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ABSTRACT
The Name of the Game: Building Methodologies for the Study of Video Game Theory

Alison Harvey

The study of the video game as a medium is characterized by several problems
characteristic of new domains of study, as the projects, methods, terminologies and
assumptions of other disciplines have been carried into discussions of this form. These
epistemological assumptions have both confounded the nature of the video game and
led to circular debates on the relevance of particular approaches in video game
research. This has led to a relative dearth in academic inquiries that is disproportionate
to the importance and growth of this medium in everyday life.

This thesis aims to address this debate and promote theoretically-sound
methodologies that adequately describe the traits of the video game. The research first
identifies the key fields mobilized within the current literature and then investigates the
epistemological roots of each field, thereby identifying the relevant aspects of particular

disciplines and the elements that obscure the unique nature of the medium. The
research also involves case studies of several different games, which allows for the
proposal of methodological approaches that are open to scholars from varying fields
and premised upon rigorous theoretical examination of both the form and traditional

approaches to media.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Video Games as Academic Objects
The video game plays a number of roles in our culture, its meaning

mutating in relation to its beholder. It is one of the most adopted forms of that
tenuous category called new media', and is currently the most profitable sector of
entertainment, having outsold even Hollywood since 2001". While video games
represent the “ideal commodity™ (Kline, Dyer-Witheford, and de Peuter 2003, p.
75) of post-Fordism, they are alternately the motivation for a persistent moral
panic related to youth and violence". These electronic games are intriguing
topics of study for scholars of law, economics, policy, political economy, cultural
studies, sociology, and psychology. On an increasingly frequent basis they form
the focus of dozens of trade expositions, magazines, blogs, web sites, and
television shows. Video games (which in this thesis encompasses at aI'I times
both console and computer games) even have a substantial impact on politics,
online commerce, and art. Despite these varying and significant positions, held in
North America, Europe, and Asia, video game scholarship continues to suffer
from a lack of canonical groundwork”.

This gap cannot be explained by its novelty; the history of the video
game’s commercial popularity stretches as far back as 1972, with its roots found
in the 1962 ARPANET experiment Spacewar!". Though game resources can be
abundantly found, most notably the theoretical online journal Game Studies, the
recently founded academic journal Games and Culture, the proceedings from the

academic conferences of the Digital Game Research Association (DiGRA), and a



wide number of free articles and posts offered on the sites and blogs of game
scholars, the work to be found is largely divergent and, in numerous instances,
contentious at best. The combative nature of the work thus far, pitting the
narratologists against the ludologists, stems from a decade-old problem: the
“correct” manner by which to study video games. Scholars of video games deal
with this problem by either mak’ing an argument for one approach as the singular
relevant method for the study of video games or by ignoring the question entirely,
segregating their research from this ‘historical’ (i.e. circa 1997) debate entirely.
Some scholars prefer to downgrade the problem, typically in the hopes that
dismissing it will effectively supersede the need for further bellicose discussion*.
Others, such as Celia Pearce, “would prefer not to be classified in either camp,
but be allowed to move freely across the spectrum if (sic) ideas that lie between
play and narrative without being forced to take a ‘position’ on either end” (Pearce
2005, p. 1). At this point, it is essential that | state my own position, which is that
narratology and ludology, as well as a variety of other disciplines such as film
theory, textuality, and new media theory, all offer important insights and
disciplinary shortcomings to the study of video games as a form, and that the
field can only be enriched by developing a bricolage of theory and methods from
all of these fields.

This outlook springs from my experience as a neophyte student of video
game theory reading the work of game scholars that do take a “position”, and
discovering that the foundational work of the medium is riddled with hostile

attacks on the disciplinary assumptions brought to bear by scholars of narrative,



new media theory, and textual analysis. In certain cases, scholars not fully
versed in the basic concepts that comprise the field take for granted certain
disciplinary assumptions. In other cases, scholars reference a dazzling array of
texts, theories, and authors, with concepts and statements taken up as fact,
without any contestation of moments of flattened complexity or logical lapses.
Thus, despite the sustained work of several scholars and the fresh forays of new
game researchers, a canon continues to evade its researchers, resulting in
circular argument and a number of misunderstood concepts. Indeed, the
question of how to study video games is the subject of a number of the articles in
the first issue of Games and Culture (see for example Boellstorff (2006), Bogost
(2006), Raessens (2006), and Crogan (2006)), evidence that, nearly ten years
after the publication of Espen Aarseth’s pivotal ludological work Cybertext (1997),
the examination of the earliest disciplinary traversals in video game theory is not
only relevant but critical to the domain.

This thesis seeks to explore these debates and gaps by first identifying the
maijor currents of the literature and then exploring more thoroughly and rigorously
what constitutes the epistemological baggage of each discipline mobilized in
video game theory. Through this analysis, in combination with case studies of
video games and genres used to complicate simplistic depictions of the elements
of the medium, this thesis argues the validity of a set of heuristic methodologies
for use in the study of games. This thesis also aims to clarify the jargon 6f the
field, and whenever the reader finds a bolded word, they can turn to the glossary

at the end of this thesis to find a definition of the term.



Ready, Set, Play: The Opponents of the Video Game Theory Battle
There are two approaches set in immediate opposition in this discussion,

broadly understood as the narratological and the ludological. The narratological
approach, in which stories, plot, representation, and story elements like setting
and character are discussed, is considered the traditional method of
understanding video games, an approach that is characterized, according to its
opponents, by a faulty assumption that narrative structures underlie this medium.
While concessions are often made about the commonalities shared by games
and narratives, such as characters, settings, and events, they are argued by
opponents of the narratological approach to have inherently different mechanics.
More specifically, games are not representational as are traditional media such
as novels, plays, and films, but operate instead as simulational systems, which
means that a wholly different semiotic structure drives this form.

