to the multiplicity of digital games and the vast differences between them, and partly due to the special characteristics of the technological, financial and sociocultural relations manifested in digital games. Different research traditions define agency in various ways, but at its heart, the term describes the capacity of an individual, a group or sometimes an institution to act in a given context. Discourses regarding agency have historically emphasised, among other things, different ideas on the role of free will and individual freedom and, on the other hand, agency that is determined on a collective level and by social structures (some of the key contributors in this tradition are Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas, Hegel and Marx). This article centres around a specific type of cultural agency that encompasses both collective elements, such as cultural history and different forms of expression (macro level), and individual choices and actions (micro level). In fact, cultural studies often combine the collective and the individual and define agency as a culturally and socially determined capability to act and make a difference (cf. Barker & Jane, 2016, p. 632).

With regard to game progression, the effects of a player’s actions are crucial in whether a game advances and whether the problems and challenges presented to the player by the game are solved. On the other hand, an individual that is immersed in a game transforms into a special, gamified hybrid (for an early theory of hybrid agency, see Haraway, 1991). The various dimensions of hybrid agency are typically influenced by, for example, a game’s functionalities and the goals determined by the rules of a game as well as a player’s physical interaction with the material manifestations of a digital game, such as game consoles and controllers. Furthermore, a player’s sociocultural orientation towards games and gaming acquires added dimensions and new manifestations as it is enacted in an environment shaped by game code and programmed non-player characters guided by artificial intelligence.

We need perspectives for future research in this area that are based on close examinations of the ways in which the relationship between humans and game technology has been determined in the recent history of digital gaming. Such examination in this article is grounded on a discussion of highly tangible game-related technologies and the meanings associated with their use. Research on this topic has previously been published, inter alia, in the Platform Studies series (MIT Press), which aims to analyse the foundations of digital media technology from a cultural perspective by focusing on a single gadget or a gaming platform (see e.g. Montfort & Bogost, 2009).

In this article, hybrid agency is conceptualised through the circular dynamics of cultural production: existing physical and non-physical elements, which both construct and restrict agency in games, provide a groundwork for the development of expectations and competencies, which in turn inform the formation of new physical and non-physical game cultural elements in various ways (cf. Johnson 1986; Mäyrä 2007). Philosophically, this article aims to outline the interfaces between and the reconfigurations of material technology, digital contents and the cultural and aesthetic dimensions of human performances with the help of examples from the gaming context.

The starting point is a tangible and material object, a game controller, as well as its multifaceted role as the material interface between a human player and digital game. This initial focus is gradually expanded into various larger elements that shape game player agency.

 

Cultures of technology

Modern games are inseparably linked with modern technologies, but compared to cultures of technology, game cultures constitute a fundamentally broader, or at least more complex, phenomenon. While digital media and information technology are key elements of modern electronic or video games, the various processes related to games, gaming, game design, the distribution and consumption of games, and the agency constructed in these processes are not limited to technology but also include key dimensions related to non-material social customs, practices and norms. It is however useful to examine the cultural dimension of technology and its research tradition as a starting point to an analysis of the development of gaming and especially digital games.

One key analyst of technology cultures, Arnold Pacey (1983, p. 5; cf. also Pacey, 1999), highlights the way discussions about technology often emphasise the organisational level of technological systems or the technical, engineering dimension of how technology functions. However, these dimensions are shaped by deeper cultural values, norms and other structures that guide thinking and ways of experiencing, which play a key role in the development of creative activities in this field. Technology is fundamentally human activity guided and informed by cultural and ideological meaning structures. Thus, instead of nouns, technology is more conveniently conceptualised with verbs – as specific kinds of functions and activities. Pacey (1983, p. 6) depicts the multidimensional nature of technology through a model where the purely technical dimensions of technology are inseparable from cultural and organisational phenomena, such as the goals, values and principles of financial interactions intrinsic to each society.

One of the most common lines of analysis in the philosophy of technology seeks to understand the interconnection between human and his devices. Among the first modern endeavours was Technics and Civilization by an American architect and theorist Lewis Mumford, which was published already in 1934. Mumford (2010, p. 14) discusses the mechanical clock as one practical example of a technology that was intrinsically connected to a comprehensive cultural shift that changed how people lived, thought and organised their societies. A mechanical conceptualisation of time ushered in a new routine and, for its part, furthered many new ways of social organisation. However, even the most automatic machine produces nothing of significance if it is separated from people, culture and society – it is only in this (situated) framework that its physical-mechanical operations acquire a sociocultural purpose and meaning. Mumford differentiated between a tool and a machine: a human employs a tool as a part and a direct extension of his craft, while a machine operates with a higher degree of autonomy.

The technological determinism embedded in Mumford’s thinking has been widely criticised in more recent research (see e.g. Lemola, 2000). Pacey’s (1983, pp. 8-11) example of the hand pumps that were installed in Indian villages in the 1960s and 1970s to provide better access to water highlights the significance of sociocultural practices and values in relation to technological activity. In the period leading up to 1975, over 150,000 wells were drilled in Indian villages suffering from drought, each of them provided with new pumps. According to reports from authorities, as many as two thirds of the pumps soon ceased to function. Mechanical improvements to the pumps did not eliminate the problem: instead, the failures continued. It was not until people started actively paying attention to how water management and the tasks and values related to it were organised in the villages, discovering that the use of the pump could either be in conflict with this local system or become an integral part of it, that more sustainable results were achieved.

It may be that sometimes and, in some contexts, play and digital games can face similar destiny as those new Indian water pumps. There are studies that suggest, for example, that the attitudes towards engaging with playful designs and play elements in work-related contexts are culturally determined but also subject to change (Dippel & Fizek, 2017; Kultima et al., 2018). Even the most playfully designed game (or, work environment) does not play itself; in order to operate, playfulness and play as a practice needs to be an organic element of the culture and rooted within the context in question.

 

Digital game: The first contact

The early stages of digital game cultures were often characterised by people informally and experimentally appropriating technological infrastructures designed for other purposes. The space combat game Spacewar! is a good example. Early mainframe computers were expensive investments and were mainly utilised for financial, administrative, scientific and military applications due to their ability to handle large amounts of data and perform complex calculations. The DEC PDP-1 computer, which was acquired in early 1960s by Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), was exceptional, as it was available for free experimentation by the university’s staff and students. In 1962 this playful freedom bore fruit, and the local programmer community, with the lead of Steve Russell, developed a “space game” inspired by science fiction. Since fiercely pressing the buttons on the control panel of a wardrobe-sized computer was in many ways troublesome, the developers decided to build a separate handheld controller, which became one of the first dedicated game controllers (Donovan, 2010, p. 11). The controller had sideways switches for controlling the movement of the ship (e.g. jumping to ‘hyperspace’) and a separate button for firing space torpedoes (see Figure 1).

 

[image: ]Figure 1: Dan Edwards (left) and Peter Samson playing Spacewar! on a PDP-1 Type 30 display. (Image source: Computer History Museum, www.computerhistory.org.) [bookmark: wsa-inline-35]35

 

Dubbed as ‘minicomputer’, DEC PDP-1 represented advanced information technology in the early 1960s. It had 2,700 transistors [bookmark: wsa-inline-36]36 and weighed over 500 kilograms. Compared to previous mainframe computers with price tags of millions of dollars, PDP-1 was affordable at 120,000 dollars (in US dollars of 1960).[bookmark: wsa-inline-37]37 In fact, the evolution of prices in information technology had significant consequences not only for the spread and accessibility of technology but also for the development of user cultures, values and attitudes around technology. The use of PDP-1 was not restricted at MIT in ways that were typical in the 1950s for mainframe computers (Levy, 2010, pp. 15, 33-50).

In early depictions of hacker culture, the relationship between information technology, its users and its developers is described as very close, almost symbiotic. However, this type of intense relationship with information technology is nothing exceptional. In her books The Second Self (1984) and Life on the Screen (1995), psychologist Sherry Turkle discusses the development and diversification of personal relationships with information technology across decades. She emphasises that for a large group of people, information technology has for a long time had a relatively limited and instrumental role: computers were simply tools they needed to perform certain tasks at work.

However, the proliferation of consumer electronics, home computers and video game consoles has changed this picture. In a leisure context, one’s relationship to a personal computer or a game console can develop into something deeper – it can become “cultured” in a more comprehensive sense of the word. In fact, many people report in Turkle’s studies how their interactions with information technology changed their self-relationship, led them to a new profession, introduced them to new relationships or prompted them to develop their aesthetic ideals, cultures and value systems (Turkle, 1984, pp. 155-56). Turkle’s more recent works Alone Together (2012) and Reclaiming Conversation (2016) take a significantly more critical stance towards human’s relationship with information and communication technologies, especially as we have become increasingly aware of the social consequences of ubiquitous online media use in the last decade. One consequence of the expansion and transformation of the early hacker and hobbyist (sub)cultures into cultural mainstream has been the spread of games and the associated ludification of culture (Dippel & Fizek, 2017; Walz & Deterding, 2015). This development has also evoked its share of concern and criticism, as well as enthusiasm (Kowert & Quandt, 2015).

 

A game that plays the player



The relationship between human and information technology has seen especially intense and multidimensional development in the field of electronic games. An early incarnation of a two-player digital game of skill such as Spacewar! offers a simulated playground for space warfare, where a player’s skill with the game controller as well as his strategic ability to move spacecrafts, to use the gravity star at the centre of the playing field and to fire torpedoes become critical. Digital games soon developed to offer single-player options where computers, in addition to creating a game world, provide various programmed opponents and challenges. A human player ultimately has the decisive responsibility: without a player’s active engagement with a game’s challenges, the game will not be able to fulfil its role in creating a game experience. (Fully automated, so-called zero-player games provide an interesting extreme example – see e.g. the analyses by Fizek, 2018). In the performance of gameplay, information technology has an all-encompassing role: the aesthetic experience created by a game is an ecosystem where the gaming device, the software code, the game world, characters, fiction and other dimensions become entangled. The player herself, with her individual skills, motivations and capabilities, also plays an important role. It is perhaps impossible that even identical games, gaming devices and the same game program code would ever be experienced as exactly identical phenomenological entities by different people. This is analogous to the ways in which the “concretization” of text operates during the act of reading, analysed earlier in the fields of reception aesthetics and reader-response of literary studies (Ingarden, 1931; Iser, 1978). A beginner’s game session may end abruptly due to a lack of required skills. On the other hand, gaming virtuosos may play with their own idiosyncratic styles and distinctive strategies. Looking at game design, the basic idea of many popular open world games, which are typically not only spatially non-limiting but also designed to support various strategies (e.g. so-called sandbox games), could be argued to operate as encouragement for players to experiment with significantly varied ways of playing. It is indeed difficult to discuss such fundamental features of games as them being designed to be “open” or “closed” without also taking into account the skill and performance of a player as the agent of play (Juul, 2002).

The gaming device, as well as its physical controllers and digital software code, can be examined as an instrument-like entity. A player must understand the possibilities and restrictions of a game and its controllers in order to successfully interact with the game. The relationship between “game object” and player is further discussed by Espen Aarseth (2007), who applies the thinking of Hans-Georg Gadamer to modern game research. Games and play are at the centre of Gadamer’s thinking on the ontology of the artwork. In his book Truth and Method (1960), Gadamer develops the idea that what is essential to the allure of games and playing is the fact that an individual must surrender his freedom while playing: in reality, contrary to the popular belief, rather than player being in charge, “the game plays the player” (Gadamer, 1960/2004, p. 106). Similarly, at the core of Gadamerian aesthetics more generally lies a desire to understand the objective essence of an artwork which informs our subjective experiences of it. There are limits to this power relationship though. If the player has no skill, the game is not capable of utilising its fundamental potential to direct the act of playing.

In addition to Gadamer, Aarseth (2007) applies Wolfgang Iser’s (1978) concept of the implied reader to game research by developing a theory of the implied player. This theory posits that each game as a hermeneutic and aesthetic object contains within itself a set of instructions to play it. The theory identifies an ideal (and theoretical) implied player, which describes a player capable of playing a particular game in a way that allows all of its built-in aesthetic potential to unfold through actual events in the gameplay to the fullest extent possible. This hermeneutic approach to game research differs from the more strongly empirical and social science approaches, which (at least from an Aarsethian viewpoint) focus less on games as works of art and more on the gaming of diverse empirical and historical individuals and the meanings and contexts they assign to games in their own lives. On the other hand, Aarseth himself emphasises the opportunity of a critical player to deviate from or rebel against the embedded position of an obedient model player. The different knowledge interests are nevertheless crucial to note here: while one approach seeks to understand a style of playing a game that is typical to or characteristic of a certain group, the other is interested in an idiosyncratic playing style which provides insights on (or even expands) the nature of the game as a piece of art.

 

Phenomenology of gaming: Sudnow 

There have been only a handful of individual analyses that have sought to examine the intense, ontologically deep connection between game and player. But then again, on the other hand, a large number of studies on the topic have depicted, for example, the experiences of flow associated with gaming (e.g. Sweetser & Wyeth, 2005) or immersion in gaming and game worlds (e.g. Ermi & Mäyrä, 2007), but it is less often that this type of psychologically oriented research engages in a deeper analysis of the concrete game-related practices that form the unique interaction between game and player. Game experience research (often relying on computer-human interaction methodologies) also seldom adopts a broader, philosophical approach to examining a player’s agency and its characteristics – though, from contemporary game philosophy some such discussions of experiences can be found (see e.g. Leino, 2010; Gualeni, 2015). As an exception among the early work in the player experience studies stands out David Sudnow’s book Pilgrim in the Microworld (1983). Sudnow was a pianist and sociologist famous both for his method of piano teaching (The Sudnow Method) and his books on the topic (e.g. Ways of the Hand, 1978/2001). Pilgrim in the Microworld describe his ceaseless efforts to master the Atari 2600 version of the video game classic Breakout (1978) as fully as possible, while also acquiring a deeper understanding of the game’s essence. His detailed, micro-level analyses on the mastery of the manual game controller as essentially intertwined with the ways of thinking about gameplay lead in Sudnow’ thinking into ideas of how information technologies will provide the next step in the line of “quintessential human instruments” like piano and typewriter (cf. Figures 2 and 3, below).
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Figures 2 and 3: The simulated paddles of Breakout (Atari, 1978) and the hand moving the physical game controller (Sudnow, 1983, pp. 27, 29).

 

In Sudnow’s phenomenological close reading, the agency of a digital game player appears as an interestingly contradictory phenomenon. On one hand, the gamer subject is an evolving virtuoso, the self-aware focus of resolute practice and study. On the other hand, he is an object subordinate to a game, whose agency is shaped by hours of patient and disciplined efforts to internalise the requirements stipulated in the game’s program code. In fact, Sudnow’s concept of a game player as a subject who is both emancipated and escaping (or lost) into the game world, points to an observation of games as Foucauldian technologies of the self – technologies that help subjects change and evolve as entities that encompass body, mind, thinking, behaviour and ways of being (Foucault, 1988). From a Foucauldian perspective, technologies of the self are also inseparable from power: by observing the gamer subject, we can recognise how his concern for himself and the development of his subjectivity – in this case, player agency – is simultaneously a submission as a part of a game’s structure and mechanisms. The player’s agency is realised within the framework set by the game and, in an inherent conflict, experiences the restricted freedom of the game both as empowering and objectifying. In similar lines, Andrew Silverman and Bart Simon (2009) have written about the “timetabling of movement” and “ranking of behaviors” leading into a “micro-physics of power” through which bodies can be made docile; and also Felan Parker (2011) has made an analogous interpretation, arguing that what he calls “expansive gameplay”, allows people to “enjoy the illusion of liberty while their real lives remain unchallenged and unchanged”.

The analyses of power in gameplay and game culture have gradually expanded and grown more nuanced. Following Sudnow, Brendan Keogh has written an engaging account of our mental-bodily relationships with games and game controllers in his A Play of Bodies (2018). He notes that if videogame play is “embodied textuality”, then to play a videogame requires an “embodied literacy”. As he notes, the “literate videogame player knows in their hands the way around the conventional spatial syntax of the input device, has a basic understanding of the performative grammar of different videogame genres […] and is able to transport and adapt this literacy from one videogame to the next” (ibid., p. 91). The micro level interactions of players’ hands and gaming controllers are thus sites from where one can move into making more general level conclusions about games in culture, and also about the construction of game playing agency.

 

The dual nature of player agency



Changing the perspective to a bit higher level of abstraction, an American game and media researcher Bob Rehak (2003) illustrates the dualisms and tensions of player agency in his analysis of avatars. Within the framework of a game, an avatar that represents a player “is” the player, meaning that its function is to embody or expand the player’s agency within the internal world of the game, while also being separate from the player.  An avatar’s abilities and characteristics are determined and developed in the ‘magic circle’ of the game (Stenros, 2014), which is based on a programmed system of rules and the dynamic goals and game mechanics derived from that system. In a classic, “8-bit” style video game such as Breakout, the player is represented by a cursor-like, simple game tool or a controllable, simplistic pixel character. Rehak nevertheless emphasises that advancements in information technology in the context of game design have generated an increasing focus on game fiction, which relates especially to aspects such as the visual and narrative complexity of game characters and game worlds and the internal realism of a simulation. Meanwhile, the tension underlying the game character has intensified: it has maintained its basic function as a cursor or a game tool, which is the focus of Sudnow’s Breakout analysis that emphasises hand-eye coordination. Then again, on the other hand, audiovisually impressive, often strikingly film-like modern games provide opportunities for identification and immersion where a subject engrossed in play transforms and expands not only as a more or less virtual problem-solver in the playing field but also as an implied subject within a game fiction whose tangible, experiential character is in various ways supported by increasingly powerful digital, audiovisual and haptic technologies. Thus, instead of the skilful handling of a game tool, the central promise and objective of gaming would be shifting towards identification with game fictions, immersion in realistically modelled game worlds and merging with game characters.

Bob Rehak underscores the fact that in game analysis, we inevitably must consider the dual nature of our player agency – the game character as an extension of ourselves but also as a separate character, external to ourselves. A game or a game character never follows its player’s wishes and commands completely seamlessly or smoothly. Especially the early stages of a game involve a significant number of frustrating fumbles and often-repeated failures. Bugs in the game code may also lead to a game getting stuck or crashing in a way that acts as a crucial reminder of the fundamental separateness between the player and the reality of the game. Game characters are also programmed with skills and tendencies that have their own, separate nature from each player’s personality and abilities. In a deeper sense, our daily relationships with ourselves already contain in themselves the same dualistic dimension. Rehak (2003, p. 123) refers specifically to psychoanalytic and post-structural studies on the self/subject and how our sense of self is partly determined in a tensioned relationship between the observer and the observed (cf. Lacan, 1966). According to Rehak, video games exploit this basic dynamic, in which we essentially have an avatar-like relationship with ourselves. Daniel Vella (2015) has developed the dual model of “ludic subject” in the phenomenological frame further, to take into account how players are positioned both as game-internal actors, and as game-external observers of their own actions.

David Owen, who has analysed the affective potential of video games (2017, p. 31), emphasises that rather than reinforcing a traditional Cartesian mind–body dichotomy, games have to do with a deep connection between mind and body that is intensified by experiences of immersion and merging. The tradition of existential phenomenology has sought to distance itself from the essentialism of a thinking self and to understand agency and the self in a broader framework. Andy Clark and David Chalmers (1998) outline a theory of extended mind, which is based on the deep connections, interactions and mergers that constantly take place between mind and body, as well as between various tools, environments and objects. Owen points out that in an increasingly games-saturated, ludic culture and society where games, game characters, game technologies and game worlds are a central component of many people’s everyday experience, the connection between the features of a game and the mind and body of its player is also real and all-encompassing. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1991) discusses in his research the state of flow, which in the midst of a game can be an intense experience: the player ‘forgets herself’ and for a moment becomes one with the game, the game character and the events of the game. Gordon Calleja (2011) has argued that flow experience in game play is actually a merger of two forms of “immersive” experiences: transportation into another reality, and absorption into engaging activity. Our earlier study has also identified the importance of imaginative engagement with games and play as fiction, as a third key dimension in player experiences (Ermi & Mäyrä, 2007).

Danish game researcher Jesper Juul (2005) illustrates the negotiation of a player being both simultaneously in-game and out-game with his idea of games as ‘half-real’. While playing, physically and mentally real players commit to a set of rules that have real-life consequences. At the same time, the game also advances as an imagined and fictional phenomenon in the players’ minds: sometimes a player’s choices may be based on the priorities dictated by the rules of the game, other times concerns that are internal to the game fiction, such as drama between two game characters or the game narrative, take precedence in the player’s mind and experience (the discussion on game fictionality has been further developed e.g. in Tavinor, 2012; Meskin & Robson, 2012). The complex negotiations that are required by the playing agent to navigate between these diverse orientations and the multi-layered reality of games have been discussed especially in the context of role play. Players’ negotiations between different dimensions related to game mechanics, game worlds and game characters have been described in a model that identifies three basic orientations (Threefold Model). The model distinguishes between players for whom the fundamental reality of games has to do with solving challenges and winning, players for whom playing is first and foremost about creating and participating in an interesting story, and players who appreciate the internal logic and ontological coherence of the game world. These player types are referred to as the dramatist, the gamist, and the simulationist (Kim, 1998). The “same” game is not actually the same kind of game, when players differ. This suggests that there exist further dimensions of complexity in the power dynamics that are embedded in or surround the player-game dual-form agency.

 

The expanding and tensioned connections of game agency

One framework that is special to agency in games relates to not only the physical, embodied connection between game tool and player highlighted by Sudnow in his Breakout analysis but also to the consequences of the playtime and the numerous repetitions necessitated by a challenging game to a player subject. A player must improve in order to advance, which means his agency also transforms – a beginner becomes a competent player and, with time, possibly a virtuoso fully versed in the nuances of a particular game. On a basic level this is true for all learning: our experiences and challenges transform us, and we become different people with age and experience. In the context of an extensive and multidimensional game, however, this learning and change in agency may be subtle and all-embracing. This can be exemplified by extensive online role-playing games such as World of Warcraft (WoW; Blizzard, 2004-). Scott Rettberg (2008) describes in his first-hand accounts the hundreds of hours he spent in the fictional fantasy world of Azeroth while playing WoW. Through his hunter character, he not only participated in experiencing and developing the shared interactive story world but he also became involved in the virtual economy and progression-based challenge structure of the game. He noticed that using his resources inefficiently caused him to fall behind his fellow players, so that the game practically forced him to study its revenue generation and exchange logic as well as to identify optimal strategies for developing the abilities and assets of his character. There was a hidden power dynamic that had an ideological dimension, which subjected the WoW player as its object. Recalling Althusser’s theory of ideology, Rettberg states that a game such as WoW with its virtual currencies and electronic marketplaces is a significantly more elaborate and extensive technology to train the citizens of a capitalist society than, for example, the traditional board game Monopoly (Parker Brothers, 1935-). David Owen (2017, p. 165) also remarks that blurring of the virtual and the real can have deep ideological effects to the construction of our agency.

In Sudnow’s case, an analytical player could observe in micro-level detail how his physical agency was constructed in a circle governed by the game device, its controllers and the feedback loops of game functions programmed in a virtual playing field. In modern games, these feedback loops are formed by the dynamics created by the game controller and the digital-physical game tool, as well as the various additional layers coded in the development logic of a virtual character, for instance, or similar dynamic processes in the social structures enabled by the game or in its virtual economy. A skilled player succeeds in mastering several of these different dimensions as seamlessly as possible: in addition to being able to play the game in a technical sense, she also understands the boundary conditions for the progress of her game character in the networks of skills, equipment and professional and social structures.

However, it is a sad reality that even a motivated, aware and competent player cannot grasp today all of the numerous industrial, financial, technological and technocultural causalities and power dynamics that form the complex networks in which her game cultural agency is constructed and realised and whose pressures she is subjected to. When a player voluntarily surrenders to a game, devoting perhaps hundreds of hours of his time in order to produce virtual goods or to pursue higher status for her game character, in addition to creating a game cultural meaning and identity for herself (Mia Consalvo discusses ‘gaming capital’ in an applied Bordieuan sense; see Consalvo, 2007), she also, through her efforts, participates in a system that aims to generate profits for a commercial company, among many other things.

Game cultural agency, just as cultural and social agency in general, is marked by asymmetrical power relations and various internal tensions. Financial and industrial power relations represent one dimension of the phenomenon: players who modify games, i.e. ‘modders’, essentially provide free labour to game companies and rarely have acknowledged rights to the content they create (e.g. Kücklich, 2005). On the other hand, gaming is also a contested area from the perspective of cultural values. Immersing oneself into the world of games and play may be acceptable for children and adolescents, but adult play has traditionally been regarded as suspect. An essential component of Christian heritage, as in northern Protestant culture, has been the sinfulness of games and many other aspects of popular or ‘low’ culture. Card games, for instance, have been associated with the risks of gambling as well as negative norms related to the ‘wasting’ of time (for the sinfulness of gambling, see Matilainen, 2017). Max Weber (1905/1990) describes the traditions of thinking and behaviour related to religious and societal norms wherein especially Western and Northern European societies developed a link between human dignity and hard labour and, correspondingly, between leisure and sin.

After discussing such macro level dynamics cross-cutting late modern culture and society, it is important to remember that even today, a person grabbing a game controller faces the same basic challenge that confronted David Sudnow in the early 1980s: how can one control a game while accepting that one is also controlled by it? Gaming has certainly undergone a great transformation and become more diverse over the decades due to developments in technology and digital game culture. Some evidence for this can be found from statistics. According to the Finnish Player Barometer, for instance, which maps the phenomenon of gaming in Finland, nearly 90 percent of Finns play a game at least once a month. Some 60 per cent play a digital game regularly. Puzzle games, such as different word games, sudokus, card games and crosswords are the most popular category of games among children, adolescents and senior citizens alike (Kinnunen, Lilja & Mäyrä, 2018). Mainstream game culture is thus not focused on skills challenges such as described by Sudnow or challenges of gameplay that require absolute precision with a game controller and a continuous development of one’s skills. In quantitative terms, games played as a pastime or for mainly social reasons are a more significant phenomenon than skill-based play (Kallio, Mäyrä & Kaipainen, 2011; Juul, 2010). This is connected to changes in the discourse on gaming: in the 21st century, gaming is increasingly regarded as commonplace, just another part of people’s everyday lives. The hybrid nature of game cultural agency – its diversity and complexity – nonetheless characterises even the more leisurely aspects of game culture. It is important to keep in mind that game cultural agency is constantly reshaped and developed by people, individuals and groups who have cultivated various motivations, abilities and opportunities to exert influence within cultural and societal structures.

 

Conclusion 

Games offer experiences to their players which are in various ways rewarding and enriching, but an analysis of game cultural agency draws attention to the multiple power positions, tensions and potential for conflict that are also inherent to games. When faced with the challenges of gameplay, a player inevitably develops and transforms as a subject. At the same time, this activity and change lead to the development of a unique, mixed and complex player-game agency within the framework of games and their power structures. A player naturally always has opportunities to defy the programmed plan or script of a game. She can also try to oppose or protest the sexism and stereotypical gender roles that are still present in character descriptions and game marketing, for example. It is however impossible to fully detach oneself from the networks of structural power that entangle the various areas or dimensions of hybrid game agency.

There are ongoing developments in areas such as location-based gaming, and in play that takes place with augmented reality and with the use of smart objects (that can be various sensor-enabled toy-game hybrids, for example) that all suggest increasing blending of physical and digital dimensions in play situations. Arguably play and games have also become more tolerated or even appreciated parts of culture and society, finding applications in multiple, previously distinct areas of life, such as education, leisure and working life. Physical-digital hybrids and experiments in work-play hybridity underline the visible and expanding role that hybrid play has in contemporary, post-industrial society. The discussion in this article has nevertheless suggested that the roots of hybrid play go even deeper. As there are multiple, micro and macro level power relations that both enable and restrict agency in all play, there is fundamental hybridity built into the play situation itself. The above analysis suggests an anti-essentialist way of understanding game, player, and the act of playing: none of these elements exists in isolation, but rather emerge as interdependent aspects of play that is fundamentally rooted in boundary-breaking hybridity.

 

Acknowledgements  

The author acknowledges support of the Centre of Excellence in Game Culture Studies and the Academy of Finland (decision number: 312395).

 

Bibliography

Aarseth, E. (2007). I Fought the Law: Transgressive Play and The Implied Player. Proceedings of DiGRA 2007: Situated Play. Presented at the DiGRA 2007, Tokyo. Retrieved from http://www.digra.org/wp-content/uploads/digital-library/07313.03489.pdf

Barker, C. and Jane, E. A. (2016). Cultural Studies: Theory and Practice, 5th edition. London: SAGE Publications Ltd.

Calleja, G. (2011). In-game: From Immersion to Incorporation. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Clark, A. and Chalmers, D. (1998). The Extended Mind. Analysis, 58(1), pp.7-19.

Consalvo, Mia. (2007). Cheating: Gaining Advantage in Videogames. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1991). Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience. New York: HarperPerennial.

Dippel, A., & Fizek, S. (2017). Ludification of culture: The significance of play and games in everyday practices of the digital era. In G. Koch (Ed.), Digitisation: Theories and concepts for the empirical cultural analysis (pp. 276–292). Abington: Routledge.

Donovan, T. (2010). Replay: The History of Video Games. East Sussex, England: Yellow Ant Media Ltd.

Ermi, L. and Mäyrä, F. (2007). Fundamental Components of the Gameplay Experience: Analysing Immersion. In S. de Castell, J.Jenson (Eds.) Worlds in Play: International Perspectives on Digital Games Research (pp. 37–54). New York: Peter Lang.

Eskelinen, M. (2001). The Gaming Situation. Game Studies, 1(1). Retrieved from http://www.gamestudies.org/0101/eskelinen/.

Fine, G. A. (1983). Shared Fantasy: Role-Playing Games as Social Worlds. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Fizek, S. (2018). Interpassivity and the Joy of Delegated Play in Idle Games. Transactions of the Digital Games Research Association, 3(3). https://doi.org/10.26503/todigra.v3i3.81.

Foucault, M. (1988). Technologies of the Self. In L. H. Martin, H. Gutman and P. H. Hutton (Eds.), Technologies of the Self: A Seminar with Michel Foucault, (pp.16-49). Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press.

Gadamer, H.-G. (2004). Truth and Method. London & New York: Continuum International.

Galloway, A. R. (2006). Gaming: Essays on Algorithmic Culture. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Goffman, E. (1974). Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience. New York: Harper & Row.

Gualeni, S. (2015). Virtual Worlds as Philosophical Tools: How to Philosophize with a Digital Hammer. Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire & New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Haraway, D. J. (1991). A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century. In Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (pp.149–81). New York: Routledge.

Ingarden, R. (1931). Das literarische Kunstwerk: Eine Untersuchung aus dem Grenzgebiet der Ontologie, Logik und Literaturwissenschaft. Halle, Saale: Max Niemeyer Verlag.

Iser, W. (1978). The Implied Reader: Patterns of Communication in Prose Fiction from Bunyan to Beckett. Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Johnson, R. (1986). “What Is Cultural Studies Anyway?” Social Text, 16, pp.38–80.

Juul, J. (2002). The Open and the Closed: Games of Emergence and Games of Progression. Computer Games and Digital Cultures Conference Proceedings. Presented at the CGDC 2002, Tampere. Retrieved from http://www.digra.org/digital-library/publications/the-open-and-the-closed-games-of-emergence-and-games-of-progression/.

Juul, J. (2005). Half-Real: Video Games Between Real Rules and Fictional Worlds. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Juul, J. (2010). A Casual Revolution: Reinventing Video Games and Their Players. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Kallio, K. P., Mäyrä, F. and Kaipainen, K. (2011). At Least Nine Ways to Play: Approaching Gamer Mentalities. Games and Culture, 6(4), pp.327–53.

Keogh, B. (2018). A Play of Bodies: How We Perceive Videogames. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

Kim, J. H. (1998). The Threefold Model FAQ. Darkshire.net. Retrieved from: http://www.darkshire.net/~jhkim/rpg/theory/threefold/faq_v1.html.

Kinnunen, J., Lilja, P. and Mäyrä, F. (2018). Pelaajabarometri 2018: Monimuotoistuva mobiilipelaaminen [The Finnish Player Barometer 2018: Diversifying forms of mobile gaming]. TRIM Research Reports 28. Tampere: Tampereen yliopisto. Retrieved from: http://tampub.uta.fi/handle/10024/104293.

Kowert, R., and Quandt, T. (Eds.) (2015). The Video Game Debate: Unravelling the Physical, Social, and Psychological Effects of Video Games. New York: Routledge.

Kücklich, J. (2005). Precarious Playbour: Modders and the Digital Games Industry. Fibreculture, 5. Retrieved from: http://five.fibreculturejournal.org/fcj-025-precarious-playbour-modders-and-the-digital-games-industry/.

Kultima, A., Nummenmaa, T., Tyni, H., Alha, K., Stenros, J., Kankainen, V., … Mäyrä, F. (2018). Playful Furniture: Breaching a Serious Setting with Interactive Seats. Games and Culture, 13(3), pp.301–321. https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412017718749

Lacan, J. (1966). Écrits. Le Champ freudien. Paris: Éditions du Seuil.

Laurel, B. (1993). Computers as Theatre. Reading, Mass: Addison-Wesley Professional.

Leino, O. T. (2010). Emotions in Play: On the constitution of emotion in solitary computer game play. PhD Thesis. Copenhagen: IT-Universitetet i København.

Lemola, T. (Ed.). (2000). Näkökulmia teknologiaan [Approaches to technology]. Helsinki: Gaudeamus.

Levy, S. (2010). Hackers: Heroes of the Computer Revolution – 25th Anniversary Edition. Sebastopol, CA: O’Reilly Media, Inc.

Mateas, M., & Stern, A. (2005). Build It to Understand It: Ludology Meets Narratology in Game Design Space. Proceedings of the 2005 DiGRA International Conference: Changing Views: Worlds in Play. Retrieved from http://www.digra.org/wp-content/uploads/digital-library/06278.41489.pdf.

Matilainen, R. (2017). Production and Consumption of Recreational Gambling in Twentieth-Century Finland. Helsinki: University of Helsinki. Retrieved from: https://helda.helsinki.fi/handle/10138/226022.

Mäyrä, F. (2007). The Contextual Game Experience: On the Socio-Cultural Contexts for Meaning in Digital Play. In Proceedings of DiGRA 2007. Retrieved from: http://www.digra.org/wp-content/uploads/digital-library/07311.12595.pdf.

Meskin, A., & Robson, J. (2012). Fiction and Fictional Worlds in Videogames. In J. R. Sageng, H. Fossheim, & T. Mandt Larsen (Eds.), The Philosophy of Computer Games (pp. 201–217). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-4249-9_14.

Montfort, N., and Bogost, I. (2009). Racing the Beam: The Atari Video Computer System. Platform Studies. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Mumford, L. (2010). Technics and Civilization (Reprint edition; original 1934). Chicago & London: University of Chicago Press.

Murray, J. H. (1997). Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace. New York: Free Press.

Owen, D. (2017). Player and Avatar: The Affective Potential of Videogames. Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland & Company, Inc., Publishers.

Pacey, A. (1983). The Culture of Technology. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Pacey, A. (1999). Meaning in Technology. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Parker, F. (2011). In the Domain of Optional Rules: Foucault’s Aesthetic Self-Fashioning and Expansive Gameplay. Proceedings of the 2011 Philosophy of Computer Games Conference, Panteion University of Athens, Greece. Presented at the Philosophy of Computer Games, Athens. Retrieved from http://gamephilosophy.org/wp-content/uploads/confmanuscripts/pcg2011/Parker%202011%20-%20In%20the%20Domain%20of%20Optional%20Rules.pdf.

Rehak, B. (2003). Playing at Being. In M. J. P Wolf & B.Perron (Eds.), The Video Game Theory Reader (pp. 103–27). New York: Routledge.

Rettberg, S. (2008). Corporate Ideology in World of Warcraft. In H. Corneliussen & J. Walker Rettberg (Eds.), Digital Culture, Play, and Identity: A World of Warcraft Reader (pp. 19-38). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Silverman, M., & Simon, B. (2009). Discipline and Dragon Kill Points in the Online Power Game. Games and Culture, 4(4), pp.353–378. https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412009343572.

Stenros, J. (2014). In Defence of a Magic Circle: The Social, Mental and Cultural Boundaries of Play. Transactions of the Digital Games Research Association, 1(2). http://todigra.org/index.php/todigra/article/view/10.

Sudnow, D. (1983). Pilgrim in the Microworld. New York: Warner Books.

Tavinor, G. (2012). Videogames and Fictionalism. In J. R. Sageng, H. Fossheim, & T. Mandt Larsen (Eds.), The Philosophy of Computer Games (pp. 185–199). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-4249-9_13.

Turkle, S. (1984). The Second Self: Computers and the Human Spirit. New York: Simon and Schuster.

Turkle, S. (1997). Life on the Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Turkle, S. (2012). Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other. New York: Basic Books.

Turkle, S. (2016). Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in a Digital Age. Reprint edition. New York: Penguin Books.

Vella, D. (2015). The Ludic Subject and the Ludic Self: Analyzing the ‘I-in-the-gameworld’. Retrieved from https://en.itu.dk/~/media/en/research/phd-programme/phd-defences/2015/daniel-vella—the-ludic-subject-and-the-ludic-self-final-print-pdf.pdf?la=en.

Walz, S.  P., and Deterding, S. (Eds.) (2015). The Gameful World: Approaches, Issues, Applications. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

Weber, M. (1990). Protestanttinen etiikka ja kapitalismin henki [The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism]. Original work published 1905. Translated by Timo Kyntäjä. Laatukirjat. Porvoo, Helsinki & Juva: WSOY.

 

Ludography

Pokémon GO. Niantic, US, 2016.

Spacewar!, Steve Russell, US, 1962.

Breakout. Atari, US, 1978.

World of Warcraft, Blizzard, US, 2004-present.

Monopoly. Parker Brothers, US, 1935.

 

Author’s info

Frans Mäyrä

Tampere University

frans.mayra@tuni.fi

 

Endnotes

			

					


				
			Categoria: 08/2019 Journal		

		
		
		

		
	


	

	
	

		Unhuman Agency: Reading Subjectivities in Playdead’s Inside


				
			Posted on 17 Ottobre 2020 by Ivan Girina

			Comments off

			

		

		
		
						Vicki Williams (University of Birmingham)

download the pdf

[image: ]

Figure 1 – Screenshot taken from Inside (Playdead, 2016). All figures included in this article are courtesy of Playdead

 

Abstract

Videogames and their systems of play are continuously defined through their slipperiness, i.e. their affective capacities that attend to realms beyond the human, producing agencies which escape and exceed human grasp. Drawing from interdisciplinary perspectives of agency, phenomenology and affect theory, this paper will conceptualise Unhuman Agency, and its emergence in Playdead’s 2016 videogame Inside. The paper will argue that the mutations of the human subject in the game mark a distinct movement towards various kinds of material slipperiness which challenge human/player agency. This paper will look at the ways player agency is continually at odds with the world inside, and how this lack of agency opens up aesthetic, social, and political tensions present within the game-world. Via Unhuman thematics, Inside represents a world of authoritarian agencies which implicate various bodily rhetorics (Foucault, 1975), requiring players to un-learn agency and common gaming mechanics to adapt to the unique logics and movements present within the game’s eerie landscape.

Keywords: Unhuman agency, affect, embodiment, phenomenology, Inside

 

 

Videogames toy with agency. The medium’s affordances when it comes to player agency are rich and entangled, creating dialogues between play and programmed systems. Yet, unanticipated agencies emerge out of and beyond the programmable corners of videogame systems. There are multiple interactions and interrelations between a game’s narrative, environment, material components and player embodiment that see control and agency dispersed between ontological layers. Such forms of agency emerge procedurally when (human) player and (nonhuman) system interact with one another in unanticipated ways. As one aspect of opening new discourses around the ways agency emerges as an aesthetic, social, and political factor within videogame play, this article will consider the ways that a lack or distribution of agency reveals legitimate and novel tensions. The 2016 puzzle platformer videogame Inside by Playdead will be explored here in order to demonstrate the ways agency is distributed between the game’s central text, subtexts, and physical interaction with the gaming hardware. Such encounters, I will argue, see a coming-into-contact with the Unhuman. I will begin by outlining some of the key scholarship concerning agency as it is distributed between human and nonhuman actors. I align this with the article’s approach to the unhuman. The unhuman, I want to suggest, is an underexplored facet of videogame subjectivities and the ethics of gameplay.

The game Inside, released cross-platform by Playdead in 2016, is an eerie puzzle platformer which centres around a young boy who moves through a dark, unforgiving world of complex mind control systems and terrifying encounters with unsettling creatures. All of the subjectivities present within its world, including the boy, are constantly monitored by non-human entities: cameras, computer networks, and the game system itself. The visual design and aesthetics of the environments hint at the dark and eerie worlds the game represents: not only is the player given very little information about the storyline the game follows, but they are also given little sense of the central agents who are in control of the world depicted. As a puzzle platformer, the game intends for the player to make mistakes in order to solve the puzzles in the environment the next time around. Over the course of the game, the narrative implicates various subjectivities, and its puzzles evolve across various human labour practices. The puzzles within the game adjust with the type of environments represented: from rural fields and abandoned farm buildings towards desolate, Fordist industrial spaces (Figure 2). These include large factory buildings which house conveyor belts, levers, and creaking pipelines. Yet, it is also clear that Inside draws attention to the systems at play beyond the player’s immediate perceptual experience. Within its temporal framework, Inside captures various mutations of the human subject over time, the societies of which they are part, and the technologies they interact with and become part of, marking a revelation of Unhuman agency. Elements of unhumanity reveal the more slippery and affective relationship the game initiates beyond the bounds of absolute player autonomy; there is simultaneously evoked a sense of control, but a control that is constantly pulled away by actors in the gameworld, and the gaming system.