The perspective that approaches games with a conception of their radical
difference from forms studied under literary theory, film studies, and narratology
is called ludology, a term applied to the study of games in general but understood
more frequently to describe the work of a group of scholars (such as Gonzalo
Frasca (1999, 2001, 2003:A, 2003:B, 2003:C), Espen Aarseth (1997; 1999),
Markku Eskelinen (2001:A, 2001:B, 2003), and Jesper Juul (2001)) that
approach video games from a formal angle that proposes to study their structure,
especially their rule formations. Ludologists represent the most contentious
players in this discussion, with their rhetoric becoming increasingly hostile. For
instance; while in 1999 Frasca claimed his intention was to complement

narratological studies of video games with a games approach that analyzed



particular traits of games that constituted them as different from narratives, in
2003 he deemed the narratological approach inaccurate and limiting. This
hostility is evident in the works of many ludologists, as is the contempt in Markku
Eskelinen’s (2001:B) oft-quoted observation: “Outside academic theory people
are usually excellent at making distinctions between narrative, drama, and
games. If | throw a ball at you | don’t expect you to dfop it and wait until it starts
telling stories” (unpaginated article).

While this question in many ways characterizes the scornful approach of
ludologists, it is valid as an introduction to the question that has created such a
circular discussion. Here | will segue into a brief introduction of some of the main
players on each team. On the so-called narratological team we see a diverse
range of thinkers such as Janet H. Murray, Brenda Laurel, and J.D Bolter and
Richard Grusin. Despite their grouping as such, their work each proposes
something different about video games and, because of the differing disciplinary
roots of each thinker, understands what ludologists generaily call narrative as
something unique.

Player 1: The Narrative Approach

Janet Murray is often upheld as representative of the narrative approach
to games, though in her work she never makes claims to any singular correct
method by which to approach video games. Her book, Hamlet on the Holodeck:
The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace (1997), proposes that the formulaic
structure and content of narrative is what holds adventure games such as those

that occur within multi-user dungeons (MUDs) together, as “a limited repertoire



of stereotyped activities makes for more easily sustained role-playing” (p. 197).
For her, the gameplay experience is centered around a plot and the potentialities
of the game world are controlled by the linear storyline. Player choice is made
possible by the different branches of the story (as coded within the game), a
process resembling the type of reading involved in the children’s book Choose
Your Own Adventure, and with players falling under Vladimir Propp’s seven basic
character types such as hero, villain, or sought-for person. Indeed, it is through
explicit references to Propp’s Morphology of the Folktale (1968), in which Propp
scrutinized over four hundred Russian fairy tales by focusing on the narrated (the
‘way’ of the discourse structure) rather than the narrating (the ‘what’ of the story),
that Murray understands the structure of the games she examines. Propp’s work
allowed him to isolate a limited number of functions that all narratives consist of
in order to create meaning and unity, as these functions tend to appear in an
order that is constant. Murray uses these functions to analyze games and other
new media in order to forecast “the future of narrative in cyberspace”.

Brenda Laurel has worked as a researcher, teacher, and writer as well as
a designer, producer, and human-computer interaction (HCI) architect. Despite
these experiences, she is only referenced by ludologists as the academic who
approached video games using Aristotelian poetics. In her 1993 book Computers
as Theatre, Laurel hypothesizes that video games and other computer
applications possess more similarities to drama than to narrative. Her evidence is
based on the fundamental Aristotelian characterization of drama wherein action

is imitated in real time with an emphasis on causality. Laurel indicates that the



strengths of drama over narrative include especially its enacted nature, in which
actions takes precedence over description. The arrangement of incidents in
drama is such that emotion is intensified while time is condensed, and they are
linked causally to one another rather than episodically and thematically as in
narrative. In sum, “drama is typically more intense, tightly constructed,
economical, and cathartic than narrative” (Laurel, p. 95) and is thus a better
vehicle for the study of video games.

Laurel employs Aristotle’s model of the six qualitative elements of drama
to highlight the shared characteristics of drama and what she broadly terms
“human-computer activity”, which includes playing video games. These elements
include action, character, thought, language, melody/pattern, and
spectacle/enactment, and Laurel bases much of her evidence of the similarities
between drama and human-computer activity in these elements. As an example,
the element of thought in drama is the “inferred internal processes leading to
choice: cognition, emotion, and reason” (p. 50) and is in human-computer activity
the same thing, broadened to include both human and computer processes. Still,
it is important to note that Laurel's intention is not to claim that video games or
other forms of HCI are simply extensions of drama, but to apply the artistic nature
of poetics to the design of human-computer interfaces in order to create
pleasurable, engaging experiences for the users of these interfaces. Laurel's turn
to the theory of literary representations found in Poetics does indicate her
persuasion, namely that representation is to be found in human-computer

activities, but her intention is clearly stated as to enhance the design of these



activities rather than to conceive of a strict formalism of video games as
analogous to drama.