[image: ]Figure 2: The boy explores a farm in Inside (Playdead, 2016)

My analysis of the game Inside will be informed by a new materialist perspective, a vantage from which player agency and its importance to fluid gameplay is disrupted through consideration of its complex affective tendencies. The multi-sensory nature of Inside has been explored in much of the writing and reviews of the game, particularly in the ways the audio tracks reveal elements of the narrative [bookmark: wsa-inline-38]38. Yet, little has been done on the intricacies of the affectivity of the game, the kind of emergent feelings produced by its mechanics, and the ways its narrative truly unsettles player agency. Alternative logics and models of physics are revealed through strange experiments contained within the gameworld. There are human corpses tied to chords that float upwards underwater, and other gravitational forces which push rather than pull; such forces are replicated through subtle triggers that emerge out of the hand controller. In one section, the player must shelter the young boy from the deathly, rupturing force of a sonic boom experiment: should the boy come into contact with the vibrational force which is omitted from the mechanism, his body explodes and flies towards the screen in shards of flesh. This moment is affectively transient, mimicked by vibrational feedback in the controller, and unsettling sounds of rupturing flesh as it perceptually gets flung towards the player. An exploration of the new materialist framing of intra-action might more accurately capture the nuanced interplay of agencies beyond the player that are present both in the game’s central plot, and its material interactions with the player. The formulation of intra-action emerges in the work of Karen Barad. Her investigation of cross-ontological agencies sees a decentring of the human subject. In her 2017 work Meeting the Universe Half Way, Barad reads the interactions between human and non-human agents through what she calls “agential realism”. She defines this as:

An epistemological-ontological-ethical framework that provides an understanding of the role of humans and nonhumans, material and discursive, and natural and cultural factors in scientific and other social-material practices, thereby moving such considerations beyond the well-worn debates that pit constructivism against realism, agency against structure, and idealism against materialism. Indeed, the new philosophical framework that I propose entails a rethinking of fundamental concepts that support such binary thinking, including the notions of matter, discourse, causality, agency, power, identity, embodiment, objectivity, space, and time. (Barad, 2007, p.32)


Barad’s framework of agential realism analyses modes of agency which are spread amongst “intra-acting” actors. By this, Barad suggests that agency resides across matter, discourse, causality, power, identity, embodiment, objectivity, space and time— between both human and nonhuman actors. This reshapes the concept of agency within liberal humanist thinking as “the ability to act based solely upon one’s own free will” (Tulloch, 2014, p.342). There is a focus in Barad’s work on the act of ‘becoming’, as opposed to a fixed subject or object who acts on their own accord. She states that “matter is substance in its intra-active becoming—not a thing but a doing, a congealing of agency” (Barad, p.151). The focus on matter enables new considerations of the possible expansions of agential enquiry; matter, as substance, is continually forming through the congealing of multiple agents. The game Inside, through its depicted tones and textures, places a strong emphasis on this congealing of agencies through various subjectivities in its world. I argue here that in the particular context of the game, this reveals the “unhuman” at its core. The game propels its player towards a rupturing of agency and embodiment. The Inside referred to in the game’s title is potentially an outside: the revelation of subjectivities which exist on the edge of human phenomenology and cognition. Inside represents not just the co-emergence of the human and nonhuman, but the production of an entirely new unhuman subjectivity. This videogame marks specific mutations of a specifically human subjectivity, and marks a shift in emphasis from human/player agency, towards a dynamic and intra-active network of agents.

 

Post/Non/Unhuman

The unhuman serves a particular purpose within the game Inside, in that it provides a framework of compromised agency which is central to the game’s narrative. However, before venturing into the particularities of the unhuman in Inside, I want to establish where the figure of the unhuman draws on, and differs to, the more commonly found categories of the nonhuman and posthuman. The unhuman is yet to be rooted in games scholarship – and here I hope to unite the topics of unruly agency and affect through the horrific dimensions of unhumanity. The prevalence of the posthuman, and the field of posthumanities, indicates the desire of the humanities to challenge the centrality of a generalised human subjectivity in its enquiries. The posthuman/posthumanities push beyond common figurations of the human, considering  underexplored objects, things, animals and oftentimes “othered” beings that extend critical enquiry beyond the humanist subject. In their introduction to the Posthuman Glossary, Rosi Braidotti and Maria Hlavajova offer rich insights into the capacity for the posthuman to “critique […] the humanist ideal of ‘Man’ as the universal representative of the human” (2018) and even to “contribute to and explode the concept of the human” (p.3). The posthuman also has its roots in cybernetic discourse (e.g. Hayles, 1999), marking the convergence of humanity and the machine. The nonhuman is somewhat concurrent to the aspirations of the posthumanities, given its capacity to open up considerations of things and beings which are not captured under the category of “human”. Agency plays a pivotal role in scholarship on the nonhuman, in the ways that it opens up the ways we conceptualise agency as interconnected and dispersed, beheld by humans, objects and animals alike. The post and nonhuman are oftentimes associated with contemporary games studies, in the ways that they enable us to understand the rich systems that videogames enact. Daniel Muriel and Gary Crawford argue that “videogames help us to visualise the nature of agency in contemporary society as a posthuman, assembled, and relational process.” (2018, pp.9-10). They suggest that the distributed agencies enacted by and through videogames enable an affective and embodied understanding of the ways objects, bodies and software peripherals all enact change. This approach is communal, yet the unhuman makes communality strange. The unhuman challenges the unity of things and rather asks where they pull apart.

The unhuman is an unruly being. It marks a brute, embodied materiality—a mutation, and an alienation of humanity away from itself. In a sense, the kinds of mutations captured through the figure of the unhuman mark a temporality after the human – where traces of the human subject are eerily present on an elemental scale (for example, flesh), but mutate into new and unsettling subjectivities. Dylan Trigg’s work on the unhuman places the figure specifically at the core of horror and emerging phenomenologies “in which the gaze of human subjectivity loses its privileged place” (2014, p.3). Trigg locates the unhuman at the cusp of traditional phenomenology, where new subjectivities emerge which challenge traditional notions of what it means to be human. In many ways, Trigg’s formulation sees an embodied emergence of human and nonhuman agents commingled. Trigg states that the unhuman enacts:

A collision of the human and non-humanity inhabiting the same body, with each aspect folding over into the other…The subject…is depersonalised through an exposure to the alienness of matter. What remains is materialised abjection. (pp.8-9).


It is here, I argue, that the strange, affective contours of the unhuman emerge. Marking a new subjectivity, the unhuman sees multiple agents folding into one another, an embodied being that marks the slippery and inarticulable enmeshings of human and nonhuman.

Within unhuman subjectivity lies a new focus on the weird contours of human embodiment, its messy articulations and limitations. I have argued elsewhere that the sensations of the loss of control during gameplay allows for the emergence of unhuman forces, where the player senses weird affections that manifest within their own bodies [bookmark: wsa-inline-39]39. Dylan Trigg’s particular emphasis on horror and the uncanny sees “alien material” as a central facet of coming-into-contact with the unhuman—where suddenly the body does something unanticipated that makes us acknowledge its messy materiality. This kind of sensation can emerge when game systems do something the player did not anticipate, where there is an incapacity to behold the agency to maintain full control over their own actions. The unhuman can be found when intra-actions follow a slippery and unanticipated connection between human (subject; player) and nonhuman (object; gaming system; material hardware).

Elsewhere, contemporary scholarship on the figure of the unhuman focuses centrally on its implications and articulations of agency, considering the challenges the unhuman poses to the more widely explored subjectivities in humanism and posthumanism. Daniel Cottom’s Unhuman Culture argues that the unhuman is that which is “foreign to the definition of humanity” marking the “alienation of humanity from itself in the very act of positing itself” (2006, p.xi). For Cottom, the unhuman poses a definitional dilemma: it uproots the meaning of humanity and human subjectivity, alienating it from itself. Cottom argues that the unhuman challenges the idea that agency is, or ever was, distinctly human, stating:

identity then would appear to be wrought by the impersonal agencies of economic, technological, political and ideological forces and structures. (p.x)


These impersonal agencies mark the intra-active relations between human and nonhuman systems, the visible and invisible elements that structure experience. In Human No More: Digital Subjectivities, Unhuman Subjects, and the End of Anthropology (2012), Neil Whitehead and Michael Wesche link unhuman subjectivity directly to digital technologies and the ethical dilemmas attached to the ways they reconfigure what is human (p.11). Whitehead and Wesche look at the new forms of marginalisation and oppression created by technological monopolies, where digital connections produce new forms of sociality beyond traditional social formations.

 

‘The Huddle’ as Congealed Unhuman Agency

The unhuman subjectivities found within Inside mark fleshy and affectively disturbing subjects that cross into alien territories. The game, in many ways, attempts to mimic the affective coming-into-contact with the unhuman through a layered narrative which bleeds between representation and the player’s material interactions with its world. This becomes central at the game’s finale – where the sporadic allusions to unhumanity throughout the game congeal themselves into what Playdead label as ‘the huddle’.[bookmark: wsa-inline-40]40 The huddle is an entity discovered by the central avatar of the young boy at the end of the game. In the words of the game designers, it is “a compound humanoid blob of muscle, fat, skin and bones” (GDC, 2018). Playdead note that they took inspiration from various phenomena including crowdsurfing, a cluster of individuals where hands share a common goal. Visually, the huddle looks like a huge compound of flesh comprised of human body parts that have been mingled together. The huddle, I argue, is unhuman precisely because it represents an alienation of humanity into materialised abjection; it is horrific, it is strangely affective, and it resists agency on the part of the player and the gameworld.

The huddle is initially encountered by the player upon locating a vat within a building comprising computer networking rooms and laboratories. Human figures in lab coats and business wear surround the vat, gazing in at the huddle (which remains hidden until the young boy gets sucked into the vat and swims towards it). This is the suggested Inside made evident in the games title – the centre of a vast corporate entity whose networks remain obfuscated throughout the game’s entirety. The huddle is attached to a pumping mechanism within its enclosure, as if it is being used as some kind of energy source. This is the functioning source of the unhuman network at the heart of the game. The game implies that the huddle has been created by an underground establishment, in order to power the strange experimental puzzles the player participates in throughout the rest of the game. The experiments are predominantly focused around mind control – where the player encounters a number of animals, zombie-esque figures and technological entities which appear to be under the control of a powerful and dystopic hidden agency. Essentially, the game operates in a way that maps new revelations during its course, as opposed to giving any direct and directive diegetic information to the player through cut scenes and dialogue.

The huddle is the heart of a vast control network which dictates the behaviour of everything the player has witnessed throughout the game. Such a network, according to Alexander Galloway and Eugine Thacker’s approach in The Exploit: A Theory of Networks (2007) can be read as an emergence of the unhuman through network control. The huddle necessarily represents an aggregate life form which sees agency extend beyond the human subject, and into a strange, visceral network of fleshy matter. Galloway and Thacker note that:

Network control ceaselessly teases out elements of the unhuman within human-oriented networks. This is most easily discovered in the phenomenology of aggregations in everyday life: crowds on city streets or at concerts, distributed forms of protest, and more esoteric instances of flashmobs, smartmobs, critical massing, or swarms of UAVs. All are different kinds of aggregations, but they are united in their ability to underscore the unhuman aspects of human action. It is the unhuman swarm that emerges from the genetic unit. (p.41).


Through this approach to networks, the unhuman is revealed to be always-present, always potential, emerging at the point of new synergies that are impersonal and intersubjective. The swarm, as one unhuman unit, marks the dissolution of human subjectivity towards an aggregate phenomenology. The huddle is inspired by the unhuman swarm, in the way that it still maintains an elemental human feel, but produces an entirely new aggregate entity. Galloway and Thacker argue that unhuman figurations capture the “tension between unitary aggregation and anonymous distribution, between the intentionality and agency of individuals and groups on the one hand, and the uncanny, unhuman intentionality of the network as an ‘abstract whole’” (p.155). The Exploit sees the unhuman as a marker of the underlying agency of networks that monitor and control human subjects. This analysis of networks reveals the nonhuman elements that form our understandings of human subjectivity, as it is (re)produced through digital technologies in the form of bits and atoms. The unhuman reveals and breaks down the valorisation of the human subject as absolute agent, and allows access to otherwise hidden agencies which emerge alongside human action on both individual and collective levels. Where Galloway and Thacker maintain focus on human-oriented networks, the network present within Inside fundamentally circulates dystopic mind control functions that produce its specific forms of unhuman agency.

The ethical dimensions of the unhuman are arguably the central force within Inside: players of the game are forced to consider the world’s underlying systems, the ways that the technologies present within its world reconfigure the human subject, and the inherent implications of these reconfigurations. The huddle is the subjectivity which powers the network it is controlled by. Enclosed within a gigantic vat, attached to a large mechanical chord, it appears that brute matter is the central energy source to the intricate systems embedded within the world. Viewed in this way, the world of Inside can be seen as one giant network-body. Its entanglements of wires, generators, and complex mechanisms all link back to the huddle.  The huddle is the brain at the core of the system that it is being manipulated by. The boy is absorbed into its mass of flesh – at which point the player moves through the world as the huddle. As the boy becomes part of its “beastly body” [bookmark: wsa-inline-41]41, it breaks out of its glass cage; the humans that surround it run in fear. It is here that a change of agency is marked by the bodily rhetorics of the huddle, where the player must control the disorientating and unbalanced mound of flesh as it crashes through glass and squeezes through small doorways. The huddle utters eerie moaning sounds as it moves, replicating the sound of deep, distorted human groaning, which indicates a conflicting sense of pain from something that was once human, but is no longer. The affective tie the player has with the huddle is marked by a fluid and unstable link between the actions they take on the control pad, the feedback sent through the hand controller, and the movement of the huddle on the screen. There are kinds of subtlety involved that the player must learn in order to balance its unhuman fleshy substance as it crashes through the gameworld. Though the player now controls the mass of flesh, there is a sense that its agency remains somewhat untethered. The game challenges the ethics of completing its puzzles as a means to its players achieving satisfaction. Rather, it makes the player consider the ways they are implicated, and what role they have played in the events that unfold having participated in its world. The unhuman networks mask the hidden agents at the game’s core. Though the huddle is horrific and yields its own agency, it is seemingly bound by the creation of a vast corporate entity that engineers mind control systems in order to produce obedient subjects.

The game’s aesthetic design depicts all of its human characters as abstract and faceless. There is no capacity for human emotion to be rendered visible; instead, the game places focus on sound and movement to relay emotional cues to the player, and influence them to action. The avatar that the player controls from the start of the game is perceivably human: a young boy wearing a red jumper who begins by tumbling from out of shot into a rain-sodden field. Though the boy is faceless, his bodily rhetorics – i.e. the manner in which he moves – relays useful information to the player. For example, when the boy is in danger, he will begin to sprint hectically and his breathing becomes heavy and panicked. Such actions are motivated by signifiers in the gamespace, including other people, animals, and objects which pursue him. This is initially learnt by the player in its opening scene as he is approached by other ‘human’ actors. Within the eerie, dark landscape of a wet field, a set of car headlights emerge out of the foggy backdrop and two men exit the vehicle. Without any action on the part of the player, the boy looks towards the car and begins to breathe heavily. When the player urges the young boy forward, his movement transitions from measured jogging towards a panicked sprint. The men then ran towards the young boy, and the player must tackle a number of obstacles to avoid being captured by the men; if he is captured, the boy is killed. This is something the player only learns if they do not manage to escape the first time round. All of the boy’s movements relay subtle feedback through the hand controller, and this alters according to the kinds of environment he moves through. The camera’s pans, framing and angles are predominantly fixed, save for some parallax elements, yet at key points the vista shots zoom in and out in order to reveal visual cues that aid the player; these cues, along with other audio-information, reveal subtle hints of how the player should respond in certain situations. The player, throughout most of the game, is forced to imagine the game’s plot, as no direct information is given to them about the wider narrative premise. The player feels a sense of responsibility toward the boy, but has little control over the wider structures – why he must survive, where he is going, and for what purpose. There is a sense of evolution within the objects the boy can interact with as the player progresses throughout the game, all of which hint at various “bodily rhetorics” associated with traditional working models. I am taking bodily rhetorics here from the work of Michel Foucault (1975), which captures the ways subjects move, the gestures they make, and the efficiency through which they respond to institutional order. There is a sense that Inside draws attention towards the bodily attunement of the young boy in various institutional environments, which constantly and consistently shifts as the game progresses. Where the beginning of the game is primarily located outside in rural, farming landscapes, the end of the game marks an absolute rupturing of bodily subjectivity into the unknown and eerie rhetorics of the Unhuman huddle.

The agency communicated to the player through the young boy differs from that of the huddle, in that it feels slippery to control: the huddle is a subjectivity which escapes and exceeds the human player’s grasp. By ‘slippery’, I not only allude to the huddle’s fluid mechanics and movement through the gameworld, but the replication of its affective surfaces via the player’s embodied interaction with it. For example, though the player pushes the huddle forwards, it moves with its own fluid and unhuman momentum. Its limbs stretch out in various directions, it stumbles, condenses and expands its own fleshy substance. The affective sensations of moving the huddle replicate the eerie organicity of its bodily parts. This affective modality of interacting with a videogame marks the medium’s capacities to attend to realms beyond the human, producing new agencies which escape and exceed human grasp. This sense of the ungraspability does not necessarily reference a literal holding onto something like a hand-controller, it allows for a reconsideration of valorised player control as the central means for progression through a gameworld.

[image: ]Figure 3: as the player pushes forward, the running boy gains momentum in Inside.

 

Agency, Game Aesthetics and Weird Affect



Inside resists the use of representations of emotion to convey information to its players, instead programming affective cues to prompt player action. The game requires that the player has an embodied relationship with the gamespace: as Aubrey Anable notes, the feel of a game “is directly linked to the affective circuits that touching opens up between representation, screens, code, and bodies” (2018, p.37). The game’s affective dimensions enable the player to gain some insights into the idea that the young boy is being hunted down by some kind of anonymous institution. Given the lack of intradiegetic information relayed at the beginning, there is no emotional attachment – but certainly an affective one.

Videogames act as unique mediums for eliciting specific forms of affect. The capacity for players to be touched by videogames has been explored by a range of scholars (Ash 2013; Shinkle 2005; Anable 2018) all of whom consider the contact produced between the body, representation on screen, gaming narratives, software, and hardware. James Ash (2013) argues that affect can be aligned with the ways players become somatically attuned to the medium, incorporating gaming hardware as part of their apparatus in order to achieve desired actions within the gameworld. Ash notes that specific design elements negotiate the “affective and emotional engagement” players have with games (p.28). Eugénie Shinkle pushes beyond the capacity for game design to mediate affect, arguing that players “possess subrational agency” which enables lateral and unpredictable responses to perceived environments. Shinkle argues that “games actualise affect in ways that designers (whatever their motives) do not always anticipate.” (p.6). Aubrey Anable (2018) notes that affect can be read as a specific orientation towards representations, arguing that game studies has seen a shift away from emergent gameplay, towards emergent feelings. Anable reads videogames as mediums which enact “specific affective dimensions, legible in their images, algorithms, temporalities, and narratives” (2018, p.7). Across the spectrum of approaches aligning videogames with affect theory is a questioning of the ontological boundaries between players, programming, representation and material hardware. Whether intentional (attunement; incorporation) or unintentional (subrational response), our affective responses to videogames necessarily implicate various human and nonhuman agents.

For the sake of this article, it is necessary to consider the ways in which games might complicate attunement and incorporation, in the ways that they produce sensations for the player of not quite being in control. Some games produce unique affects when agency is, or feels like it has been, stripped away from the player; this can be both embedded in its programming, or occur through emergent play. Horror games, in particular, are notoriously sites for experiencing compromised agency. Tanya Kryzwinska notes that the dynamics of being in and out of control in horror games see the emergence of affective attributes that “link deep to the structure of games, provided by their programming” (Kryzwinska, 2002). Toying with agency is particularly relevant to videogames, in the ways that agency can be pulled between multiple actors including player, hardware, narrative, and code. However, the particularly strange, embodied affects produced by compromised agency in games remains underexplored. When games pull between an ontological here and there, this can leave the player feeling uneasy—it can evoke strange satisfaction and unanticipated thrills. Weird affects seep out of the programmable corners of videogames: they are not necessarily predictable for players when they participate in their virtual worlds. Videogames have the unique potential to make us feel weird. This could, for example, occur when a game glitches, momentarily resisting both the control of the player, and also its embedded programs and control systems. Games become weird sites when they do something that neither player nor programmer could predict. They can also make their players feel strange through their unique aesthetic and representational capacities. Videogames have always allowed for the depiction of unsettling and inarticulable subjectivities that operate via logics that are beyond the quotidian lifeworld – namely, alternative worlds that give rise to new beings which go beyond the human subject. In the case of Inside, I argue, weird affects emerge through the game’s depictions of unhuman subjectivities which are inherently strange and unsettling.