J.D. Bolter and Richard Grusin's book Remediation: Understanding New
Media (2000) comprises the subsection of the narratology debate known as
extension theory. This approach is criticized for its simplistic understanding of
video games as merely extensions of more traditional forms, without any
consideration of the unique characteristics of the medium. The authors broadly
work from Marshall McLuhan’'s (1964) Understanding Media and the paradox
“the medium is the message”’. They posit that “all current media function as
remediators and that remediation offers us a means of interpreting the work of
earlier media as well. Our culture conceives of each medium or constellation of
media as it responds to, redeploys, competes with, and reforms other media” (p.
55). This process occurs through the double logic of immediacy and
hypermediacy, contradictory logics that the authors state explains how our
culture seeks to erase the visible element of media as it concurrently tries to
multiply media. In terms of video games, Bolter and Grusin argue that they are
explicit remediations of computers, television, and films. Thus, while the main
focus of their analysis is by no means the medium of the video game, their main
thesis and evidence make an important claim about this form: video games can
be studied in the same way as older forms since they are but annexes of
traditional media. Implicitly such a claim contends that any apparent
characteristics of this medium that are unique from those of the computer,

television, or film can be overlooked as incidental.



Other scholars, such as film theorist Bob Rehak (2003), fall under the
rubric of extension theory. Rehak argues that video games remediate cinema, as
evinced by such factors as the convergence between video game and movie
genre thematics, aesthetics, and camera work. Rehak justifies the relationship
between cinema and the video game in order to analyze the avatar and the
pleasures of the video game using psychoanalytic film theory, as informed by
Jacques Lacan’s description of the mirror stage and the concept of suture. It is
important to note that, while Rehak justifies his examination of video games
through his disciplinary lens with Bolter and Grusin’s theory of remediation, his
application of psychoanalytic film theory is only one facet of the video game, the
relationship between the player and the avatar. Rehak does not examine the
structure or game mechanics of the medium, nor does he claim the video game
to be a subset of cinema. His recourse to remediation appears to be defensive,
as though he foresaw the criticism of video game scholars regarding the use of a
film technique for the study of an aspect of video games.

Even a brief introduction to some of the works that broadly constitute the
narratological approach to video games indicate several issues to be considered,
especially when one considers their differences despite their categorization
together. Murray, Laurel, Bolter and Grusin, and Rehak all base their work on
diverse theoretical works and thinkers (respectively, Propp’s Morphology of the
Folktale, Aristotle’s Poetics (1997), McLuhan’s Understanding Media (1964), and
Lacan's “Mirror Stage” (1977)). Furthermore, these differing theoretical

constructs indicate that, rather than emerging from a uniform discipline captured



under the heading of narratology, these approaches to video games carry
differing epistemological understandings, assumptions, vocabularies, and
critiques. These authors are inherently working from within different disciplines
(narratology, drama, film theory, media theory). Flattening each approach into
one category risks the loss of their finer points and the complexities that each
hold. When this thesis revisits each work more thoroughly, we will see that this is
exactly what has occurred when ludologists, under the banner of narratology,

have dismissed these works and approaches as irrelevant.

Player 2: The Ludology Approach
The other side of this supposed gulf is the ludologist approach. Though

this approach is more unified than narratology, there are still a number of
differing backgrounds that are relevant to this discussion. Espen Aarseth is
considered to be the “Father of Ludology. His book Cybertext: Perspectives on
Ergodic Literature (1997) is a theoretically-dense critical work on digital literature
wherein he argues that the dominant narrative mode of discourse not only does
not apply to these forms (including video games) but that it is losing its
dominance in the current digital culture. Aarseth proposes a new understanding
of the way these forms operate, employing the term “cybertext’, by which he
refers to the mechanics of the text, as understood by the nature and organization
of its medium. The action the user of a cybertext takes is extranoematic (beyond
interpretive) and nontrivial (requiring real, significant work), and will result in the
generation of a semiotic sequence. Aarseth calls this an ergodic phenomenon,

which applies to texts such as the / Ching and the adventure game MUD1, which
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are not read beginning to end but in specialized rituals that vary across these and
other texts. Cybertexts also differ from traditional texts in that they have a
“paraverbal dimension” (p. 3) and produce a variety of meanings. Indeed, the
reader of the cybertext is always aware that she is missing elements of the text
that her choices are closing off. Rather than the ambiguity of a traditional text, a
cybertext presents an absence of possibility, an aporia.

In the process of proposing a new understanding of these types of texts,
Aarseth challenges several disciplinary realms, including reader-response theory,
the concept of interactivity, cybernetic feedback loops through cyborg aesthetics,
textuality, and, of course, narratology. He claims that while narratives have two
levels (descriptive and narration, as described by Gerard Genette (1980)), a
game has one level (ergodic) and a video game has two (ergodic and
descriptive). He argues that the act of studying cybertexts aé narrative is “of
limited potential, since the most interesting feature of these texts are their
difference from, and not their (inferior) resemblance to, the hegemonic forms.
What above all makes them worthy of study is the fact that they present an
alternative mode of discourse; a different type of textual pleasure” (p. 109).
Clearly, Aarseth is unequivocal in his criticisms of “limited” approaches to the
study of these forms, which feature video games prominently. As we shall see,
his drive to isolate the unique elements of cybertexts resulted in numerous
epistemological assumptions and misconceptions, errors that have been
frequently repeated and disseminated by the ludologists who have taken up his

work.
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Sbholars including Gonzalo Frasca, Markku Eskelinen, Jesper Juul, and
Aki Jarvinen all fall under the approach called ludology, which is the study of
games broadly, and in this context refers to the study of video games. These
ludologists often reference pivotal game theorists such as Roger Caillois (1967),
Johan Huizinga (1950), and Brian Sutton-Smith (1971), who undertook games
and play as their objects of interest. Despite these allusions, current ludology
tends to use these scholars not for their theoretical conclusions but as
substantiation of the game as a different type of object than literature, cinema,
and drama. This leads to academic articles with titles such as “Simulation versus
Narrative” (Frasca, 2003:A), “Toward Computer Game Studies” (Eskelinen,
2001:A), “Games Telling Stories?” (Juul, 2001), and Jarvinen’s PhD dissertation
in progress, titled “Games Without Frontiers: Theories and Methods for Game
Studies” but is comprised of chapters on mechanics, dynamics, genre,
simulation, and rules rather than on a variety of multidisciplinary theories and
methods. Indeed, Jarvinen’s chapter breakdown is representative of the
ludological project; ludology is a discipline that approaches games with an eye to
the formal properties, their mechanics, and their rule formations. The ludology
project is broad within its boundaries; topics of interest include game time,
configuration, rhetoric, and any number of formalizations of game elements.
Often, articles written by ludologists test the limits of narrative within their
frameworks. Frasca noted in “Ludologists love stories, too: notes from a debate
that never took place” (2003:B) that the goal of ludologists is not to discard

narrative from the study of video games, but simply to attempt new approaches.
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Despite this reassurance, ludological works are rife with both antagonistic
statements about narrative and misconceptions of the epistemological strengths
of its approaches. Furthermore, references to the above-mentioned classic game
scholars often flatten or poorly mobilize these works, resulting in the
dissemination of warped understandings of Caillois and Huizinga, of paidia (free
play) and ludus (structured games). As for Frasca’s (and others’") contention
that this debate never occurred or was simply a red herring, this thesis will argue

that such a debate did indeed transpire and has had a resounding, lasting impact

on the field.
Team Key Players Key Concepts Key Works
Narratology Janet H. Murray -Story -Hamlet on the
Brenda Laurel -Setting Holodeck
J. D. Bolter and R. Grusin -Characters -Computers as Theatre
-Plot -Remediation
-Poetics
-Remediation
Ludology Espen Aarseth -Cybertext -Cybertext
Markku Eskelinen -Ergodicity -“Simulation versus
Gonzalo Frasca -Rules Narrative”
Jesper Juul -Game time -“The Gaming
-Mechanics Situation”

Table 1: lllustration of the two poles of the narratology versus ludology debate.

Player 3: Unwilling Soldiers on the Battlefield
Since the publication of Aarseth’s key work in 1997, dozens of articles on

video games have been published or presented at conferences. By and large,
this scholarship does not draw an alliance or even refer to the
ludology/narratology debate. Rather, they at times justify their approach, on
occasion acknowledge the question without addressing it, or simply avoid taking
a definitive stance all together. Yet despite the ability to theorize games without

stating one’s epistemological stand, | argue that these articles lack power
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because they can be described dismissively as ‘using a narrative approach’. For
example, articles by Mia Consalvo (2003:A, 2003:B, 2003:C, 2006) discuss
cheating, gaming capital, war, sexuality, and gender, exploring questions of both
the external player and the internal avatar. Despite the fact that Consalvo does
not explicitly enter into the narratology/ludology debate, within her work the
concept of representation is understood to exist within the video game. Indeed,
all explorations of gender, race, sexuality, and class assume representation, as it
is the figure expressed that carries meaning. Yet ludology argues that the system
underlying the video game is not representational but simulational (Frasca,
2003:A), effectively closing out these discussions while simultaneously making
erroneous references (Aarseth, to whom ludologists always refer back to,
proposed both simulational and representational engines driving games).

Thus, the work of scholars such as Helen Kennedy (2002), who studies
gender and Lara Croft, and David J. Leonard (2006), who questions racial
stereotypes within games, lies within a troubled space of contention, despite the
fact that these authors do not attempt to defend the representational mode or a
narrative approach. Nevertheless, such analysis are heavily outnumbered by
articles that explore the external elements of video games, such as their political
economy (Kline, Dyer-Witheford, and de Peuter (2003)), their economics
(Edward Castronova (2005, 2006)), their legal relevance (Greg Lastowka
(2003)), their players (Laurie Taylor (2003), among others), their role in culture
(Johannes Fromme (2003), a large number of the contributors to the first issue of

Games and Culture), and their rhetorical possibilities (Cynthia Haynes (2006)),
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along with the formalist examinations of the ludologists. While the external
elements of games provide rich and valuable material for investigation, there is
clearly a need for more examinations of what occurs within the game itself.
Another crop of scholars are relevant to the formulation of video game
theory. These thinkers work on the periphery of the domain, but their conceptions
and theorizations of new media forms, including video games, both inform and
challenge current video game theory and augment the methodologies this thesis
seeks to develop. And yet when they are mobilized in the current theory, it is
usually as an attack. For instance, George Landow (1997) complicates
commonly held notions of text, hypertext, literary theory, structuralism, and
poststructuralism. Questions about ideas around these subjects and their relation
to the form of the video game appear to have been asked only once in Aarseth’s
work, and have largely lain dormant since. This thesis revisits Landow’s work,
which is essential to video game theory as it adds depth to its current structural
project; its understandings of hypertext are firmly grounded in a solid
epistemological understanding of textual analysis. Though hypertext studies
cannot fully investigate the nature of the video game, the development of the
conception of cybertext was a pivotal moment in the constitution of video game
theory and its subsequent debates. Thus, a return visit to the epistemological
realm of textuality and its more recent mobilization in relation to new forms is

warranted.
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The Name of the Game: Forging a Discipline
Mark J. P. Wolf and Bernard Perron open their collection of video game

theory essays (2003) by cautioning the reader that “the medium itself is a moving
target, changing and morphing even as we try to theorize and define it” (p. 2). In
many ways, video game theory is similar to Internet studies in that “although a
traditional field or disciplinary structure is not yet in place, the current
interdisciplinary aggregations may have the makings of institutionalized
academic units” (Jones 2005, p. 233). Is it a field of study, a domain within new
media studies, a subset of cinema studies, a subset of Internet studies, or a
purely computer sciences venture? Clearly Wolf and Perron’s conception of the
medium’s remarkable lack of fixity is apt and resonates today. And despite their
celebration of the wide range of influences at work within the current literature,
the debates outlined above have tended to result in what Bogost (2006) calls
“functional separatism”.