 

Mind Control

After considering the unhuman in relation to its affective contours, I want to turn specifically to the circulation of unhuman elements in the game via its hidden mind control networks. Here, I argue that the diegetic representations of agency pour out of the gameworld, and are mirrored by the player’s own relationship with the avatar’s they control. The parasitic entanglements of agency overtly represented in the game bleed out of, and slip beyond the plot, as they simultaneously frame the relation between avatar and player. The mind control structure is first hinted at earlier in the game, when the player moves the young boy through a field full of scattered pig corpses. All of the corpses are being consumed by small parasitic worms. Moving past the heap, a living pig charges towards the boy; if the player does not steer clear of its path, the boy gets trampled by it. The pig groans uncomfortably as it moves, and follows the young boy in whichever direction the player moves him. Upon closer inspection, it appears that a worm is attached to the pigs head. The animals are being controlled by some kind of genetically modified creature that dictates that they too must try to sabotage the boy as he gets closer to the game’s Inside. Such parasitic elements of Inside have been discussed by Andrew Bailey in his paper ‘Authority of the Worm: Examining Parasitism Within Inside and Upstream Colour’ (2018). Bailey notes that parasitism “functions as a tool for the boy to make subversive use of the same systems that are being used to take control of his world” (p.49). There is a multidimensional agential problem at the core of the game, where the player must manipulate the boy to progress, whilst the boy enacts manipulation onto a number of figures within the game. In the early stages of the game, such agency follows the rules of bodily rhetorics that function on a primarily instinctual level – where there emerges a threat, run or hide from it. The boy’s movement is fairly self-explanatory to begin with, and the player must simply follow the multisensory cues provided within the environment in order to solve the puzzles. Yet these puzzles become more and more complex, as the dimensions of the networks in the game reveal themselves.

[image: ]Figure 4: Screenshot from Inside (Playdead, 2013) in which the boy is monitored thorough a surveillance system.

As the player navigates through various spaces, the camera pans in and out to reveal backdrops in the distance of masses of drone-like human bodies, marching outside the buildings. The player gains brief visual insights through small crevices and windows of the lines of unhuman bodies, moving in perfect synchronicity towards an unknown location. Not dissimilarly to the mind-controlled pigs earlier in the game, these figures move as if they are being controlled by something. They ignite unsettling feelings during gameplay, because the player has very little sense of who or what these figures are, and who they are being controlled by. Clambering across rooftops and sliding down pipelines, the young boy eventually falls through a gap in the roof, and stumbles into a line of the drone bodies as they drudge forward through a space where they are monitored by multiple surveillance cameras and figures wearing lab coats. These drone-like bodies lack any kind of humanity, beyond their being human bodies. Their bodily movement differs, for example, from those they are being monitored by: animate human-beings, with lifelike qualities who are wearing smart business attire and lab coats. As they stand taking notes, below the overbearing gaze of an inscrutable surveillance camera, the player must learn to adjust to the rhythm of the figures, moving perfectly in time with them. If they fail to do so, a claw emerges from the surveillance camera, dragging the boy out of line and presumably to his death. The player, in other words, must adapt the boy’s bodily rhetoric within the game to the rhythm and motion of the unhuman figures it portrays. The player must affectively respond to the intense situation they are thrown into, and learn as they go along. Any action that occurs outside of the synchronous rhythm of the system warrants death, and the puzzle restarts. Such unhuman bodily rhetorics mark the emergence of the unhuman subject under “the individualising fragmentation of labour power” (Foucault, p.148) within the gameworld; each body becomes a unit that is monitored under the premise of a kind of lifelessness. Any hint at “humanity” or messy movement results in a removal of the body. The line, then, marks the surveillance of efficiency under the unknown institutional order that characterises the core of the game’s narrative system. As such, affective embodiment is seemingly eradicated, a shift towards a “bodiless reality” (Foucault, p.148) where movement is dictated by the narrative’s central political machine. The unhuman presented here manifests a bodily docility. This, in and of itself, marks an uncomfortably affective player experience: the strange movement of the docile unhuman bodies is tense and unsettling. Yet the player must adjust their control accordingly in order to fit this unhuman mould.

As the game progresses further towards the Inside the game’s title alludes to, it becomes more evident that these unhuman figures are being controlled by an ominous and parasitic mind control system. There are increasingly frequent encounters where it is evident that more “human” bodies are surveilling and monitoring the “unhuman” bodies, and this is primarily revealed by the bodily rhetorics each of the bodies enact. The unhuman bodies slouch and stumble forward, their faces not even looking in the direction they are walking. They seemingly resemble the undead, the zombie – a kind of regurgitated stumble. They represent a compromised form of (un)humanity that is produced in order to fulfil a system functionality, created in order to be completely unconscious and docile.

 

Discovering Subtexts: Further Dimensions for Agential and Ethical Enquiry?

Within all the strange and disorienting puzzles that the player must solve, there remains a slippery sense of agency that ties to the ethics of play; that is to say that the player has to use the docile unhuman bodies depicted in order to solve the puzzles and move onto the next stages. Despite the fact that there is an ominous control system at play, the player themselves participates in this control system by utilising their own agency over the unhuman figures whose agency is being compromised. In one particular section of the game, the boy moves through an abandoned mining shaft, and is followed by unhuman miners who seem to be drawn to him. The player must escort the miners through the shaft, using them as material mass to trigger a platform that unlocks the door to exit. When the player has recruited 20 miners, all of whom follow the young boy in whichever direction he moves, the entrance into the next part of the game unlocks. Whilst the miners remain in stasis on the platform, the boy runs towards the exit, leaving them abandoned in the bleak underground space. The game often sheds light on the injustices of its own mechanics, where the player must participate in the abhorrent system the game portrays, and the subjection of bodies that are neither living nor dead is the central concern of its narrative.

Adding further dimensionality to the intra-active agencies depicted in its world, should players participate in its hidden and sedimented subtext, Inside goes further to suggest that the young protagonist might be unhuman, too. Though the boy participates in the manipulation of other bodies in order to progress, the game implies that the same manipulative tendencies are built into the player’s own control over the avatar protagonist. A number of yellow wires are seen during certain parts of the game. Should the player follow them to their source, straying off the path toward completion, they come to small generators that the boy is able to unplug. When unplugging the generators, they spark and force the boy to retreat backwards. Such an act is made to feel as though it is a form of resistance, not just in the way it appears to be a breakage of the diegetic network, but also in that it requires player to venture away from the intuitive paths presented. All of the generators are hidden away in nooks and crannies that veer away from the central path towards the game’s inside. This oftentimes requires that the player simply see if turning around or jumping through small enclaves will allow them to gain access to hidden areas. If the player manages to locate all of these hidden generators and unplug them all, the player can then load and return to one of the earliest scenes in the game where the boy runs through a wheat field. Hidden amongst the high grass lies the entry to an underground hideaway. The player can embark down a step ladder within the opening and find themselves in an abandoned bunker. If the player wanders through the space, they locate a pad; opening the door leads onto an extensive tunnel where a central power source can be located. Seen within the background is a large mind control helmet that is infiltrated with wires. When the player unplugs this final power source, the mind control device in the background explodes. At the same time, the boy’s body slowly slumps forwards as if he too has been unplugged – and the game ends. This alternative ending adds even further dimensions to the agencies implicated in the game: either the power prevents the player from controlling the boy any longer, or the actions the boy takes might have been dictated by another unknown agent the entire time. This would imply that the boy might have actually been the central unhuman subject of the game from the outset. The implication that the boy is also being controlled inadvertently implicates the player in the game’s dystopian network of actors. The games layers unfold outwards; though the game purposefully leaves many questions unanswered, the player is revealed to be the hidden force behind the wired systems and networks at play.

Inside has the unique capacity to make us feel unhuman not just through its representation of unhuman subjectivities, but through our being part of its morbid, unhuman system. Every seemingly resistant act or attempt to break or reveal the hidden networks within its world only leads the player to feel responsible for the cruel fate of other subjects. Even having reached the game’s Inside and solving puzzles in order to break the huddle out of the eerie buildings and infrastructures, leads to a dead end. The game ends with the huddle rolling out onto a beach, where its grotesque flesh lays bare against the moonlight. Momentum is halted, and the credits roll, leaving no sense of whether the player’s actions led to any retribution. Though this might seem to be an almost disappointing ending, Inside asks for a shift of focus – away from the sense of fulfilment achieved through progress and ‘doing well’ in a game, rather towards the feelings gameworlds are able to produce. Feelings move from fear to frustration, monotony to excitement, simplicity to impossibility, fulfilment and emptiness. Though all games necessarily implicate some of these feelings, Inside asks of its players to truly acknowledge how it feels to be played. This is supported by the strange intra-actions between its components: the vibrational feedback emitted by the hand controller, the unsettling mechanical sounds embedded in its settings, or the splatting of the huddle as it crashes from tall heights. Here, I have argued that Inside initiates a truly affective and interactive mode of unhuman agency. As a congealed body of human and nonhuman actors, the unhuman is revealed both literally (via the subjectivity of ‘the huddle’) and subtly through the interrelations of player, narrative and gaming system. The game asks its players to ask questions, to be unknowing, and embrace a world that constantly toys with their ability to behold full agential grasp.
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Abstract

This paper undertakes a meta-synthesis of fifty-nine qualitative and humanistic studies in order to comprehensively examine the research on agency in the field of game studies. By addressing individual studies in their interrelatedness and divergences, a meta-synthesis gauges the tremors of thematic trends and tensions, exposes the assumptions that undergird a field’s conceptual apparatuses, and draws out fresh nuances from the central topic. Ultimately, this paper advocates against totalizing views of agency and contends that gaming agencies are plural potentialities that are always negotiated, always contingent, and always in flux.
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Introduction

At this point, it seems that much of the field of game studies functions in response to Murray’s (1997) conviction that agency is an aesthetic experience that is essential to our encounters with video games. Studies on agency in video games have proliferated during the last two decades. Their ever-increasing reach and frequency in the young field have ensured that agency is no obscure nook of scholarship, but is a growing foundational premise of game studies research. The frictions of this rapid expansion have sparked various deliberations and disagreements. Some research segments have crystallized around shared interests, concerns, and objectives. Others have broken away to develop along separate tracks, often making only minimal contact with other entrenched camps, the drifting fragments of nascent concepts, and the old and new theories of agency that lie outside the field’s borders.     

Buried beneath these expansive debates about agency in video games, the formations of common theories and the fractures of contested concepts reverberate across and beyond the field. Yet, even as the magnitudes of their impacts intensify, their political lodes and necessary interrelationships remain concealed under the surface. To bring these repercussions to light, I have conducted a meta-synthesis that maps, compares, and critiques various strands of research on agency that crisscross the field. The methodological equipment of a meta-synthesis is especially befitted to foreground the ideological work of a field’s definitions and conceptualizations, to wrest out the subterranean currents of power that churn among theories. 

A set of central questions guides this study: 1) How has the field of game studies defined and conceptualized agency? 2) What are the assumptions underpinning the field’s understandings of agency?  3) What are the relationships between these theoretical configurations, both in terms of their thematic subject matter and the networks of their citational practices within and outside of the field? And finally, 4) Why has agency assumed such a prominent position in game studies scholarship in the first place? 

In seeking answers to these questions, this meta-synthesis tosses some ideas into the constant flows of conceptual change and it signals several possible directions for future research. By gathering together and examining many similar and many divergent perspectives, this study advocates against totalizing views of agency and contends that gaming agencies are plural potentialities that are always negotiated, always contingent, and always in flux. My hopes are that its results are generative, that it bolsters connections to disciplines outside of game studies, and that it builds conduits for needed re-politicizations of agency in the field.  

 

Methods

A meta-synthesis is a type of qualitative meta-analysis, a methodological approach that allows researchers to aggregate, summarize, and understand the findings of primary qualitative studies in a particular field. In short, the purpose of qualitative meta-analyses is to study the studies. In doing so, qualitative meta-analyses can pursue various ends, including “the development of a new understanding, a need to reconcile conflicts in the literature, the identification of central findings in an entire literature…the desire to raise critical consciousness about shortcomings or biases in a literature” (Levitt, 2018, p. 367), and so on. Researchers have, therefore, constructed various forms of qualitative meta-analysis, whose specific processes depend on a study’s goals. Meta-synthesis surfaced to distinguish those forms of qualitative meta-analysis whose purposes are more interpretive than aggregative (Timulak, 2009). A meta-synthesis “is about the comparative textual analysis of qualitative findings” (Jensen & Allen, 1996, p. 554). Addressing individual studies in their interrelatedness and divergences, a meta-synthesis can gauge the tremors of thematic trends and tensions, expose the assumptions that undergird a field’s conceptual apparatuses, and draw out fresh nuances from the central topic. 

The goal of a meta-synthesis is not to aggregate every source that pertains to or mentions a specific topic. In fact, a sample size that is too large can “impede deep analysis and, therefore, threaten the interpretive validity of findings” (Sandelowski, Docherty, & Emden, 1997, p. 368). As such, there were necessary limits that I needed to place on my selection of studies. These decisions are not neutral acts, as they involve inclusions and exclusions, elevating certain ideas at the expense of others, and contributing to decisions about what constitutes an academic field. To establish parameters in accordance with the project’s goals, I selected sources from academic publications and examined primarily those writings that focus on agency as their central subject matter. I have, however, made exceptions for certain studies that generate distinctive approaches to gaming agency, even if agency is not their principal topic. 

My procedure for gathering sources resembled Bates’s (1989) berrypicking model. Berrypicking does not insist that the synthesist knows their selection process in advance. Rather, it embraces the erraticism and non-linearity of data retrieval, in which each new piece of information can lead to new ideas, new referential tracks, and new directions for search inquiries. Its collection process is one of continual evolution. When setting off on my search, I began with a few central hubs of game studies research and some well-traversed writings. But I also endeavored to make my process one of excavation. I did not rely solely on highly cited articles, but sought out studies that had slipped through the cracks of the field’s common citational practices. Ultimately, I wound down my search when I felt that I was reaching saturation, a principle that commonly guides data collection in meta-analytic methods. Saturation is the point at which new sources cease yielding new understandings, and is thus a “rationale to end the collection of primary research as the findings meet the research goal of developing new understandings of the literature—even if all the primary studies were not reviewed” (Levitt, 2018, p. 374). I concluded this meta-synthesis with fifty-nine sources, though I also cite a number of related texts throughout the discussions of these studies.  

After locating and reading each source, I took notes, catalogued each study individually, and then gradually grouped them together within specific thematic categories. As my data retrieval continued, some of my categories and findings changed, producing necessary restructurings and further searches for related studies. Many of the studies fell into more than one category, hinting at the complexities of their definitions of agency and the interrelationships among them. These categories served as elastic organizational codes, as starting points for the process of synthesis rather than as static, enveloping end goals. 

In what follows, I report on my findings in answer to the project’s core questions. I begin with an overview that summarizes overarching trends and issues in efforts to define agency in video games. From there, I have organized the meta-synthesis according to the broad thematic categories that emerged over the course of the study: narrative agencies; agency and embodiment; agency as illusion; true agency; and challenges to the passive-active binary. These headings do not represent cohesive or united bodies of literature; rather, they indicate core research topics and areas of deliberation. Following these analyses of game studies literature, I conclude that agency in video games is perhaps better understood as plural modalities, rather than as occurring on spectra of more-or-less, true-or-illusory, or active-or-passive.

 

Findings

	
Overview 




Murray’s Hamlet on the Holodeck (1997) was not the first piece of scholarship to posit agency as an essential feature of gameplay experiences. For instance, Wardrip-Fruin et al. (2009) point to an earlier iteration of the concept in Buckles’s (1985) dissertation, in the form of effectance, a player’s desire to feel competent in gaming environments. Nevertheless, game scholars widely credit Murray with the origination of the concept as applied to video games. Agency’s uptake in the field—as opposed to a term like effectance—is likely a consequence of its use in common parlance and its extant significance in fields such as sociology and philosophy. Murray’s precise definition in this context is that agency “is the satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and choices” (p. 126). In the years since Holodeck’s publication, this definition has become a steady launching point for many studies, prevalent to the point of platitude. Perhaps as a result, many studies take for granted that readers already know what agency means. Constructions of precise definitions, efforts to unpack definitions, and recourse to definitions of agency outside of game studies are uncommon. Agency floats across the field, omnipresent but ever nebulous. I am by no means suggesting that every study must include an exact definition of agency, rigorously interrogate Murray’s concept, or strive for a uniformity of usage. As I mentioned earlier, I aim to promote pluralities of agencies, whether plural definitions, modes of agency, human agencies or nonhuman agencies. But I also want to make note of the lingering fogginess of this term, which is an effect of widespread presumptions about common starting grounds. These presumptions have shaped conformities in the ways much of the field has handled the concept, which have in turn perpetuated uncertainties about what comprise agentic phenomena in video games. 

Two further definitions may help us begin to think through these ambiguities as we move through this meta-synthesis. One is Schott’s (2006) paraphrasing of Murray: “it is the subjective experience of ‘agency’ that players seem to desire from their engagement with gameplay: they need to feel that they have exerted power or control over events” (p. 134). Agency, therefore, “implies that the player…explores and manipulates the environment and seeks to influence it” (p. 134). The other emerges in Calleja’s (2011) comments that players are “active participants in the creation of their experience through interaction with the code during gameplay” and that agency “in virtual environments is the ability to perform actions that affect the game world and its inhabitants” (p. 55). The blurry overlap at the core of these definitions is a clandestine instigator of several unresolved debates in the field. Is the “satisfying power” of agency an experience that video game designs engender? Or is agency a capacity to create actual, concrete, observable change, based on specific actions and choices? Or is it both: a capability that produces a corresponding experience? Is the experience alone sufficient for agency? Furthermore, is agency inherent and exclusive to human beings, but somehow facilitated by video games designs? Or do video games also possess or express forms of agency of their own? And what can we say about the agencies at work that have contributed to the very creation of video games—their designs, software, platform—and facilitated the moment of encounter between player and game?



Across this study, I often witnessed agency used synonymously—at times interchangeably—with a number of other words, including but not limited to: freedom, choice, control, autonomy, and action. Further muddling the concept is the fact that agency has also developed close affinities with a number of other contested concepts in game studies, such as flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), interactivity, immersion, and presence. In particular, interactivity has flared into a persistent hotspot of attention in relation to agency. Many scholars laud interactivity and agency as interlocked phenomena that together create the unique experience of gameplay. Others are critical of these outlooks, finding dire import in the allures of their false promises. Still others strike a sort of middle ground, dousing long-smoldering disputes by shifting away from interactivity to embrace agency as the more apt descriptor of the specificities of video games. The field could benefit from further research that is dedicated to charting and inspecting the terminological networks that connect agency to these other murky concepts.



Agency research has also habitually abstracted the player into a faceless, unvarying monolith. Although this is consistent with the field’s usual approaches, it becomes especially pronounced and troublesome in a body of scholarship whose fundamental tasks involve grappling with issues of human subjectivity, desire, and power. It is even more unsettling when considering the regularity with which the field proposes sweeping, prescriptive visions of agency or makes universalizing claims about player response to certain games or designs. Despite the many efforts to structure video games in anticipation of player agency, if agency is an experience, then it “is a subjective one that varies over time, not something that is a static feature of a given game” (Grodal, 2003, p. 150). Occasionally, studies may offer typologies of players or clarify that their models apply only to specific player types (e.g. Tanenbaum & Tanenbaum, 2009). Yet, these rare instances only go so far in capturing the radical variability of players and their experiences with video games. These problems and their consequences will unfold throughout this meta-synthesis.

 

II. Narrative Agencies 

A prominent wing of agency scholarship carries on the legacies of Murray’s theories by exploring the attributes of narratives in digital environments. In addition to identifying and describing the unique qualities of digital narratives, many of these studies also seek to cultivate design strategies that would optimize and harness players’ experiences of agency in equilibrium with the expressive intentions of authors (Mateas & Stern, 2000; Harrell & Zhu, 2009; Tanenbaum & Tanenbaum, 2009; Wardrip-Fruin et al., 2009; Joyce 2016a). The bedrock of this literature is the belief that agency is an experience that players seek out in video games—and it is an experience that effective balances of ludic and narrative designs can satisfy. Design philosophies in this area typically preserve intentionality as a key condition of agency. They seek to anticipate, entice, and reflect a sense of intentionality in the actions that players take, in the choices that they make, and in the resulting feedback and outcomes.   

Tones of idealization have often resonated across scholarship on narrative agency. “Video games,” writes Thorne (2018), “are often promoted as a medium for multilinear storytelling that allows players to make meaningful choices that affect narrative outcomes” (p. 353). With wording reminiscent of Murray, Thorne implicates not only industry marketing rhetoric, but also narrative designers and scholars. Indeed, fabled ideals have energized work on digital narratives well before the consolidation of game studies as a discipline. Ryan (2001) writes of two narrative myths that have been inspiring, but that have also raised unachievable expectations that can only lead to disappointment: the myth of the Aleph and the myth of the Holodeck. Both represent imagined narrative forms that would structure player experience even as they dynamically, seamlessly adapt to player input. To the present, many “interactive narrative approaches still often seem to hold the holodeck as a holy grail and offering the user a sense of free will in a story world is still held as a goal” (Harrell and Zhu, 2009, p. 45). As scholarly theories, design patterns, and commercial promotions ooze into one another, players formulate derivative expectations. Joyce (2016b) advises that these very expectations can shape players’ experiences of agency. 

But narrative agency is not just about making choices that lead to different branching outcomes. For some, it is also about how video games address players as moral agents, inviting them to accept their complicity within the ethical dilemmas, character developments, and branching narrative paths of gameworlds (Sicart, 2013). Complicity “fosters the sense that players have a responsibility for what happens on-screen, since they often have direct control over on-screen events and a vested interest in keeping the protagonist alive” (Smethurst & Craps, 2015, p. 277). Narrative agency is, then, also the representational power of performing as a character within a game’s procedures and environments (Joyce 2016a), an idea that is also related to the concept of embodiment, a topic that we will discuss more thoroughly below. 