Therefore, in many ways this thesis seeks to contribute to a recent
adaptation of a classic theme, the development of a new paradigm or discipline.
While the ludological project appears to understand video game theory as
influencing a “revolution” (in Thomas Kuhn’s (1962) sense) of media theory, | am
more inclined to agree with Michel Foucault's (1972) reluctance to identify
interruption, articulations, and causality in “great continuities of thought” (p. 4).
Fortunately for an analysis of this sort, the brief history of video game theory has
been too fragmented and narrow to have become unwieldy, though one cannot
claim the same for the many disciplines that have been mobilized in this

literature. Clearly, this examination is doomed to be sweeping, and perhaps
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slightly reductionist in its dealings with epistemological assumptions. Still, as its
intention is to complicate and problematize, and to develop heuristic approaches,

the reader may excuse any potential absences. While the project undertakes

what Foucault (1972) described as the outlining of the “field of presence” (p. 57),

emphasizing especially the statements that have been rejected or excluded, its

scope and breadth are necessarily at this time limited to the most ordinary and
prevalent of “conceptual systems” (Foucault, p. 56).

More specifically, this thesis probes the explicit and implicit cléims of the
scholars contributing to the discussion through an examination of their
epistemological roots. This analysis illuminates where epistemological
assumptions, made by all parts on some level, prove unhelpful to the foundation
of the field by misunderstanding the medium, flattening its complexities, making
leaps of logic, or ignoring its unique characteristics. This thesis then moves from
the theoretical realm of epistemology to case studies of several games,
investigating epistemological strengths and weaknesses for the study of this form
and its genres. Based on these conclusions, the thesis ends by proposing
several rigorously developed heuristic methodologies for the study of games,
approaches that facilitate the exploration of many interdisciplinary questions
without resorting to epistemological myopia. Through this process, the thesis will
also address several key terms of contention, such as interactivity, immersion,
narrative, simulation, story, and engagement, as it is through the unquestioned or

unqualified use of such terms that confusion often arises.
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Thesis Outline
This thesis is organized in a sequential manner that facilitates the analysis

of larger questions by building upon the questions posed by preceding chapters.
As we have seen, this Introduction has described several different thinkers,
numerous concepts and assumptions, and some problematic terms. This leads
easily into the next chapter of the thesis, Theoretical Backgrounds, in which |
flesh out the epistemological foundations of narratology, ludology, new media
theory, film theory, semiotics, and textuality. In doing so, | describe their
disciplinary assumptions, without drawing any conclusions about their relevance
to video game theory. | will describe the key concepts of narratology and
semiotics, drawing from the work of Tzvetan Todorov (1965), Gerard Genette
(1980), Roland Barthes (1972, 1974, 1996), and Ferdinand de Saussure (1966),
the birth of the field of film theory via the work of Christian Metz (2004:A, 2004:B)
and Daniel Dayan (2004), the roots of game theory in seminal texts by Johan
Huizinga (1950) and Roger Caillois (1967), and game design fundamentals (from
the work of Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman (2004) as well as Chris Crawford
(2003)). In this examination, | highlight some of the theoretical concepts from
each field that have not been mobilized or investigated in video game theory,
such as the limitations of traditional semiotics in film theory.

In the third chapter, Case Studies, | examine the claims made by scholars
on the nature of game play, and on evidence presented through the play of
specific games and genres, via several case studies, of Myst (a story/puzzle
game), Half-Life 2 (a first-person shooter game), The Sims 2 (a simulation

game), Final Fantasy VIl (a role-playing game), Grand Theft Auto 3 (a sandbox
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action game), Need for Speed Underground (a racing game), and World of
Warcraft (a massively-multiplayer online game). Starting with brief descriptions of
each game and their unique approach to game play, these accounts then lead
into a discussion of the elements of game play that are used as evidence by
scholars as well as those that remain under- or undescribed. A key element of
this analysis will be to pinpoint the rule structures in each game as well as the
cinematic traits such as setting, character, plot, and atmosphere in order to
understand the relationship of these. The chapter will then conclude by
employing genre theory, using the work of academics such as Stephen Neale
(1980), to examine the key differences to be found between genre in cinema and
genre in games.

In Heuristic Methodologies, the fourth chapter, | proceed from the theories,
counter-arguments, and ideas examined in the first three chapters to propose
theoretically-sound methods for studying video games that incorporate the
weaknesses and strengths of each discipline vis-a-vis the characteristics of video
games and the relevant genre theory brought forth in the case studies. The point
of this chapter is to synthesize the points made earlier into a multivalent
framework for research. Thus, | will develop a bricolage of the theory that | have
examined that best suits the study of video games, discarding the
epistemological assumptions of each discipline that do not apply to the medium
of the video game and proposing a variety of approaches that can suit scholars

coming from a range of interdisciplinary backgrounds.
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In the final chapter of this thesis, | discuss the future of the field for
researchers and theorists, focusing especially on the common problems facing
the field, and the potential of the current state of affairs in video game studies. |
argue that a sense of collaboration rather than of combat in research is required
in the face of continued attacks on video game academics, the role of the
medium in youth violence, and consumerist myths of interactivity and immersion.

Overall, | argue in this thesis that the state of video game theory is not
sufficient due to theoretical fumbles and that this can be rectified through more
rigorous theory, greater attention to the medium’s traits, and the construction of

methodologies tailored to elements of the video game.

' While many forms of ‘new media’ have also been widely adopted, video games have
seen both a rapid adoption in its second iteration (post-Atari) and an explosive
commercial push, resulting in a diverse range of hardware, games, accessory gadgets,
complementary products, websites, and publications, all of which have been taken up by
consumers with tremendous eagerness. For more on the commercial history of games,
see Kline, S., Dyer-Witheford, N., & De Peuter, G. (2003). Digital Play: The Interaction of
Technology, Culture and Marketing. Montreal: McGill-Queen's Press.

' The exact revenues that should constitute this comparison are debated. Some argue
that ancillary revenue (revenue seen by the publishers) should be used in comparison, a
calculation that results in a dollar amount that does not exceed box office sales. In this
case, | am using the numbers found in an article in the popular technophile source Wired
Magazine,” Games, Movies Tie the Knot” by John Gaudiosi. Available at
http://www.wired.com/news/games/0,2101.61358,00.html (accessed January 11, 2006).

"This designation means that video games are conceived as the representative product
of an age of automation, globalization, and demassification of consumers

¥See Goldstein (2000), Anderson, C. A., & Dill, K. E. (2000), Ballard, M. E. & R.
Lineberger (1999), Funk, J. B. (2001), Goldstein, J. (2000), Haninger, K. & K. M.
Thompson, Kinder, M. (1996), Koepp, M. J., R. N. Gunn, A. D. Lawrence, V. J.
Cunningham, A. Dagher, T. Jones, D. J. Brooks C. J. Bench, & P. M. Grasby (1998)
Nicoll, J. & Kieffer, K. M. (2005), among others.

" While it is perhaps too early for video game studies to have a full canon, or body of

rules and principles guiding the field, video game scholarship has been around for long
enough to imagine that some of the groundwork for this kind of canon would have been
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established. On the contrary, the literature to date is characterized by a lack of
established rules, principals, terms, concepts, or approaches.

¥ To play Spacewar! visit http://ics.www.media.mit.edu/groups/el/projects/spacewar/

" Henry Jenkins, for example, has stated in his blog that “the last thing any of us wants
is to reopen the trumped up feud between the self-proclaimed ludologists and the so-
called narratologists” (see the post “Response to Bogost (Part 2)", August 14, 2006 at
http://www.henryjenkins.org/ for the context of this comment). Jenkins is one the most
known and active game scholars to persistently quash discussions of the subject, and
yet one of lan Bogost's criticisms of Jenkins’ Convergence Culture (2006) was his use of
the terms “storytelling” and “narrative”, which opened up this debate once again as late
as August 2006.

Vil See, for example, Aarseth, E., & Jenkins, H. (2005). Aarseth-Jenkins debate on
(computer) game studies. Presented at the HUMIab, IT University of Copenhagen.
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Backgrounds

The Problem of Looking at Disciplines
The divisions between disciplines (what Foucault (1972) calls “major types

of discourse” (p. 22) such as literature and history) are not essential categories
but are constructed by their specific classifications, rules, and
institutionalizations. Extricating a clear notion of what constifutes a discipline is
an act of deciphering, as the building of a field of research and a grand object of
study is a networked progression informed by other fields. Still, a unity of
discourse can be identified by isolating the currents of a discipline through an
examination of its discursive events rather than through a history of thought.
Thus, this chapter will discuss the broad fields of thought (narratology,
semiotics, extension theory, poetics, textuality, film theory, classical game theory,
and new media theory) that most often characterize video game studies, though
length constraints disallow any comprehensive assessment of the episteme of
each discipline. Instead, a descriptive analysis will allow the most basic concepts
and motivations of each field to emerge, and will highlight the vocabulary,
thinkers, and projects central to each discipline by asking how each field
operates in its own project. The answer to this question will widen to also include
key concepts, terms, and assumptions for each discipline. This tactic will to
reinforce the purpose of this chapter, which is to clarify the different approaches
to video games that have up to this point only been discussed in the simplest
terms, in order to better understand which methods best serve video games as a

form.
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Story, Narrative, Discourse: Narratology
Narratology and semiotics are perhaps the most complex disciplines

mobilized within video game theory. In his defense of ludology (2003:B), Gonzalo
Frasca notes that the label of narratologist has been somewhat misapplied in
video game theory discussions. He distinguishes between the narrativist (the
scholar who builds theories of interactive media on a narrative or literary theory
groundwork) and the narratologist (the scholar who studies narrative in any
medium, including literature, film, or video games), and names several
narratologists and semioticians, such as A.J. Greimas and Gerald Prince, as well
as Todorov, Genette, and Metz. This simple naming of scholars is typical in
current ludological texts, where the concept of narrative is assumed to be
understood by all readers. Indeed, “narrative” is very rarely qualified; any account
of the term or its wider field tends to be simplistically reduced to its “elements”
(Frasca 2003:A, p. 222) such as events, character, and setting. Narratology is
often reduced to two tenets: 1) Narrative exists everywhere and it helps society
make sense of the world, and 2) There are two aspects of narrative: the story
(the narrated) and the discourse (the narrating). While both of these arguments
are found in narrative theory, (Todorov, 1965 and Barthes, 1996), defining the
field by these two statements is reductive at best, as they do not capture by any
means the fundamental epistemological characteristics of the field, features that
may be able to better inform video game theory.

One of the most basic defenses for a ludological approach is the claim for
formalist approaches to understanding games. Yet narratology is itself based on

formal and structural approaches that developed from Ferdinand de Saussure’s
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IinguistiC project of making a distinction between parole vand langue to discover
how language works. What can ludology learn from this structuralist approach?
An overview of de Saussure can highlight some essential rudiments of
narratology.