While some scholars have denied the impacts of representation on experiences of play (Newman, 2002; Aarseth, 2004), there is ample scholarship that stresses the centrality of representation in matters of narrative agency, moral complicity, and embodiment, especially pertaining to issues of identification, gender, race, class, sexuality, and ability. These considerations carry great import because—as we will discuss more in the final section—ascriptions of agency and passivity assign hierarchical subject positions in hegemonic discourses. Mainstream game design overwhelmingly affirms agency as the exclusive purview of masculinity, whiteness, heterosexuality, and able-bodiedness. Those at the margins remain relegated to passivity. Stang (2018), for instance, remarks on the glorification of violent male agency in mainstream games, which comes at the expense of women characters, who are objects, objectives, and resources awaiting exploitation. Through a reading of The Last of Us, Russworm (2017) underscores how “blackness labors to shore up white character agency” (p. 112), as the game’s black characters die in order to ensure the self-actualization and relational bonding of the white player-characters. These examples further demonstrate that agency—whether in game design or in game studies research—is also, by and large, the exclusive purview of players, whose common abstraction also prefigures subjects who are white, able, hetero-cis-male. Non-player characters (NPCs) serve only in instrumental roles for player utilization. Player agency has been the field’s main preoccupation; but the field has been far less willing to accede nonhuman, machine, or material agencies.

What we’re left with, then, is a haunting uncertainty concerning the agentic status of in-game characters, whether playable or not. Among the few examples of research that makes space for character agency is Harrell and Zhu’s (2009) concept of system agency, which draws on actor-network theory (ANT) to account for the capacity of computational systems to control characters during the process of generating narrative. Russworm (2017) explicitly designates character agency as a necessary element for narratives that deal critically with issues of representation and identity. To this end, prohibitions of player control over narrative progression and character development—including over player-characters—can be imperative. To demonstrate, Russworm details the complexities of non-interactive cutscenes in The Walking Dead’s construction of black subjectivity. Cutscenes that disallow player intervention ensure that Lee is always a compassionate father figure to Clementine, thereby foreclosing any possibility of players crafting a stereotypical, negative portrayal of black fatherhood. But cutscenes also perpetuate white anxieties about black subjectivity by, for instance, forcing Lee into handcuffs at the game’s conclusion, thus reinstituting the relationship of black masculinity to the prison industrial complex.

Additionally, Tulloch, Hoad, and Young’s (2019) analysis of Gone Home sketches a blueprint for how we may begin to conceive of not only NPC agency, but also the agency of player-characters apart from players. The focal point of their study is an instant in which the player-character, Katie, refuses player prompting to read a diary entry about her sister’s first sexual experience with another girl from her school. In this way, Katie acts as an agent against sexual oppression, refusing to expose her sister’s privacy to prying heteronormative gazes without her sister’s consent. Furthermore, Tulloch, Hoad, and Young’s reading of Gone Home rejects totalizing conceptualizations of agency that center player choice and control; instead, it traces the fluctuations and contingencies of Katie’s agency. Katie’s role in the narrative is “a passive observer and outsider to past events, rather than an active participant in them” (p. 344). Yet, Katie also exerts agency against players’ snooping. And yet still, though Gone Home may position Katie as a queer ally, the game’s colorblind attendance to Katie and her family also reinstates oppressive racial politics by leaving narrative agency situated solely in upper-middle-class white normativity.

Yet, as Hutchinson (2017) maintains, our assumptions about who is playing a game and how they embody playable characters within a game’s narrative necessarily shape our understandings of both representation and agency.

 

III. Agency and Embodiment 

Tightly knotted with those other fuzzy concepts interactivity, immersion, and presence, embodiment can be tricky to unravel—fortunately, there is a hefty and growing literature dedicated to doing so. Embodiment research positions corporeal existence as central to the experiences of playing video games. While rhetorics of immersion may tantalize players with promises to leave behind the lived body—or to at least blur the borders between player’s bodies and virtual gameworlds—video game play is intractably fleshy. Lahti (2003) observes of this paradox that, on the one hand, video games may seem to “emphasize an immaterial and disembodied vision,” but on the other hand, they function precisely by “locating knowledge and experience firmly in the familiar terrain of the body” (p. 168). The result, as Gregersen and Grodal (2008) explain, is that “interacting with video games may lead to a sense of extended embodiment and sense of agency…it is an embodied awareness in the moment of action, a kind of body image in action” (p. 67). 

A key focus of such research, then, concerns the ways that video games “distribute embodiment across actual/virtual worlds in complex and irreducible ways” (Keogh, 2018, p. 8). Dovey and Kennedy (2006) describe how embodied gameplay spans players’ skillful handling of material objects; their social, cultural, temporal, and spatial contexts; and their re-embodiment within and beyond the screen, especially as player-steered avatars. Keogh (2018) likewise elaborates on how players feel bodily present in gameworlds even as they remain aware of their corporeal existence and actions in the actual world. These embodied entanglements of player and video game demonstrate that “it is impossible to ignore the role of nonhuman process in constituting our sensorial perception” (Keogh, 2018, p. 7). Embodiment scholarship thus accounts for not only how players shape gameworlds, but also how video games impact the partial, situated, distributed subjectivities and sensoria of players. As such, these literatures tend to emphasize nonhuman agencies to a greater extent than other areas of agency research. 

Cybernetics has therefore emerged as a prevailing framework with which to comprehend the relationships between the embodied agencies of players and material agencies of video games. In particular, a number of scholars have employed the image of the cyborg to characterize the hybrid conditions of intertwined human and machine subjectivity, consciousness, and action (Friedman, 1999; Lahti, 2003; Dovey and Kennedy, 2006; Kennedy, 2006; Keogh, 2014; Keogh, 2018), though with differing conclusions about the cyborg’s implications for agency. Friedman’s (1999) cyborg consciousness posits that video games teach players “structures of thought…by getting [them] to internalize the logic of the program” (p. 136). Lahti (2003) cautions that video games can commodify players’ cyborg desires by enabling them to exercise control over the kinds of bodies they desire. But for Keogh (2018), cyborgian hybrids of human and nonhuman agencies can challenge hegemonic commercial and scholarly discourses that treat agency as a matter of players’ freedom, control, and autonomy. And Kennedy (2006) instead mobilizes cyborg subjectivities to call attention to the empowering and transgressive pleasures of women playing video games.  

Meanwhile, a separate, compact group of scholarship convenes near these research assemblies on embodiment, but sidles away to comb the darker corridors of the horror genre. Although the group of studies on the horror genre is a relatively small one, it is also robust, exhibiting a number of peculiarities that distinguish it from other research on agency—particularly embodied agencies—in video games. First and foremost is that horror genre scholarship in game studies is rooted in the traditions of horror genre scholarship in film studies. The film studies substrate has fed a growth of agency scholarship that firmly acknowledges continuities across media forms, even as it also strives to identify the specificities of horror video games. 

Scholars have recognized that the elicitation of fear connects the genre across media forms. Yet, the timbre of this fear differs in horror video games due to their necessary “act of doing that extends beyond the kinetic and emotional responses that are common in cinema” (Krzywinska, 2002, p. 207). Perron (2005) refers to this version of fear as a type of gameplay emotion. Unlike spectators of horror films, players of horror video games must intervene in the gameworld’s events. Krzywinska (2002) is adamant, however, that this does not mean that film spectatorship is entirely passive in contrast to some imagined superior activeness in video games. Familiarity with the complexities of spectatorship has enabled horror scholarship to dodge such pitfalls that have attracted celebratory strains of game studies research on agency. It has also resulted in a view of player agency with a distinct set of priorities. 

Seeking to fathom the pleasure of fear as a gameplay emotion, horror scholars have been especially interested in undulations of agency during gameplay. Krzywinska (2002) writes that the oscillating “dynamic between being in control and then out of control is crucial to the production of the experience of such paradoxical states” (p. 218). Some scholars have set out to identify precisely those elements in horror video games that manipulate player agency to evoke fear, using formulations like player agency parameters (Boonen & Mieritz, 2018) and agency mechanics (Habel & Kooyman, 2014). These theorizations have accentuated the significance of character embodiment in fluctuations of agency, largely due to the fact that the central struggle and source of fear in many horror games revolves around the survival of the player-character’s body (Perron, 2009). The player-character’s survival depends not only on the player’s capabilities to execute skillful techniques, but also to cope with dreadful threats and losses of control. 

Horror scholarship’s unique contributions to understandings of embodied agencies in video games pertain to theories of gaze, a concept with far less emphasis in other realms of agency scholarship. The concentration on gaze is no doubt a consequence of the film studies lineage: gaze has long been a concern of cinematic horror studies. Pinpointing gaze as a site of player agency, horror scholars thus distinguish mechanisms of gaze as among the most significant differences between cinematic horror and ludic horror (Krzywinska, 2002). Habel and Kooyman (2014) compare the plurality of gazes available to spectators of horror films with the narrowed first- or third-person identification with the player-character in video games. Perron (2009) suggests that third-person is the prevailing perspective for horror games, because it “intensifies the corporealized sensations” (p. 132). Agentic gazing in horror games has also been a subject of my own work (Jennings, 2018). With a feminist reading of Ada Wong’s chapter in Resident Evil 6, I elaborate on feminine gaze as a way to “conceptualize gameplay as an open, agentic potentiality for expressions and performances of femininity” (p. 239). The framework demonstrates how playing as Ada both conforms to and defies theories of women’s gazes in cinematic horror. 

Although undulating agencies are at the pulsating heart of horror scholarship, this is not the case for all game studies research. As we will see more ahead, manipulations of player agency can also carry far bleaker insinuations.

 

IV. Agency as Illusion: Obedience, Forced Choice, and the Legacy of BioShock

It is difficult to overstate the significance of BioShock on the field’s perceptions of agency. The game, along with its sequels, has stirred up waves of scholarship about choice, free will, and control, especially in relation to the degree to which BioShock does or does not succeed as a critique of both Randian objectivism and the medium of video games. As Parker (2015) explains, BioShock is a prestige text, 

designed from the ground up to invite sustained reflection, debate, and criticism, as evidenced by the countless forum discussions, blog posts, essays, articles, chapters, theses, and even academic monographs it has produced. This is not just a game with something to say, but a game worth saying something about—a game that justifies the whole enterprise of game criticism and scholarship. (p. 14)


A formidable bulk of these writings on the BioShock franchise deals specifically with issues of agency. In turn, this has resulted in a disproportionate amount of scholarship on agency that is specifically about BioShock, much of which declares that agency in video games is an illusion. Of the fifty-nine studies that I examined for this meta-synthesis, fifteen use BioShock or its sequel, BioShock: Infinite, as primary case studies. This corpus thus reflects a significant percentage of agency research. And to be sure, there are many more studies on BioShock that I have not included here.

Even if the many writings on BioShock have ultimately consecrated the concept, illusory agency predates the post-Rapture flood. In one example, MacCallum-Stewart and Parsler (2007) characterize illusory agency as resulting from design strategies that trick players into the belief that they have a greater impact in the game than they actually do. In another, Charles (2009) concludes that video games are faux-scriptible texts: they invite players to engage with them interactively, but they grant only illusions of agency. They only satisfy players’ desires for agency by sublimating those desires. Charles’s admonition is that this process thereby dissolves players’ desires for participatory citizenship, subsuming them into manufactured subjectivities and interpretive passivity. Notions of interactivity and agency, to Charles, are not only misleading—they are disempowering. 

For many scholars, BioShock is decisive proof of this illusory agency. It is a video game that critiques video games. It mocks players and lambasts the celebratory discourses of empowerment, choice, and freedom. To make this case, scholars have consistently focused on the notorious scene in which Andrew Ryan reveals that the phrase “Would you kindly?” forces the player-character, Jack, into obedient, mind-controlled action—and then orders Jack to murder him with a golf club while repeating the mantra that “a man chooses, a slave obeys.” It’s worth noting that, despite the myriad deep analyses of this scene, there is scant commentary on the racial overtones of Ryan’s now-infamous refrain. At the same time, it is precisely here that we find pronounced dilemmas in parsing the provenances, authorizations, and relationships between autonomous activities and assigned passivities. 

The literature on BioShock involves much fine-grained quibbling over the details of this twisted scene and the game’s central choice of whether to rescue or harvest the Little Sisters (Sicart, 2009; Tulloch, 2010; Aldred and Greenspan, 2011; Wysocki and Schandler, 2013; Owen, 2013; Jackson, 2014; Schubert, 2015; Chang, 2017; Henthorn, 2018; Stang, 2019). Each individual contribution plots points along a spectrum of degrees to which BioShock either complicates player agency or obliterates it. But altogether, much of this literature harmoniously asserts that BioShock reveals that video game agency is an illusion and that there are, therefore, no real choices in video games. The ensuing tendency is to extrapolate BioShock’s messages into broader lessons about the very nature of video games as a medium. “Video games,” write Wysocki and Brey (2018) in an essay about the BioShock franchise, “operate as systems of control, masking the ‘non-agency’ of players behind apparent choices that in the end prove empty,” (p. 417). From BioShock, Tulloch (2010) determines that “Video games work by constructing the player’s subjectivity” (p. 36). And Jackson (2014) claims that BioShock “contributes to an understanding of how videogame entertainment packages…decide in advance and indirectly reveal a structure of the forced choice, like all computational systems” (p. 38).   

A number of these analyses hinge on interrogations of how video games compel players to obey. To Tulloch (2010), BioShock demonstrates that playing a video game is a pedagogic process of learning to obey a ludic system. Wysocki and Schandler (2013) modify Andrew Ryan’s refrain into a statement about playing any video game: “What else can be said except perhaps ‘A man chooses. A gamer obeys’?” (p. 207). And Wysocki and Brey (2016) conclude that the “act of playing BioShock, or any game, requires a player to give up control, to obey the algorithms of the game, even as these algorithms cast the illusion of control” (p. 153). Both Aldred and Greenspan (2011) and Chang (2017) build from the work of Galloway (2006) to scrutinize the strategies whereby video games evince player agency in order to obscure their algorithmic and protological control. Aldred and Greenspan (2011) read BioShock as an allegory of the conflicting procedures of convergence, which at once glorify abundances of choices even as they mandate that players must passively “consume converged content in the order and fashion desired by media producers, and accept that the choices and agency they are given are illusory at best” (p. 482). Moreover, they observe that, despite BioShock’s outward critiques of consumerism and narratives of technological progress, the game nonetheless “subtly recuperate[s] the power of corporate capitalism” (p. 481). 

Chang (2017) likewise illuminates BioShock’s efforts to elude its own critique by recuperating the very objects of its condemnation. Expanding on Salen and Zimmerman’s (2004) immersive fallacy, Chang refers to the rhetoric of open movement, freedom, action, and choice that surrounds mainstream gaming as an interactive fallacy. According to this fallacy, video games invite interaction, “convincing players to suspend disbelief to believe that they are in full control of the action even as they consent to the rules and limits of the game” (p. 230). BioShock critiques precisely this faith that players presumably place in their control over a video game. But in the end, the game simply ushers players back into the interactive fallacy with reassurances of posthuman agency. Chang’s queer reading of BioShock moves beyond the confrontation with Ryan to zoom-in on how the pair of endings reveals the game’s recuperative project. The bad ending simply reprimands players as villainous. But the good ending rewards the very individuality and agency that the game ostensibly denounces. The prizes are decidedly patriarchal and heteronormative: “life, liberty, and the pursuit of marriage, children, and family” (p. 240). For BioShock to have ended by hoodwinking players, by killing Jack at Ryan’s hands, “would indeed by too threatening—too queering—to the ideals and ideologies that ensure the gaming industry and the larger gaming culture’s popularity, profitability, and status quo” (p. 239).      

Additionally, a few scholars have stressed the fact that players “do not need to be asked kindly to kill others” (Henthorn, 2018, p. 219) in order to proceed through a game—and BioShock wallows in this violence even as it reprimands players for agreeing to it. Wysocki and Schandler (2013) note that BioShock has no qualms in asking players to continue slaughtering people immediately after indicting players for following orders in Ryan’s horrific murder. Further, Henthorn specifically spotlights the game’s violence against women’s bodies, particularly in the dependence of BioShock’s central choice on the disposability and exploitability of the Little Sisters. Leaving players to choose whether to rescue or harvest the Little Sisters reveals not only that players’ agency is restricted, but also that young girls have even less agency.   

While the literature on BioShock has yielded sophisticated readings and indispensable perspectives, the arching concept of an illusion of agency is a wobbly platform from which to build. Owen’s (2013) commentary on BioShock hints at why. For Owen, even illusory agency is productive of actual, potent affects, including feelings of empowerment, emotional investment, and moral culpability. For illusory agency, the fogginess that we discussed earlier is especially thick. For an illusion of agency to exist, then there must be a true agency out there somewhere. And indeed, the writings on illusory agency are peppered with comments about video games’ inherent inability to achieve full agency (MacCallum-Stewart & Parsler, 2007), absolute agency (Tulloch, 2010), true agency (Aldred & Greenspan, 2011), or true control (Owen, 2013). What, though, is true agency? Does it exist outside of video games? Is an experience of agency not sufficient for true agency? If agency is an experience, what about this experience is an illusion? What would it take for agency to be true?    

Part of the issue appears to be an implicit equation of agency with choice and variable, corresponding, observable outcomes, evinced by the perennial preoccupation with BioShock’s false or forced choices. The BioShock corpus appears to be simultaneously utilizing and recoiling from a strict interpretation of Murray’s definition of agency. At the same time, the cynical conclusions about player agency—i.e. that BioShock exposes the truth that all video games manipulate players’ actions and constrain players’ choices—seem starkly at odds with the branches of work on narrative agency and the horror genre, both of which take designed manipulations of player agency as necessary and even desirable givens. Nonetheless, the literature on BioShock forms a crucial critical outlook on player agency, enabling a glimpse into veiled implications that other agency research has been less likely to contemplate. To better grasp these implications, though, we must first unearth more from its dusty impressions of true agency.

 

V. True Agency?: Authorial Control and Creative, Collective Interventions

True agency in relation to video games appears to be somewhere outside of a video game, having something to do with authorship, content creation, or metagaming. Aldred and Greenspan (2011) hint that only illusory agency is possible in the passive, exhaustive consumption of playing BioShock; true choice would require opportunities for players’ creative interventions in the form of mods, cheats, hacks, or other metagames external to gameplay. Stang (2019) similarly contends that true agency does not lie in pre-scripted narratives, but instead arises in players’ collective activities in fan communities and in efforts to influence game developers to directly impact the authorship of video games. Whereas Murray (1997) sought to correct the enthusiastic declarations that narrative agency was equal to authoring an experience—“This is not authorship but agency” (p. 153)—the notions of true agency instead claim that in-game agency is not agency, but that content creation and collective interventions in authorship are. 

On the one hand, some scholars view these creative agencies as channels through which players can actively, critically construct video games, rather than passively succumbing to games’ demands for obedience and consumption. For instance, in an effort to rethink agency in video games, Frasca (2001) imagines a version of The Sims in which players could construct characters using open-source building blocks. Frasca believes that, although this does not mean that players would become authors, the exercise of programming would enhance players’ participatory freedom and critical capacities. Additionally, Stang (2019) regards collective player action as an agentic mechanism for ensuring that players’ desires are reflected in the games they play. By engaging in dialogue with developers to change the content of video games, 

players can truly exercise agency and even create a reversal of power structures: while normally the developer dictates the player’s actions through the very structures of the game, in these cases, the players are dictating how the game’s narrative should respond to their actions. (para. 28)


But on the other hand, in the effort to preserve critical game designs, some scholars are wary of applauding such levels of player control over authorship. Gesturing to the sway of player expectations over popular game design, Thorne (2018) concludes that the “challenge for developers is to find a space for critical games in an industry that is driven by player demands” (p. 372). To carve spaces for critical game designs and to amplify the voices of marginalized designers, there is cause to recognize and sustain authorial agencies, to deny boundless choice for players, and to disrupt player control as a means of disrupting the status quo (Marcotte, 2018), whether in gameplay or in the exertion of collective will on game authorship. The power relationships surrounding video game authorship “are constantly in flux, perpetually negotiated, and are not the same from one game to the next” (Jennings, 2016, p. 133). Collective player actions can organize around causes of justice and challenges to power, but not necessarily. They can also be violently subjugating. If collective player intervention is the site of true agency, then the online gamer-harasser also rises to the status of idealized true agent. 

Criticizing the abundant research on creative player activities, Behrenshausen (2012) asserts that the field has constructed a romanticized player “who does not merely consume media contents or artifacts, but also produces something…by engaging with a video game” (p. 875). It is in these activities of content creation—rather than in moments of gameplay—that Behrenshausen locates the field’s core convictions about player agency. Behrenshausen believes that this active, productive player “figure functions as a placeholder for researchers’ uninterrogated epistemological assumptions and political commitments” (p. 877).  The implication is that this research boom is a reaction to the field’s privileging of formal game structures in its analyses. Yet, it may also be the case that the active player-producer—and the ostensibly true agency of collective intervention—is also an attempt to alleviate deep anxieties concerning passivity, to assure positions of control in relation to digital media and modes of entertainment that increasingly saturate and shape our lived experiences. It may be that, as Johnson (2015) claims, instances of frustrated agency in video games incite “the feeling that we are losing control—not just over the games we play, but over other parts of our social and technologically mediated lives” (p. 608).