De Saussure distinguished parole, which constitutes moments of spoken
language, from /angue, which amounts to a system of grammar' that underlies all
of speech. Semiotics is based on an understanding of language as a system of
generative rules, and on the creation and interpretation of meaning through the
use of signs. De Saussure theorized a dyadic model of the sign, which is
comprised of the signifier and the signified, whose association comprises the
whole of the sign. The first is the form the sign takes, while the second is the
concept the signifier represents. The relationship of these two elements, which
de Saussure envisioned not as material in the tangible sense but purely
psychological, is signification, and this relationship is arbitrary rather than
referential”,

The breakthrough in structuralism came through phonetics, which
demonstrated that words and objects only work by relationships of difference.
These were examined through the paradigm (the plane of substitution) and the
syntagm (the plane of combination), a method of study that works on a double
articulation and on the assumption that one can freeze language in order to study
it. The paradigm here is the phoneme (signifiers of natural language) and the
syntagm is the range of available combinations (i.e. what phonemes constitute

words). Grammatically, the equivalent would be words as the paradigm and the
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rules of grammar as the syntagm, but this does not work, because words can fit
into the syntagm without being meaningful at the level of content®. Thus,
grammar must have more levels; it does not function on a double articulation.
This discovery directly impacted narratology, in which the structuralist sought to
understand how recurring components, themes, and sequences gave way to a
set of universals that established a story’s makeup. Rather than developing a
taxonomy of these elements, narratological analysis sought to understand how
they comprised both fictional and non-fictional narratives.

Before we explore a few of the different approaches to narratology, it is
important to refer back to Roland Barthes (1972) and his isolation of the single
most important constituting element of the structuralist project: “the goal of all
structuralist activity, whether reflexive or poetic, is to reconstruct an ‘object’ in
such a way as to manifest thereby the rules of functioning (the ‘functions’) of this
object” (p. 214). The decomposing and recomposing actions of the structuralist
are not limited simply to mythic or literary language; the understanding of the
structure as a simulacrum of the object rendered intelligible is envisioned by
Barthes to apply to many objects. The constructed simulacrum constitutes an act
of creation as the object has a functional category that “highlights the strictly
human process by which men give meaning to things” (p. 218).

Propp, as we have seen, has figured prominently in game research.
Through his analysis of a hundred Russian folk tales, in which he focused on the
discourse rather than the story, he isolated seven recurring types of action, eight

broad character types, and thirty-one fixed elements that appeared in these tales.
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He achieved this by following the linguistic approach of breaking down to the
smallest building blocks, narrative units in this case, which he called narratemes.
Through these inveterate actions and their relatively constant order, Propp
developed a typology of narrative structures and thus evidence of a structural
base for narrative.

This approach has influenced other narratological projects, including that
of Todorov (1965). Todorov proposed that literary work has two aspects, story
and discourse, as well as a variety of other classifications. The two aspects
indicate some of the assumptions implicit in Todorov's work: the story involves
events and cﬁaracters, which may be real or not, and the discourse involves the
teling by the author and the perceiving by the reader. The story is not
necessarily chronological, and it is “a convention which does not exist at the level
of events themselves” (p. 20). Todorov classified a great deal of narrative
elements, including base predicate relations between characters and four action
rules which dictate the relations that will form between agents (the subject and
object of the action) and the predicates. Thus, based on certain characters,
motivations, and passive or active transformations, Todorov argued he could
predict the outcome of particular relations through his rules. In terms of the
narrative as discourse, Todorov identified and focused his analysis on three
constitutive processes: narrative time (the relation between the time of the story
and the time of the discourse), narrative aspects (the way the narrative is
perceived by the narrator),.and narrative modes (the type of discourse the author

uses to impart the story to the reader).
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Gvenette (1980) worked from some of Tonrov’s categorizations,
highlighting part of the ambiguity of narrative studies, describing the three notions
that underlie the term narrative. The first is narrative as either oral or written
discourse that describes a series of events, which Genette later clarifies as story.
The second meaning is more complex: “the succession of events, real or
fictitious, that are the subjects of this discourse, and to their Several relations of
linking, opposition, repetition, etc... without regard to the medium, linguistic or
other” (p. 25)- what is later clarified as narrative. The third meaning refers not to
what is recounted but to the act of recounting, or narrating, as Genette calls it
later. Clearly, a great degree of confusion emerges from the first two meanings,
as story is often considered synonymous with narrative. Yet Genette, as other
scholars of the narratological project have done, places the emphasis not on the
narrative content but on that which is available to textual analysis, the “signifier,
statement, discourse, or narrative text itself’ (p. 27).

Oftentimes narrative is dismissed by ludologists because of the
differences of the medium of video games from other forms, such as their unique
time of ‘reading’ and their kineasthetic element of play. They argue that narrative
approaches ignore the unique elements of the video game, and are better suited
to traditional media such as literature and film. This critique again
misunderstands the project of narratology. Roland Barthes’ observation of the
encompassing nature of narrative also highlights an element of narrative that is
often neglected: narrative occurs independent of medium, and it is fundamental

for the narratologist to examine the story (the narrated) separate from both the
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medium and the discourse (the narrating). Works within the project of narratology
have largely concluded by finding similarities across narratives, as evinced by
Propp’s typology. This and its relevance to video game theory will be explored

later in this thesis.