 

VI. Challenges to the Passive—Active Binary

“There seems to be a debate,” write Mustola et al. (2018) “about whether playing digital games should be considered ‘active’ or ‘passive’ activity” (pp. 237-254). Reviewing the literature surrounding children’s digital play, the authors found that the passive—active binary corresponds to numerous antitheses, many of which have also emerged over the course of our study at hand. These include: “reception and production…consumption and production…mechanicalness and creativity…[and] lack of critical thinking and criticalness” (p. 240). Studies on passivity are far fewer in number—and they tend to be decidedly negative. Charles (2009), for instance, frets that the illusion of agency in video games lures players into interpretative passivity that disempowers them as citizens. Heckner (2013) theorizes a productive passive player position, but holds that the productivity of this position lies in the fact that it shows players the “problematic nature of passivity” (p. 185) and the “possibly dangerous political implications of a validation of passivity” (p. 193). In the horror genre, passivity and loss of control are the very sources of fear.  

Activity and passivity “often seem to be used as value judgments…This is a commonly accepted valuation in Western societies” (Mustola et al., 2018, p. 250). Indeed, a few studies mentioned connections between agency and the Western “liberal humanist virtues of choice, free will, and success” (Chang, 2017, p. 231) alongside the views of passivity and submission “as major flaws in our neo-liberalist culture” (Heckner, 2013, p. 183). Muriel and Crawford (2018) scrutinize the ways that video games and rhetorics of agency propagate the forms of active subjecthood that neoliberalism demands. Yet, the enduring negative connotations of passivity or lack of agency offer little in the way of counteracting these discourses. Even those studies that dig into the ideologies engrained in agency rarely discuss the power dynamics embedded in discursive relationships between passivity and marginality. As mentioned earlier, ascriptions of activity and passivity assign hierarchical subject positions in hegemonic Western discourses. The dreads of passivity and objectification reproduce a white, able, heteronormative, masculine point-of-view, which can’t bear to imagine that which it has assigned to subjugated others. 

Contrasting these discourses, there are many examples of scholarship that challenge the passivity assigned to marginalized groups. Assertions of active, oppositional agentic subject positions have long been part of strategies in feminist politics to defy women’s objectified status in Western cultures, including in feminist work on video games (e.g. Kennedy, 2006; Jennings, 2018). Applications of queer studies to video games have overhauled passivity, embracing its paradoxes and non-normative pleasures as part of projects to recategorize failure as an inherently queer form of play (Ruberg, 2017). Moreover, scholars have also recognized the latent ableism of discourses surrounding agency and control, which renders disability both inert and invisible. Boluk and LeMieux (2017), for example, critique the ableism of standardized game controllers and emphasize that alternative interfaces not only make video games more accessible, but can radically overhaul what it means to play.

Under the surface crust of the troubled passive-active binary is Western philosophy’s overriding treatment of nonhumans as passive to the point of utterly lacking agency. Johnson (2015), for instance, suggests that in the face of obstructed agency, players may feel that they are being automatized, objectified, and rendered nonhuman. And much of the field of game studies has replicated these thought patterns when theorizing agency, despite a vigorous assortment of scholarship on nonhuman agency both outside of and within game studies. For example, actor-network theory has made sporadic appearances in games research (Giddings, 2007; Jenson & de Castell, 2008; Harrell & Zhu, 2009; Muriel & Crawford, 2018). As we discussed earlier, numerous studies use cybernetic theories and cyborgian metaphors to theorize experiences of embodiment. Indeed, Giddings and Kennedy’s (2008) cybernetic framework postulates that “activity and passivity are not opposites in videogame play but fluctuations in the circuit” (p. 30) of human and nonhuman agencies. And yet another group of studies adapts Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) assemblage theory to video game agency (Taylor, 2009; Behrenshausen, 2012). Behrenshausen’s (2012) angle finds inspiration from Bennett (2010), who suspects that “the image of dead or thoroughly instrumentalized matter feeds human hubris and our earth-destroying fantasies of conquest and consumption” (p. ix). 

But, although nonhuman passivity is a hallmark of Western thought, it is by no means a universal worldview. LaPensée’s (2017) work on relationality in Indigenous food and medicine games demonstrates Indigenous ways of knowing—as well as Indigenous ways of designing and playing video games—that resist dominant, all-encompassing theories of player control, illusions of control, or instrumentalizations of gameworlds. Drawing from Cajete’s (2000) definition of relationality, LaPensée explains that relationality refers to an Indigenous understanding that “all life is intricately connected from the biological to the philosophical to the spiritual to the actionable” (p. 191). LaPensée—who is Anishinaabe, Métis, and Irish—notes that in many video games, medicinal plants appear only as resources for player-characters’ unchecked and unconstrained consumption. Players often have no other ways of relating to plants such as replanting or tending to them. Yet, Anishinaabemowin has “no phrases that position plants simply as objects to be possessed” (p. 194). Thus, agency in some Indigenously-determined food and medicine games is about complex relations of caretaking between humans and plants, rather than players’ consumption. Furthermore, as Madsen (2017) emphasizes, LaPensée’s work contrasts views of agency as a matter of player autonomy, as it consistently focuses on relationships within community. LaPensée’s designs thus demonstrate potentials for video games to deconstruct agency as a solitary experience of individual player control, instead providing possibilities for intricate collective agencies among humans and nonhumans. 

Further accounting for nonhuman agencies can therefore obstruct the passive—active binary and the disparaging discourses of passivity. Such approaches can emphatically orient game studies research towards issues of justice, enabling more comprehensive and nuanced identifications of the currents of power surging through video games, their designs, and their material existences. From earlier examples, Russworm (2017) and Tulloch, Hoad, and Young (2019) account for character agency to decenter the primacy of white, heteronormative subjectivities. Additionally, Marcotte (2018) considers the agentic potentialities of glitches in queering game design and player control. Altogether, these examples demonstrate the intricate distributions of the material agencies of video games: platform, hardware, interface, software, diegesis. Conceptualizing video games as power-laden socio-technical artifacts, they also equip the field to further examine the collective agencies that converge in the creation of video games and gaming platforms. 

 

Conclusion: Plural Modalities of Agencies 

Ultimately, this meta-synthesis bore plentiful evidence that the passive-active binary is not tenable for fully understanding agency in video games. Playing video games is simultaneously active and passive; it is both, but it is also neither. Tulloch (2014) attempts to work through the paradox in which “the player is at the same time active agent and prisoner of the system, author of events, and slave to the game’s authority, creative contributor and mindless automaton” (p. 336). In their study of BDSM and gaming, Navarro-Remesal and García-Catalán (2015) explain: “When the player engages in a game, she is, in some measure, a slave to the designer’s intentions. At the same time, she is mastering the game and its fictional elements; overcoming obstacles is an active, dominant process that also implies playing the role of the master” (p. 131). As Giddings and Kennedy (2008) state, play is not simply about mastering the machine, but being mastered by it. Consequently, “a new conceptual language is needed to attend to both the operations of nonhuman agency and the human pleasures of lack of agency, of being controlled, of being acted upon” (p. 30). And the literature on BioShock culminates into a collective warning about how imagined empowerment disciplines players into unreflexive obedience. 

If we take seriously the notion that discourses about agency—including not only commercial rhetoric, but academic as well—shape player’s expectations of agency, then the cumulative import of many studies suggests treading cautiously in future trajectories. Across the varied discussions in game studies, the regular extolments of player agency—and even the lamentations of its illusions, of its inherent unattainability—dislodge (game)world events from complex, collective, historical contingencies. Idealizations of player agency, control, and activity abstract the potency of the single player-character into a hyper-individualistic actor whose choices can and should have resonating consequences ranging from the personal to the world-historical. These theories are especially troubling if the focus shifts from propagated neoliberal ideologies to consider affinities with the power-in-obedience of authoritarianism. When viewed through the lens of authoritarianism, the seemingly contradictory conditions in which players are at once masters of and mastered by the game take on new meaning. In this light, these experiences of agency as empowerment-through-obedience merit further deliberation.  

Yet, we still have to sort through a question that has loomed over this meta-synthesis: is an experience sufficient for agency? Grodal (2003) proclaims that a player’s experience of making a difference is the only necessary condition for agency. But for other scholars—such as those concerned with illusions of agency—an experience alone is insufficient for true agency. Workarounds to this conundrum begin to emerge by putting many of these disparate studies into conversation with one another: agency in video games manifests as plural modalities, rather than scattered along a spectrum of more-or-less or true-or-illusory. For much of the history of agency research in video games, a modified agency/structure model appears to have been a tacit basis, according to which video games designs are structures that constrain and afford player action and choice. Instead, it’s possible to reposition players within the massive, tangling, moving configurations of human and nonhuman agencies that compose instances of gameplay. Assemblage theories (Taylor, 2009; Behrenshausen, 2012) and cybernetic methods (Giddings & Kennedy, 2008; Keogh, 2018) offer possible starting points, as their malleability can adapt to the variability of players, to the contingent actions of players within and against and alongside co-constitutive arrays of agentic nonhuman actions and influences. Who is playing, how they’re playing, and how they’re situated in relation to game and culture all contribute to molding the forms of agency that emerge in moments of gameplay. We can thus read the “organization of capacities for action that a specific arrangement of elements might afford” (Behrenshausen, 2012, p. 883) as specific articulations of agentic modalities. 

In turn, these modalities of agency give rise to different experiences, as “the player’s participation helps shape the meaning made of the experience” (Voorhees, 2014, para. 5). Weaving together players’ activities with their interpretive agencies (Voorhees, 2014; Stang, 2019), and situating them all within the entanglement of video games’ nonhuman agentic exertions and the agencies surrounding the conditions of game design, we find that gameplay is generative of experiences that are not reducible to control, choice, freedom, or autonomy. Modalities of agency include the agencies of caretaking and communal responsibility (LaPensée, 2017); the agencies of subversive feminine performativity (Jennings, 2018); and the self-destructive, unsanctioned agencies of queer failure (Ruberg, 2017). They are also collective, multiple agencies that defy the isolating, hyper-individualist tendencies implied in the intentional making of choices and the eager witness of their consequences.     

Across this meta-synthesis, we have encountered a mottled assortment of approaches to agency in video games. But, we have also dug up some astonishing conformities across these works. We’ve discovered some research gaps and some possible future directions. As studies on agency continue to grow, we can keep our theories open to plural modalities of agency. And in this way, we can ensure an ever-expanding diversity of gaming agencies that critically frame video games as politico-socio-technical artifacts, that bear in mind multitudes of players and designers, and that are firmly oriented towards justice.
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Abstract

This paper examines the first-person shooter Borderlands 2 through the lens of the social model of disability and rhetoric. Borderlands 2 encourages player agency while positioning the player within a visual rhetoric of disability. This combination of rhetoric and agency depicts disability as a social construct as opposed to the more common vision of disability as an innate flaw. This social model of disability within the game exists in tension with some ableist slurs and harmful stereotypes about disabled bodies also found in Borderlands 2. Nevertheless, Borderlands 2 models one approach how games can depict disability without positioning the disabled body as undesirable or grotesque.

Keywords: disability, agency, game design, aesthetics, mechanics

 

Introduction

The prototypical hero in video games is usually “able-bodied,” virtually indestructible, and possesses nearly endless stamina. Even with mechanical limitations on strength and athleticism built into the game, players are rarely confined to the scope of average human ability. Even rarer are depictions of disability in playable characters within video games, especially the first-person shooter (FPS) genre. Games more commonly feature disabled non-playable characters (NPCs). Horror shooter Dead Space (2008), for example, features disabled bodies throughout. However, these disabled bodies are rarely presented in a humanizing way. As Carr (2014) notes, Dead Space depicts disabled bodies as grotesque and objects of horror. Most of the antagonists in Dead Space are reanimated and mutated human bodies, but Dead Space is far from the only major game to do this. Many big-budget games produced by large game studies, often called AAA games, like Left 4 Dead 2 and the Resident Evil/Biohazard series feature zombies or mutants. There are noted exceptions to this trend in games, particularly in games that address autism (Gibbons, 2015), depression (Hoffman, 2017), mental illness (Shapiro & Rotter, 2016), and the body and queerness (Stone, 2018), but these depictions are rare and typically produced by smaller game studios. In contrast to this trend, Borderlands 2 (2012) and its accompanying downloadable content (DLC) includes disability in its playable characters, NPCs, and many of its in-game antagonists and engages with disability in its aesthetics, narrative, and mechanics. While Borderlands 2 is not without its own problematic language and treatment of disabled communities, the tensions in Borderlands 2 give the game’s rhetoric about disability more nuance than games like Dead Space by humanizing disabled bodies and providing players with limited representations of disabled agency within the game.

 

Visual Rhetoric and Player Agency

The most apparent representation of disability within Borderlands 2 is in the aesthetic elements of Pandora, the world of the game. While a great deal of research in video games has focused on the procedural rhetoric, and rightfully so, the aesthetic qualities of a game are rhetorical as well. In his discussion of the persuasive nature of video game aesthetics, Benjamin Abraham (2018) notes that at times the visual environment can be as persuasive as mechanical or procedural elements. The constant presence of visuals in a game naturalizes their argument for the player because the visual design is always present while procedural elements may not always be occurring in ways the player can sense (Abraham, 2018). This concept of visual argument does not discount the rhetorical force of mechanics or procedure. Instead it merely describes how a visual design can be uniquely persuasive alongside a game’s procedural rhetoric. Borderlands 2 employs this visual rhetoric throughout the entire game. In Pandora, no town or character is without some form of disability, even if that disability is not visually apparent. For example, the primary villain of the game, Handsome Jack, wears a prosthetic face to appear more conventionally attractive because his face is badly scarred. This becomes narratively significant early in the game when he kills a woman for being badly scarred by acid because he considers her ugly. Beyond Handsome Jack, many NPCs have cybernetic modifications to replace missing limbs or augment their perception. The first human NPC the player encounters in the game is Sir Alistair Hammerlock who has a robotic eyeball, arm, and leg. Tiny Tina, one of the most prominent NPCs in the game, clearly has PTSD and clinical depression. For example, in a side-mission titled “You Are Cordially Invited: RSVP”, Tina asks players to lure an NPC named Flesh-Stick to the cave where she captures and tortures him as revenge for killing her parents. One of the game’s DLCs, “Tiny Tina’s Assault on Dragon Keep”, also deals with her trauma and depression as she grieves for the loss of a surrogate parent. Even the comical robot sidekick Claptrap admits that its voice has malfunctioned and is stuck in an optimistic and cheerful tone, which often masks its fear and anger.

In addition to the NPCs, landscape and inanimate objects of Pandora appear to be post-apocalyptic. The land is craggy and often arid, lacking significant vegetation, and most of the buildings are patched or look like they were constructed from scraps of metal. Borderlands is a world not concerned with pristine visuals unmarred by war, decay, time, but with imperfection. These aesthetic qualities present disability through what Tom Shakespeare (2006) would call the social model of disability. The medical model of disability, which has commonly been depicted in popular media, sees disability as individualistic and a deficiency (Shakespeare, 2006). Shakespeare’s social model recognizes disability as a social construct that is relative to the society where it exists. Society creates disability and the able body through how it defines these concepts. The greatest concern in the social model is how accessibility functions in society. While the planet of Pandora is a dystopian wasteland, accessibility isn’t portrayed as an issue. All the characters, even those with offensive monikers, are capable and able to do as they please. The advancements on Pandora using “eridium” technology increases equity among the NPC’s. These affordances give each NPC specific abilities dependent on their abilities and disabilities: some characters can jump higher, some run faster, some have stronger weapons, and some explode. Through the lens of the medical model, an NPC with mental illness or a cybernetic leg would be viewed as essentially abnormal and deficient like one of the creatures from Dead Space or Left 4 Dead 2. However, the social model would recognize those conditions as neither inherently abnormal nor deficient. Borderlands 2 does not position Pandora as a deficient world but a world where abled-ness and disability are determined differently from the world outside the game. While the post-apocalyptic aesthetic of Borderlands 2 may seem obvious, it may also be the most effective challenge to regressive ideologies of disability.

Beyond the aesthetic qualities of Pandora, disability is also normalized in select mechanics within the game. Simulating disability for the player on a procedural level can be a significant challenge for game designers. In his monograph discussing how educators utilize the learning principles of games, James Paul Gee (2007) describes how games amplify a player’s input to reward their labor (p. 60-61). By pushing a single button, a player can perform the complex action of leaping from rooftop to rooftop or operating a sniper rifle. However, Gee also notes that diminishing player input could be deeply frustrating for players (p. 60), thus most games work to amplify a player’s input or their agency. As Janet Murray (1988) notes in her foundational work on video games and narrative, agency is “the satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the result of our decisions and choices” (p. 126). On the other hand, Karen Tanenbaum and Joshua Tanenbaum (2009) present agency as the process of “committing” to the “meaning” of a game (p. 7). They argue that instead of agency being freedom of choice or movement, as other theorists like Murray and Bogost argue, agency is experienced when “the player chooses to engage in this [the game’s] fiction, and to allow the drama of the moment to create the belief that her actions have meaningfully advanced the story” (p. 7). In either definition, however, agency exists within the player’s interaction with the text, whether that interaction is because of free mobility or commitment to meaning. Thus, reducing the amplification of a player’s interaction with the game would reduce their agency as well. Accordingly, Borderlands 2 does not adjust a player’s ability to interact with the world depending on their avatar. The original four avatars for Borderlands 2, Zer0, Axton, Maya, and Salvador, do not have any apparent disabilities, but the two characters added in DLC, Gaige and Krieg, do. Gaige has a cybernetic arm and Krieg is a “Psycho,” but neither avatar is more or less adept at navigating the game than the original four. In this way, player agency over their avatars is typical for those in other contemporary FPS.

While the avatars may exhibit no mechanical disability despite their aesthetics or backstory, the game does simulate a form of disability in the items players use. Most items, such as weapons and shields, possess at least one strength with one corresponding negative quality. This trade-off is distinct from standard forms of specialization found in games like World of Warcraft (2004) or Skyrim (2011), where specializing gives players unique strengths. In Borderlands 2, weapons and shields have unique weaknesses as well. Infusing these in-game items with weaknesses does resemble some foundational theories about games themselves, though they extend past them to create a diminished form of disability. For example, Ian Bogost (2008) describes how play exists in games and beyond as happening within possibility spaces (pp. 120-21). For Bogost and game designers Katie Salen Tekinbaş and Eric Zimmerman (2003), play is free movement within a confined space, usually represented by a physical field in sports or by level design and hardware in digital games. Johan Huizinga (1950) describes this effect as a “magic circle” where rules about conduct and language differ from the outside world, like a courtroom or sports arena. Huizinga’s work, of course, predates digital games and focuses more on play within society at large. In a sense, the boundaries and limits of a possibility space are what the player uses for play itself. For example, a ball has inherent limitations due to its materials and the limits of the human body that kicks it, but without a ball, soccer would have no central object to manipulate or use for scoring purposes. Bogost and others are not dictating how games ought to be structured, but rather how they exist in most observable forms. So, in many respects, the mechanical limits of the items in Borderlands 2 reflect this basic principle of game design.

However, Borderlands uniquely positions this common feature of game design within disability by adding items to the aesthetics of disability mentioned above. For example, the Spitter and the Scarab are two of the many standard assault rifles players can find at random. The Spitter is a small minigun with a high rate-of-fire and low accuracy, while the Scarab is much more accurate but has a very slow reloading speed and smaller magazine size. Beyond these simple mechanical differences, most guns in the game are given random qualities that increase their accuracy, rate-of-fire, magazine size, or damage, with most upgrades coming at the cost of another quality. Some weapons become more accurate as you continuously shoot them or use multiple rounds of ammunition in the same shot, which causes players to spend a great deal of ammunition but can do significant damage. In contrast, high damage weapons often have a smaller magazine or a slow rate-of-fire. Many guns are also given elemental modifiers, like explosive or poisonous ammunition, but even these elemental effects can be limiting as many enemies resist certain kinds of elemental damage while they are weak to others. These weaknesses are distinct from the limitations of guns in most FPS where shotguns are inaccurate at range or looking down the scope of a sniper rifle can make players vulnerable to surprise attacks. Many weapons in Borderlands 2 have a tradeoff that goes beyond what would be found in most realistic gun simulations. While most shotguns have some utility at short-to-medium range, a weapon in Borderlands 2 like the “Boom Stick” uses all its ammunition in a single shot, has a 0% rating in accuracy, is slow to reload, and can actually damage the player’s avatar if used at point-blank range. The Boom Stick can do significant damage in a single shot, but it comes with so many built in weaknesses that it is nearly unusable. Not all weapons in Borderlands 2 are so drastic in their mechanics, but a similar design principle applies across nearly all of them. In many other shooter games, players can discover the optimal weapon or ability to use, but within Borderlands 2, no weapon is truly optimal in all scenarios because of their inherent vulnerabilities in much the same way that no body or object within Borderlands 2 is outside the social definition of disability. Guns do have a tier system which can affect the quality of the weapon and thus its value within the game, but these built-in weaknesses can be found even in weapons in the most advanced tiers. It is not that all items are “medically” disabled or individually inadequate; it is that all items have differing strengths and weaknesses and the optimal weapon, like the non-disabled body, does not exist.

The mechanical rhetoric of the items along with the visual rhetoric of Pandora puts players in a marginally disabled space by limiting their agency through how items, specifically weapons, function. Most video games position player agency within the possibility space through Gee’s “amplification of input” principle, as mentioned above. This makes the balance of creating disability within Borderlands 2 delicate because representing disability too accurately within the game could make it difficult to play. Drawing on the Sarah Gibbons (2015) discussion of disability studies and games, Borderlands 2 is not attempting to be a “simulation game” (p. 28) where the primary goal of the game is to provide the player with the experience of having a particular disability. Instead, Borderlands 2 is more interested in representing or identifying (Gibbons, 2015, p. 32) disability, even in the way its mechanics limit player agency. Making disability mechanically present in the items and not in the avatars themselves reinforces the game’s visual rhetoric regarding disability. Players visually experience a world of social disability, not a world of medical disability, and the items emphasize the social model of disability by placing it outside the essential characteristics of each avatar. No one avatar is medically disabled, though they will all equally experience disability through their interactions with the game world. In this sense, enabling player agency allows players to more readily experience Borderlands 2’s apparent ideology regarding disability as a social construct.

 

Problematic Terminology and Visuals

Despite the game’s synergy between its visual and procedural rhetoric, Borderlands 2 does participate in problematic depictions of disability. Most of the common human antagonists are labels instead of names, such as “Psycho”, “Lunatic”, “Goliath”, and “Midget”. All of these labels problematically reproduce a deeply regressive treatment of disability. Psycho and Lunatic are slurs for individuals with mental disabilities or able-bodied individuals who are seen as inferior or neuro-atypical. Goliath and Midget are slurs for people with gigantism or dwarfism, respectively, or even people without these conditions who may be atypically tall or short. In the game, Psychos and Lunatics shout in unintelligible phrases, run towards the player frantically, and blow themselves up to hurt the player, whereas Goliaths and Midgets mainly use their respective sizes to combat the player. The cover art for Borderlands 2 itself shows one of the Psychos miming shooting themselves in the head. At times, the developers attempt to deploy these labels and the behaviors for joke. For example, players may encounter “Shotgun Midgets” who knock themselves over while firing their weapons and then wriggle on their backs as they struggle to rise to their feet. Much of the joke here, of course, is at the expense of the NPC’s disability since other NPCs not labeled “Midget” do not have the same animation. The slurs and their accompanying visual rhetoric dehumanizes these common human antagonists through their disabilities. The slurs exist in tension with how the game presents disability as a social construct. One could argue that the context of Pandora, where disability is omnipresent, complicates these stereotypes, especially since Midgets, Goliaths, Psychos, and Lunatics are not just common antagonists, but also common friendly NPCs as well. However, the complicated and problematic history of the slurs is difficult to overcome in a single game, especially when the visuals associated with these characters reifies existing stereotypes.

 

Conclusions

Despite participating in some harmful stereotypes about the disabled, Borderlands 2 occupies a relatively unique position as a representation of the social model of disability. By enabling player agency to an extent that is typical in most FPS, Borderlands 2 positions disability not so much as a boundary on human agency but instead as a difference in human visuals. This representation, of course, has its limits as a metaphor for the world outside the game, as it by necessity simplifies the complexity of disability to fit within the fictionalized space of the game. Nevertheless, Borderlands 2 does show how games can represent various kinds of bodies while still giving players freedom of action and the option to commit to the meaning of the game. We hope that games will take up this approach in the future and that the industry creating games can move away from primarily representing the disabled body as grotesque or an object of horror.
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Abstract

In this paper, l propose an addition to the existing writing on agency within digital game studies (including but not limited to Murray, 1997; Bogost, 2006; Wardrip-Fruin et al., 2009; Aarseth, 2012), arguing for a recognition of a form of agency in games best understood through the lens of Karen Barad’s writings on agential realism. To highlight how this ‘intra-active’ perspective significantly diverges from and disrupts current concepts of agency, I present a reading of Lucas Pope’s Return of the Obra Dinn (2018), a game that highlights how several key elements of Barad’s novel formulation of agency can greatly benefit the study of digital games. I highlight how, through a balance of design and narrative craft, Obra Dinn eschews the trend for defining agency as relative to the breadth of potential player actions (Murray, 1997) – or else the extent to which a computer can support the illusion of a potential for action (Wardrip-Fruin et al., 2009) – in favour of providing players with something simultaneously more mundane and yet existentially profound. In playing this game, an agential-realist reading suggests, players are caught up in the becoming of many things: the becoming of the game but also of elements of themselves. Indeed, Janik (2017) has concisely outlined the importance of Barad’s work for understanding the production of the player through play. However, in this paper, I seek to further that idea (and several other applications of Barad’s work to the study of games) and contend that an intra-active understanding of play necessitates the understanding of a continued materialisation beyond the player. Embracing an intra-active view of agency when reading Obra Dinn, the seemingly banal task players are set – of completing an insurance claim for the 19th century East India Company – is recast as a meaningful facet of the production of spacetime, humanist narratives and ongoing history. Although this may sound grandiose, an essential element of the impact of Obra Dinn, is the player being cast in the role of an observer, rather than an instigator of action: players are not given the power to shape reality but are instead asked to see themselves and their actions as a powerless but essential part of wider phenomena. Bringing this novel theory of agency to bear on Obra Dinn player actions are refigured as entangled in the production of the meaningful materiality of a heightened fiction on the high-seas and a Lovecraftian unreality. Yet, ultimately, these players/their play is also intricately entangled into the enduring legacy of the racial tensions of British colonialism.

Keywords: agency, agential-realism, Obra Dinn, Lucas Pope, Karen Barad 

 

Introduction

A trend is emerging within game studies. Amidst a backdrop of materialist engagements that seek to decentralise and query the anthropocentric dimensions of the field (Keogh, 2018; Leorke & Wood, 2019), several scholars look to Karen Barad’s agential-realism (Janik, 2017; Wilde & Evans, 2017; Chang, 2017; Stone, 2018; McKeown, 2019) for a theoretical frame to ground their various explorations of the medium. One possible reason for this emerging trend may be the potential for Barad’s work to enable novel concepts of – among other things – interaction and agency. Though I will provide a more detailed explanation of this later in the paper, Barad’s work questions the fundamental metaphysics of much of Western philosophy. In this, it unveils a radical reframing of agency as a co-constitutional force both preceding and productive of (only ever “apparent”) things. This new ontology (or “onto-ethico-epistemology” in Barad’s words) comes with an explicit moral imperative: if all things are understood as entangled, actions become equally entangled. Consequently, this shared agency produces a shared responsibility in the production of an entangled history. In this paper, I will outline a selection of existing writing on agency within digital game studies, highlighting how Barad’s theory of agency diverges from and disrupts current concepts. To make clear exactly how Barad’s work could impact game studies, I provide an agential-realist reading of a game that highlights several elements of this novel concept of agency as I have understood it. I highlight how Lucas Pope’s Return of the Obra Dinn (2018), through a skilful blending of mechanic design and narrative craft, eschews the trend of placing immediate importance on player actions in favour of providing players with an experience that is simultaneously functionally limited yet, when read intra-actively, existentially grand. Through the player’s mundane activity in a fictional, fantastical setting, action comes to produce matter but also meaning in such a way that the seemingly banal central action – completing an insurance claim for the 19th century East India Company – comes to transform time and space. Essential to the impact of Obra Dinn, however, is that the player is not cast as the instigator of these actions, but rather, as an observer.

In this paper, I argue that Obra Dinn presents players with a decentralised or intra-active form of agency that reveals the enduring power of small actions when understood as part of a chain of events extending throughout history and space. Actions, it shows, are not meaningful for their ability to shape reality – as conventional game studies writings on agency would lead us to believe – but meaningful in their ability to play a co-constitutive role in producing reality. The seemingly simple actions players can take are recontextualised as simultaneously produced by and as small parts of an intricate phenomenal assemblage. Pushing our theoretical understanding of agency within game studies to its limits, we can understand this more distributed form of agency (or intra-activity) as entangled in the production of many (apparent) things. Although Janik has argued that intra-active understandings of play can be seen as giving rise to player themselves (Janik, 2017) I argue for that in Obra Dinn we can see the potential for agency in a digital game as a force entangled in the production of multiple other apparent things: firstly, a heightened interpersonal drama on the high-seas; secondly, a Lovecraftian unreality, and ultimately, an intricately interwoven entanglement of physical matter of player actions and computational processing, with the so-called meaning or socio-cultural legacy of the racial tensions of British colonialism.

 

Defining Agency

Within digital game studies, scholars are fortunate to enjoy a wide range of definitions of agency. So many, in fact, that though I will attempt to discuss a range of these theories within this paper, there are many more that I could not discuss for the sake of brevity. That being said, the discussion around agency in game studies can broadly be traced to Janet Murray’s clear and unambiguous definition of agency as: “the satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and choices” (2016, p. 126). Murray’s idea of agency should sound familiar to students of either literature studies or much of humanist philosophy, wherein the ability of either a fictional character or a living human to express complex and wilful actions stands as a steadfast defence against, on the one hand, poor, plot-driven writing and a deterministic universe on the other.

Murray discusses a range of examples of what meaningful agency might be, beginning small with the simple task of opening documents on a computer: users trust that their actions will elicit uncomplicated and reliable results. However, it is not long before Murray draws on media such as Greek theatre and cinema, contending that it is a necessity for there to be dramatic stakes within gaming if they are to be seen as a new narrative medium. Dreaming of what potential agency-driven heights (driven by the context of previous narrative forms) might be possible within a digital narrative, contrasting multilinear digital narratives against those with only one outcome, Murray writes, “the desire for agency in digital environments makes us impatient when our options are so limited. We want an open road with wide latitude to explore and more than one way to get somewhere” (p. 126). In this, Murray separates the notions of interactivity and agency. Though we might accept that using a word processor is interactive, we can equally accept Dr Zhivago as a character with agency as he is, relatively speaking, free to act and those actions have obvious consequences. At the same time, Murray breaks agency itself into distinct levels. She writes, “some games, like chess, can have relatively few or infrequent actions but a high degree of agency, since the actions are highly autonomous, selected from a large range of possible choices, and wholly determine the course of the game” (p. 127). Following this logic, agency is something that a game can have in greater or lesser quantities. It is not just the frequency of action, but the autonomy afforded by action, the range of possibilities for acting and the impacts upon the course of the game that actions have that characterise the degree of agency. As such, although opening a document on a computer is an interaction, or possibly even an expression of agency, that agency is limited. A fully realised virtual world in which players could do anything they like would provide much greater agency.

It’s worth noting that Murray does not argue that a fully realised virtual world exists; rather, she imagines, inspired by popular science fiction, a ‘holodeck’ in which a user’s every desire can be realised. This concept of agency as contingent upon what can be supported by the computer system is what I will be arguing against in this paper – instead of holding up agency as a possibility that has not been and may never be realised I believe that we can rather seek to use the concept and its reverberations within digital games to better understand the implications of actions.

Murray’s concept of agency is echoed throughout a host of associated scholarship: Espen Aarseth implies that agency is a quality that correlates in various ways to the construction of the game world, objects in that world, characters and the extent to which events in the game are either scripted or open to change (Aarseth, 2012). Writing specifically on how the objects in a game world imbue players with agency, he writes, “[objects] are important because they determine the degree of player agency in the game: a game which allows great player freedom in creating or modifying objects will at the same time not be able to afford strong narrative control” (p. 8). Aarseth’s formulation of agency is not so different to Murray’s, given its emphasis on player freedom and choice. Though the emphasis for Aarseth is on agency through game design rather than through the satisfaction of player desires or narrative excellence, these points – Murray’s key points for agency – are also factored into his attempt to tabulate the potential for agency, using a taxonomical grid system of agency-fostering elements. For Aarseth, as Murray, a game is a more highly ‘agential’ (that is to say, more imbued with agency) experience, the more the player has the ability to – or, through good design, believes they have the ability to – affect changes within the game world, at the level of play or narrative or both. This notion that agency is ultimately manifest within the ability to instigate change is visible in several other author’s work, such as in Jaime Banks (2015) who suggests that players can find forms of agency in games through the avatars they use, inhabit, create or become. Although the focus is shifted once again, away from narrative or ludic practices and towards character, the emphasis remains on the experience of the player.

In contrast Murray and Aarseth then, Wardrip-Fruin et al (2009) directly question commonplace assumptions of agency, contending that “agency is not simply ‘free will’ or ‘being able to do anything.’ It is interacting with a system that suggests possibilities through the representation of a fictional world and the presentation of a set of materials for action” (p. 7). Wardrip-Fruin et al draw attention to the relationship between player and machine in generating agency, considering player desires, dramatic probabilities and the ability to create satisfactory improvisational experiences. In other words, a game is not at the most agential when it allows the player to do exactly as they would like; rather, a game is at its most agential when a fine balance is struck between the game’s narrative, player expectations and the underlying computer system (among other things) enabling players to improvise the solution between their intended course of action to a backup course of action without too radically contradicting the internal fictions or revealing the underlying computation. Similarly, Ian Bogost’s idea of possibility spaces (Bogost, 2006, p. 69), it should be noted, focuses on actions as a result of restriction, with agency emerging from these restrictions in a manner strongly evocative of something like a reverse formulation of Gibsonian affordances. At the same time, ‘inter-reactivity’ in which both player and computer engage in mutual ‘reactions’ instead of a process of interaction (Smethurst & Craps, 2014) is also similar to and, arguably, an extension of Wardrip-Fruin et al’s work.

The explicitly ‘phenomenal’, in that Wardrip-Fruin et al identify agency as a phenomenon rather than an outcome of action, conception of agency is, to my mind, a step in the right direction for game studies. Throughout their paper, the almost posthuman acknowledgement of the role of the computer within the act of digital game play is also laudable. However, I want to suggest that this notion of agency, though seemingly distinct from just being the enacted will of the player, is nevertheless grounded in a traditional conception of the term; it does not break far enough away from the orthodox. For instance, the authors praise Far Cry 2 (2008), a first-person shooter game in which the player is able to plan actions before attempting to realise those actions. Should the player’s intentions go awry, through the use of a ‘buddy-system’ in which a non-player controlled character can rescue the player if in dire need, the player is able to seamlessly survive bungled combat, return to a short planning phase and try to execute a newly improvised plan based on a new situation, without having to be explicitly told that they have failed – i.e. through a ‘game over screen’ or ‘lost life’ (p. 7). This formulation of agency as a sufficiently competently programmed computer system (admittedly, no small task) and the presentation of materials for action is troubling; it suggests that agency is predominantly the ability of the designers of a computer system, and the hardware/software assemblage that eventually executes that design, to fool a human player into feeling sufficiently satisfied by their actions. Given the rich history of agency as a philosophical and social concept, this seems a rather shallow definition for the term, even within the scope of digital games. Wardrip-Fruin et al seem somewhat aware of this, given their clarification that although their approach could be viewed as derivative of Latour’s ‘actor network theory’, it is not, due to the distinct form of agency found in “fictional microworlds of games and other forms of playable media” (p. 8).

Wardrip-Fruin et al seek to assign the title of agency to what amounts to human input of variables into a looping digital system. One author at least has very recently taken up the task of challenging this system-centric vision of agency in digital games. Sarah Stang, writing in contrast to Murray’s framing of agency, but equally aware of Wardrip-Fruin’s formulation, contends that expressions of agency within a digital game can only ever be illusory (Stang, 2019). Stang argues that a true form of agency (or interactivity) is possible, however, and can be expressed by players engaging in discourse outside or beyond the game, such as with developers. In this way, players extend the reach of their actions beyond the scope of the game’s internal systems. Examples of this are evident such as when fans of a series use social media to influence developers into changing the narrative (as was the case in the Mass Effect series). While this is potentially problematic, not least because of the, possibly unintentional, rebirth of formalist authorial authority it implies, it nonetheless takes to task the notion that game scholars should be content with understanding agency as the expression of human-computer collaboration alone.

For my ends, both Wardrip-Fruin et al’s framing of agency and Stang’s rejection of it simply asks too little of digital games. In this paper I make the argument that – at the very least – an element of agency within the study of digital games should be the understanding that player actions are existential in nature; that player actions play a role in the co-constitutive existence of things. Agency, I will contend, should not be measured solely on the player’s satisfaction with the computer system’s upholding of the ludic/digital/narrative illusion, nor with the creators’ ability to effectively harness social media. Instead, the limits of agency should be understood as shaped by the extent to which player actions come to imbue matter with meaning, both within the game world and beyond. Admittedly there are few games that achieve this lofty height, but there are some and one, as I will explain below, is Return of the Obra Dinn. However, it is first essential to unpack exactly what it is I mean by imbuing matter with meaning.

 

Agential-realism and Agency in Games

Karen Barad writes of the “ongoing flow of agency” as both preceding and being productive of things; agency is the process “through which part of the world makes itself differentially intelligible to another part of the world and through which causal structures are stabilized and destabilized” (2007, p. 140). Perhaps most importantly, agency, “does not take place in space and time but happens in the making of spacetime itself” (2007, p. 140). Following Barad, it’s possible to adopt an understanding of agency as something other than the physical or social expression of a material being’s will; rather, agency can be understood as a decentralised phenomenon indicative of a wide array of forces producing the apparent materiality, and – where phenomenally possible – internal experience of subjects and object simultaneously. Though a concise account of Barad’s entire philosophy may not be possible here, it is helpful to see it as an alternative metaphysics, contrary to the subject-object dualism and representationalism common to Western philosophy. To Barad “we are of the universe – there is no inside, no outside. There is only intra-acting from within and as part of the world in its becoming” (2007).

As mentioned, the last few years has seen a handful of game studies scholars turn to Karen Barad’s agential-realism for a philosophical framework. Applying Barad’s decentralised notion of agency to digital game studies is an alluring possibility with the potential to disrupt conceptions of human players, fictional characters and the act of play itself. If we are not bound to seeing agency as actions and their implications but can instead embrace agency as the quality that enables the passing existence of things, a meaningful shift would occur in what game scholars consider an agential experience. Rather than placing an emphasis on what actions a game would allow a player to do, we could focus instead on what level of existence a game can allow a player to facilitate.

Janik rather masterfully summates Barad’s position regarding agency in classic game studies’ understandings, writing, “this also changes the status of agency, which is not something that actants have and can use, but rather a dynamic force that happens between them” (2017, p. 4). Janik writes, “In Barad’s ontoepistemological agential realism, intra-actions replace interaction, because there are no determined, independent entities preceding relations” (p. 4). What’s more, she stresses that “analysing the video game within this framework helps us understand how the game object and the player not only influence each other, but become partners in creating meanings” (p.7). Beyond this, Janik makes clear that there is much further to go in pushing just how disruptive to established thinking within both game studies and game design intra-activity and agential realism can be. By focusing on intra- rather than inter-actions, scholars “are not only creating analytic tools to better understand the relation between the player and the game object, [they] are also shifting our perception about play” (p. 7). I too desire to take up this disruptive stance; instead of suggesting that Barad’s work can be harmoniously integrated into game studies, I want to highlight the disruptive nature of Barad’s work as a basis for a philosophy of agency in narrative videogames.

Building on the good ‘Baradian’ work that has occurred to date within game studies, there is an aspect of Barad’s philosophy that is not currently common within writing on games: the explicit ethical and political dimension therein. While it is tempting to draw solely on the elements of their work querying concepts familiar to games and gaming (actants, agency) there is the possibility of something more rewarding that can come from attempting to carry over this social and political aspect as well. To Barad “we are of the universe – there is no inside, no outside. There is only intra-acting from within and as part of the world in its becoming” (2007, p. 396). Yet, contingent on this, agency is not just a question of being co-constitutively produced from the material universe; rather, it is the understanding that this universality brings with it an explicit responsibility to the world of which you are produced. If one rejects the existence of things as independent of, or ‘in’ the universe, it follows that one must assume that being ‘of’ the universe results in a constant, material – though perhaps imperceptible – impact upon that universe of which we are ‘of’.

An important final element of intra-active agency then, is the continued and active process with moral and ethical concerns. In Barad’s work, this process condenses materiality across vastly different scales along with the properties of materiality – the space and time it produces – into an entangled state where the microscopic, the personal, the universal, the past, present and future cease to be inert but rather become active political agents in subjective, social, national matters of life, death and everything in between. For instance, writing about the assemblage of nuclear matter and nuclear politics that spanned decades of Japanese culture, but came to a head in the Fukushima tragedy, Barad writes,

All these material-discursive phenomena are constituted through each other, each in specifically entangled ways. This is not a mere matter of things being connected across scales. Rather, matter itself in its very materiality is differentially constituted as an implosion/explosion: a superposition of all possible histories constituting each bit. The very stuff of the world is a matter of politics (Barad, 2017: p. G117).


This is what I am referring to when I mention the relevance of agency as the process through which material matter comes – not just to ‘matter’ – but to have meaning. It is possible, and – I think – necessary, for actions (not necessarily decisions) of players of games to have impacts on the outcome of not only play sessions, but also to extend outwards into the depths of history. While I’m not proposing this as an essential criteria for every game, I think it is an essential step for games to take if they are to be understood as an art form and, what is more, if understanding game agency is not to be limited to only the fictional or rule-based world of a game at hand.

To make the impact of actions clear, I think it is essential that a game strike the balance between player actions and universal outcomes. Few games have struck this balance well – many place the player in too essential a role; in a place where the course of history rests on their shoulders (the Assassin’s Creed series, for instance). In this position, players are given the opportunity to play with this digital mediation of history like a God, rather than simply being ‘of’ the world. I don’t believe it’s possible to really experience agency in this context as our actions take on an absurd quality. I think we know as humans that it is uncommon for one being to have so much power. It is for this reason that I want to turn to The Return of the Obra Dinn. Its balance of mundane gameplay with sweeping supernatural and ultimately complex social history fulfils a vision of Baradian agency extending throughout time and space in a political and ethical manner.

 

The Mystery of the Obra Dinn

Playing Pope’s nautical mystery game, one thing becomes clear quite quickly: very little is given back to players for their actions (at least, in the conventional sense of agency). Indeed, to paraphrase the declaration from the game that gives this paper its title, players are to take exactly what the game gives them and to expect nothing more. Return of the Obra Dinn tasks players with exploring the wrecked trading ship (or ‘East Indiaman’) in the year 1807 when it suddenly reappears in the docks at Falmouth, England, after it was mysteriously lost five years prior. Players must navigate through the ship that is increasingly open for exploration, attempting to uncover the circumstances that lead to the ship’s abandonment. To that end, players have at their disposal an enchanted pocket watch that allows them to observe the final moments of the deceased’s lives: on approaching one of the game’s many corpses, pressing the appropriate key on their keyboard or clicking the button on their mouse, players can listen to the last words (or, in some cases, sounds) of a crew member’s life, before they are given the chance to explore their last moment of life, in the form of a tableau, frozen in time. Players must use deductive reasoning to guess the names of the crew and clarify the circumstances of their death.

The ‘flashback’ – for lack of better word – that gives this paper its title occurs near the beginning of the game, and relays how Captain Robert Witterel lays waste to mutineers. When the mutineers exclaim that they intend to take the captain’s hidden treasure, Witterel retorts, “You bastards may take… exactly what I give you” before firing on and killing one William Hoscut, the ship’s first mate.

To someone who has not played the game, Obra Dinn may sound like an engaging adventure filled with murder and piracy. However, like Captain Witterell, the game also ‘gives’ players very little, and certainly not what one might have been expecting. Unlike in similarly nautically themed games, such as Assassin’s Creed IV: Black Flag (Kiekan, Guedson & Ishmail, 2013), Return of the Obra Dinn does not place players in control of another swashbuckling pirate, out to solve a mystery for treasure, love, or the pirate code; the player does not take part in sword fights, sailing ships, or any form of ‘pillaging’. Rather, in Obra Dinn, players take control of an East India Company inspector working within the insurance and claims office. Their motivation (the avatar is either male or female) for undertaking this enterprise is that they received a letter from their employer, asking them to carry out a full inspection of the ship (Image 1). It is only once they have boarded the ship that greater depth is given to their journey: the Chief Inspector has been given a book, presumably by their employer, that once belonged to the ship’s former surgeon Henry Evans. Inside the book, Evans includes a letter asking the Chief Inspector to investigate the mysterious circumstances surrounding the vessel before returning a completed account of the mystery to Evans in Morocco: the only mention of a reward of any kind is that if the player is able to complete the mystery they will learn the contents of a hidden chapter of the book.

 

[image: ]Image 1: The call to action

Admittedly, there are many reasons why one might enjoy Obra Dinn: in order to ‘hook’ players, the game employs a remarkably distinctive aesthetic, achieved through the combination of high-definition audio recordings (including voice actors, ambient creaks and waves and period correct music) and, of course, the game’s unmistakable dot-matrix graphics filter. Beyond this, the core mechanic of using a ghostly pocket watch to engage in a literal form of ‘memento mortem’ – remembering death – by travelling into the mind’s eye of deceased crew members is evocative of a rich legacy of ghost stories and nautical lore. However, before long, players will come to realise that the seemingly banal motivation of an insurance assessment was not a ruse but is our intended purpose; players are restricted from intervening on the course of events or in affecting any change upon the world of the game. Instead of taking an active role in the story, the player must simply attempt to piece together an account of the relationships and actions that took place prior to the chronological beginning of the syuzhet, and fill in the blanks in the book they were given by Evans: for each death the player witnesses in a flashback, they must attempt to fathom who the person was, how they died and who killed them, using only the audio and tableau’s as sources of information. Players must use deductive reasoning to guess the names of the crew and clarify the circumstances of their death. On entering their guesses into the log book, players are told if they are either right or wrong, after every three guesses they make. Although some forms of death are so similar that it will not make much difference whether the player guesses that the deceased was ‘drowned by the beast’, ‘mauled by the beast’, ‘eaten by the beast’ etc. (all of these are considered ‘correct’ by the game), the player can only ever be correct or incorrect. The motivation of the avatar is not personal, they are not attempting to change the course of history – they are, quite simply, doing their job.

Those familiar with Lucas Pope’s previous game, Papers, Please (2013), an equally renown success, will know his distinctly unconventional design. In Papers, Please players take control of a border control officer in the fictional dictatorship of Arstotzka and must examine those wishing to cross the country’s border. Limiting the player’s freedom, placing them in a seemingly mundane, bureaucratic role within a world that is implied to be nuanced, complex, and full of autonomous actors with a range of motivations, provides an unusual spin on many game design doctrines. However, unlike Obra Dinn, in Papers, Please players have the distinct feeling that their actions – the decisions they make about the individual immigrants within the fictional world – are of increasing consequence, ultimately as a trigger for revolution or else further enforcement of the dictatorial regime. Jason Morrissette puts this in the following terms claiming the game “leverages its repetitious gameplay and bleak narrative to represent a debate that shapes the lives of millions of people around the world on a daily basis, whether the player chooses to bring glory to Arstotzka or risk it all for a better tomorrow” (Morrissette, 2017). There is no such engagement within Obra Dinn. The choices players make do not decide the fate of any of the characters onboard; they simply do or do not solve the mysteries presented by using the available clues, the outcome of which is minimal. There is a wonderful discord at play in Obra Dinn as players continue to evoke presumably ancient magic to transcend time and space in order to – anticlimactically – better estimate an insurance payout.

 

Agency on the Obra Dinn

On beginning the game after reading the intertitles that appear in the form of perfunctory letters outlining the mysterious nature of the Obra Dinn (a newspaper clipping describing that the “good ship Obra Dinn” is “lost at sea” and the orders from the Chief Inspector’s employers requesting an insurance assessment), the player is free to explore the ship. However, all that awaits the player is a corpse and two locked doors. The player can climb up and down a ladder leading to a small dinghy that brought the Chief Inspector to this location; they can wander freely for as much as they so choose; however, without further assistance, or some new means of expanding the space they find themselves in, the player is bound to these confines. Reflecting on Murray, Aarseth and Wardrip Fruin et al’s definitions of agency established earlier in the paper, we can read this opening state as an intentional disavowal of the tenets of agency as a convention of game design. Unlike Murray’s suggestions of what generates agency, there is an extremely limited number of player options and the impact of our choices is minimal – as established, our actions cannot change the history we see in any meaningful way; we are only permitted slight variations in how we record the past. Similarly, the objects, characters, setting and so forth of the game do not support the player in their activity as either Aarseth or Wardrip-Fruin et al. suggest they should. The game is very evidently a game and no new elements of the game will emerge to help a player through it should they get lost or stuck. When it is not being prompted to action by player engagement, the computer system is almost unnervingly inert.

It may seem trivial to focus on the initial setting of a game, when players are unable to do much of meaning. However, I want to frame this process, players initially discovering their boundaries on the ship, as itself a form of agency in Barad’s formulation of the term. Although players discover they are restricted, this act of discovery is an expression of co-constitution and agency on both sides of the player-system relationship. As the player exhausts their possibilities (contrary to Bogost’s notion of the possibility space) so too does the machine reinforce these limitations. Understanding this as agency requires a slight shift in mentality, away from notions of objects and distinct actors and towards a shared form of agency that is created prior to the becoming of apparent ‘things’. This form of discovery between player and machine is, in my mind, rather different from the collaboration suggested by Wardrip-Fruin et al. The computer system is not upholding the player’s expectations – it remains resolute. Rather, I think it is possible to see this process as analogous to the processes of scientific measurement, such as the labelling of photonic energy as either particle or wave, depending on the configuration of the measuring apparatus used. This kind of diffractive process, defined by Barad as an agential ‘cut’, can be read as a moment when “the apparatus enacts an agential cut – a resolution of the ontological indeterminacy – within the phenomenon” (p. 175). The players are not just exploring, they are ultimately involved in creating the Obra Dinn, in co-operation with their computer, Lucas Pope (and so on, and so on).

Of course, one might rightly assume that it would be possible to say this of many so-called ‘walking simulator’ games that share qualities with Obra Dinn. In restricting the ways in which players can act, a seemingly different focus must emerge from play. Indeed, Melissa Kagen (2018) suggests that walking sims “force a player into relative passivity, a state at odds with the interactive agency prized in videogame design”. However, there is a reason for my choosing Obra Dinn over Myst (Cyan, 1993), Journey (thatgamecompany, 2012) or The Stanley Parable (Galactic Cafe, 2013) to name but a few. Put simply, there is a unique quality to Obra Dinn that caught my attention – the fusion of seemingly meaningless actions with the production of a wide-reaching impact. This is not a common quality within many walking simulators. Within Myst, for instance, the player is not simply a hapless insurance investigator whose actions have no bearing on the game world – rather, the anonymous stranger the player inhabits comes to play an essential role in the resolution of the game’s plot as they must either become captive on the mysterious island or enable the escape of one of the game’s central characters. Similarly, Bo Ruberg (2019) has pointed out the restrictive nature of the game play as many of these games limit the potential impact of their narratives. In their paper on Gone Home, for instance, Ruberg reflects on how the game’s straight paths restrict the potential for queer play and reflect the underlying normativity of the game itself. Obra Dinn, by comparison, seems purposefully designed to prevent the creation of linear paths and even allows several different possibilities in the recounting of the various crew members’ fates.

This is not to say the quality I identify in Obra Dinn is entirely unique to it. The Stanley Parable, for instance, can be read in wonderfully illuminating ways and Kagen’s article on Firewatch draws attention to a positive example of a form of ‘queering’ that is achieved through walking simulator design. Indeed, Firewatch could have been used to make a similar point to the one I am attempting to make here: it similarly restricts the actions a player can take (“There’s a reason it’s called Firewatch and not Firefight” Kagen writes) but – counter-intuitively – in doing so, it says a great deal about the cultural-political surrounding context of the game. In being relegated to watching, rather than fighting, the game – Kagen argues – critiques the concept of hyper-masculinity that is so popular throughout digital gaming as a medium. This is an excellent example of the kind of ‘agency’ that I think we can identify within games; however, I have chosen Obra Dinn for its specific, explicit, far reaching commentary on global political and historical contexts, as well as for its supernatural elements suggesting a kind of boundless agency, extending even beyond the comments on gender and culture suggested by Firewatch.

Given then the almost unique appeal of Obra Dinn, its uniquely limited-yet-impactful agency and the fundamental insignificance of our character on the game world, I want to return to how agency is removed from the player or even from the digital actors (following Barad, “in an agential realist account, agency is cut loose from its traditional humanist orbit” (p. 177)) and recast as preceding ‘things’, giving rise to phenomena that produce apparent things. As I have highlighted, when exploration of the Obra Dinn is accepted in this intra-active manner, the core gameplay loop becomes a process matter making.

However, while exploring the empty ship can be understood as a form of ‘spacetimemattering’ in Barad’s terminology, of co-constitutively making the ship in material terms, I believe that as the game progresses, this matter-making becomes a process of meaning-making. This starts small at first: perhaps even in the first time players are exposed to the concept of ‘Obra Dinn’ (a strange and exotic sounding concept to a native English speaker), the title of the game. Players then further generate semiotic constructions of the phrase when exposed to the game’s landing page that shows a simple graphic of the titular ship drifting in a vast ocean. Players then read about the ship in the brief snippets before finally being able to construct their own specific reality of the ship itself by exploring it. It is not simply that we create a ship, we understand that this is a ship within the specific lineage of the British East India company at the height of the colonial 19th century, whose journey was set to begin from England, to continue through Europe and on to the continent of Africa. The game’s title is evocative of the orientalism of the time where “othered” human cultures stirred almost otherworldly fascination – but also as the “set of structures inherited from the past, secularised, redisposed and reformed” in the orientalism that continues to inform the processes through which global politics are conducted today (Said, 1978, p. 122).

This initial invitation to begin imbuing the late crew of the ship with meaning is reinforced through the early interpersonal dynamics of the first few characters that we discover. Indeed, the first four deaths that we witness – internally, the events of the final chapter of the found book – are three mutineers murdered by the ship’s captain, and then the captain himself as he commits suicide, after apologising to the body of his wife, Abigail, for having shot her brother. The relationships players engage with here are not entirely out of the ordinary for a nautical adventure. Yet the player’s role in this is, seemingly, entirely inconsequential. We simply witness these acts and do our best to extract and quantify data from this interpersonal human drama. To an extent, we can view this dispassionate engagement with events as something akin to Arendt’s banality of evil [bookmark: wsa-inline-42]42: the player chooses to continue passively allowing these murderous events to unfold in service of some greater abstract ideal, bureaucratically cataloguing the details. However, there is another way to view these formative events. This exploration of the crew’s narrative can be fruitfully viewed as akin to the physical exploration of the ship. However, distinct from how our exploration reveals the material becoming of the ship, unveiling its hidden physical dimensions through our continued searching, this new form of exploration fills the ship’s materiality with meaning. We are still engaged in the process of uncovering, but now we are configuring materiality to give rise to intricate human narratives. This is as clear a depiction of the process of Barad’s agency as I can imagine one could hope to draw from digital gaming. The history and events of the ship and its crew are all always already contained within the vessel. Through the use of our cutting apparatus – our ghostly stopwatch, a proxy to the two-slit experiment or electron microscope – we engage in the reconfiguration of reality, unveiling various levels of the sediment of history, out of joint but each undeniably real within the context of the game.

The second element of Obra Dinn that I want to draw attention to is a form of agency that is illusive and troubling: that of the role of the unknown. Most superficially, it takes the form of the various monsters throughout the game that confront the player with their horrific shapes and are the active cause of death for many of the crew. Their agency, however, is entangled with the player’s – although we can read the supernatural creatures as, perhaps, acting on behalf of the ocean or the essentialist ‘natural’ non-human, it should be clear by now that there is no need for a metaphorical actor on the part of the nonhuman when playing a game – as Wardrip-Fruin et al point out, we are constantly engaging with our non-human other when playing digital games. Both human and machine are understood being equally produced and defined through the act of play within the agential realist framework. For this reason, I am tempted to read the inclusion of the supernatural within Obra Dinn as something of a red herring. Directly following the death of the ship’s captain, early in the game, we see that the majority of the ship’s crew lost their lives at the hands of a giant kraken (the cover image of this paper). While this gives the plot of the game a certain lift, I think it also attempts to pull the player away from the more powerfully evocative forms of agency in the game. It is tempting to see the kraken as exemplary of the forms of classic agency given its ability to exact its will. However, there is a limit to how much the agency of the imagined non-human can reverberate through the material history that otherwise shapes the game. This irony is present in the game as although the memories in which in the kraken tears apart various crew members are initially terrifying, players will soon realise that they are not in any danger. They are as free to explore these memories as any others. The actions of the kraken, mermaids and crab-mounted others of the game are ultimately as consequential to the lives of the crew as the rocking of the boat, or the influence of sickness and poor sanitation.

The third, and key method, by which Obra Dinn goes beyond a passing resemblance with Barad’s theories is how it stretches the implications of events throughout time and space by entangling the player in social and racial orders. Throughout the game players identify the crew based on the flashbacks they see, but also by using three depictions of the crew (image 2) and a list of their names (image 3). Although much of the drama of Obra Dinn revolves around the inclusion of supernatural elements (murderous mermaids, giant crab riders and even a monstrous kraken) rather than setting the mystery in a fictional sea, in a fictional time and therefore at a remove from human history, Pope instead embraces the complexities of human history and culture and attempts to entangle it into these supernatural elements. The crew, as you can see from the crew list, is composed of many nations and races. However, this is not done simply as an empty gesture. The crew of Obra Dinn share the racial and political tensions one would expect of the early 19th century. Indeed, even the colonial title of Taiwan as ‘Formosa’ is heavily present in the crew list.

[image: ]Image 2. The engraving of the crew
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Image 3. The crew’s manifest.

Throughout the game, we slowly discover that it is the racial and class-driven tensions between crew and passengers that stoke much of the tragedy that befalls the Obra Dinn. In an early chapter of the book, but one that is uncovered quite late in the game, players witness the murder of Nunzio Pasqua, the sole Italian passenger on board, at the hands of the English second mate, Edward Nichols. The race of these characters is important here, as Nichols murders Pasqua to cover up his own attempted theft of the ‘Formosan’ treasure. Nichols is aware that the crew on board will not question his assertion that Pasqua, an Italian, was murdered by Hok-Seng Lau, the Formosan passenger. This plays out exactly as he expects, as Lau is subsequently executed. However, this only initiates the chain of events that leads to the downfall of the ship. I find there to be direct parallels here with Barad’s writing on the ‘haunting’ of the Japanese Fukushima nuclear disaster. They assert that past events linger but that they are not immaterial; rather, the very material forces of nationalism, racism, global capitalism, resource management etc. are all entangled into the geopolitical machinations that must be navigated in the wake of such an event.

The player must similarly navigate a condensed form of time in Obra Dinn and continue to reify the troubled, entangled histories of the crew of the vessel. The Obra Dinn itself ceases to be merely a means of transportation but becomes a locus of the flux of human activity and agency amidst the swelling industrial and trade revolution that the East India Company was so instrumentally a part of. The violence witnessed here against East Asian passengers is no coincidence, given the rising threat of the opium wars on the near political horizon of the time period in which the game is set. As the player has no choice but to continually delve into the past and uncover more examples of dehumanising treatment, witnessing man’s inhumanity to man, it is difficult not to feel enveloped in the interweaving agencies of the crew members that we are, along with the machine, Pope (etc.), bringing into being, alongside the troubled imaginaries of histories of trade and colonialism that are similarly entangled with a player’s activity as a participant in this game as co-constitutive performance.

Embracing Obra Dinn as a lesson in new design experience suggests the need to move past the idea of agency as the property of independent things existing concretely within the world; instead, we can embrace the notion of apparent things only ever passingly brought forth, diffractively, through a host of universal processes. This is evident not only in the becoming through co-constitution discussed first, but also in a broader sense: the world of Obra Dinn can be understood as a complex history of entangled events, constantly coming into being. Becoming is not a matter of one entity becoming whole, but rather a chronology, an order, an existence, constantly in emergence. The world that is created is not fictional, not within our grasp or our control and yet we are part of it.

 

Conclusion

In this paper, I have proposed a new form of agency that is not dependent on the provision of meaningful actions for the player; greater or lesser agency is, instead, resultant from the perception of agency as a shared phenomenon that produces both the player and the virtual world they are engaging with. Obra Dinn feels like an intensely engaging experience – not because the player can make a meaningful impact upon the game world, but because the player cannot help but become sensate of the immense agency that enables the game’s world, but also its comments on real world colonialism, and the player’s place within these. What makes Obra Dinn so important for understanding this as a theory for agency is that the player is, functionally, almost entirely removed from the agency of the other actors within the game. The player cannot affect the particular history of others, and the other actors within the game cannot affect the history of the player. Yet, without the player, the histories of the characters will not unfold and the entangled web of actions and interactions between them and the world in which the game is set (a magical realist interpretation of the colonial history of the British Empire) will not emerge. I have argued that the player of Obra Dinn does not ‘have’ agency but, rather, is a part of the co-constitution of agency. Yet, this feeling of being a part of the becoming of the world, is just as rewarding as saving the world.

It is a natural conclusion to presume players have limited agency if they do not appear to be able to impact a game world in obvious ways; yet games like Return of the Obra Dinn are tremendously rewarding experiences. I suggest then, that it is perhaps our concept of agency that is flawed. In this paper, I tested the boundaries of using agential realism to discuss agency and interactivity by exploring a game that limits player agency and proposes a new intra-activity. In contrast to what we might think given Murray, Aarseth and Stang’s understandings of agency, I argue that Obra Dinn is an immensely agential experience so long as we understand agency in a distributed manner. Of course, Obra Dinn is just one game and much more work must be done to continue testing the legitimacy of this theory. However, I suggest that if agency in games is not understood as our capacity to impact on the game world, but rather as the mode through which things come to be, in accordance to Barad’s philosophy, we can envisage our actions as akin to the ebb and flow of agency as a fundamental part of the universe. This could represent a complete overhaul in how developers and players approach game design and play. If players and designers were to focus on games as the processes of creating worlds and phenomena that enable players to feel engaged in world-making processes, this would open the floor to new ideas for design, narrative and inter(intra)activity.
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