Extensions of Ourselves
Direct reference to Marshall McLuhan’s (1964) maxim “the medium is the

message” can be found in video game texts, a paradoxical phrase that has been
widely interpreted to mean that a) the channel is more important than the content
or b) the information of a message is of no relevance. For McLuhan the message
is “the change of scale or pace or pattern” (p. 20) introduced by an innovation
into society and its situation, and the medium is “any extension of ourselves” (p.
19). These definitions provide a wide margin for what constitutes either element.
The purpose of positing such a paradox was that “the ‘content’ of any medium
blinds us to the character of the medium” (p. 20). McLuhan's work was focused
on structural changes that brought about new ideas and technologies, and the
unintended effects of these innovations. These consequences result from the
ignoring of a range of factors in our society, from cultural values to historical
trends, and together form our “ground”, which will surreptitiously influence the
impact of any innovation. Thus, the message, which is in McLuhan’s definition
neither content nor the use of the innovation but the change it introduces, which
“always tells us to look beyond the obvious and seek the non-obvious changes or
effects that are enabled, enhanced, accelerated or extended by the new thing”

(Federman 2004, unpaginated article).
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The medium, on the other hand, is an extender (specifically of the human
senses), so eyeglasses are an extension of our sight, and spoken language an
extension of our thoughts. Furthermore, media are that from which change
materializes, and since innovations create change, all of them are arguably
media in McLuhan's definition. To use one of his examples as clarification, the
electric light was not conceived of as a medium because it is pure information
without “content” unless it has been used to spell out words, which do not
constitute content but rather another medium. Thus, the electric light represents
the meaning of McLuhan’s paradox. Though never considered a medium, this
form is similar to other well-recognized media in that it removes “time and space
factors exactly as do radio, telegraph, telephone and TV, creating involvement in
depth” (McLuhan, p. 21).

Tragedy and Representation: Aristotle’s Poetics

Brenda Laurel's reference to Aristotelian poetics is another influence
found in the work of the narratologists. While it would be impossible to explore all
of the points of Poetics, we can isolate some of its most relevant foundational
concepts. While Aristotle’s range of forms was limited to those that existed in his
time period, he defined all forms of literary production and performance as forms
of imitation differing only in three respects: “the medium, the objects, the manner
or mode of imitation, being in each case distinct” (p. 1). The different media at
this time are proposed to be rhythm, language, and harmony, with genres
including nomic poetry" and tragedy, while the objects are, according to Aristotle,

always about human concerns, with representations including depictions of
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humans as either better that reality, as in reality, and as worse than reality. The
different modes are drama and narrative, where drama is the representation of
action through the speech and movements of the actors enacted before the eyes
of the viewer. Narrative, on the other hand, is action imparted through a
storyteller who either speaks in his voice or by taking on the voices of the
characters, recounting directly to an audience.

Laurel relies heavily on Aristotle’s characterization of tragedy, which is
above all a representation of human action. The aim of tragedy is not to impart
human personality but to represent human action. As was explored in chapter 1,
tragedy is comprised of six elements, which can be organized under the
headings of media, object, and mode’, and is made whole by any evidence of a
beginning, middle, and end- a simple structure that ensures that all events follow
what appears to be a chain reaction of causal events. This indicates the
importance of plot to Aristotle, who notes that a plot must have unity"i.

All of these concepts, theories, terms, and descriptions are but a brief
unpacking of what the narrative team in video game theory implicitly mobilizes in
their examinations of video games. .From even this simple and curtailed
discussion it becomes evident that each discipline carries a rich variety of
assumptions. Further examination of this multitude of epistemological baggage
will be undertaken later, as | will now turn to the disciplines mobilized by the

ludoiogy team, and an equally expansive range of thinkers and thoughts.
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Textuality: Linking the Text and the Hypertext
First, and closely related to discussions of narrative, are negotiations of

textuality. Aarseth, the “father of ludology” entered into the domain with a book
that quibble;d not with narrative but with problematizing texts characterized by a
different type of user interaction than traditional texts (Aarseth 1997). Hypertext is
central to video game theory, and yet its roots in traditional textuality are rarely
explored. What has hypertext theory learned from its more established
predecessor, literary theory? George Landow’s Hypertext and its second edition
deal with this question and the essential assumptions of this project.

Landow’s work is based upon and modifies classic definitions of text.
Hypertext is described in a relation of difference and sameness to text, which for
Barthes (1972) is not materially different from a work, as it is not material at all.
While the work is found on printed pages, the text exists only in language, when
“caught up in a discourse” (p. 57). The text evades classification of all sorts as it
exists “behind” opinion on genre and hierarchy. The work operates as a general
sign closed upon a signified, while the text postpones the signified “by a serial
movement of dislocations, overlappings, variations...without closure” (p. 59). The
meaning of a text depends on the multiplicity of the signifiers that constantly
constitute it as well as on its network of dispersed and untraceable heritage.
Finally, the text brings about the eradication or lessening of the distance between
the act of reading and the act of writing by connecting “the two togéther into one
and the same signifying practice” (p. 62).

Landow (1997) begins his analysis of hypertext by indicating a

convergence of literary theory with the project of hypertext (as indicated by the
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digitality of Of Grammatology"" and the poststructuralism of Literary Machines™),

and yet is quick to indicate a disbelief in the sameness of literary theory,
semiotics, structuralism, and poststructuralism to hypertext. What he does find
similar across Jacques Derrida (1977), Roland Barthes (1972, 1974), Theodor
Nelson*, and Andries van Dam™ is a trend toward the displacement of the
hierarchical conceptual systems of linearity and the turn toward notions of the
nodal, forking network system as an electronic response to the traditional printed
volume. Hypertext represents an embodiment of the concept of the open text and
allows for literary theorists to test their theories of, for example, authorship, in a
manner that would be impossible in a written text (Bolter, 1990). Yet the vision of
hypertext is constrained by Landow to refer to a structure that contains text
connected to other text via electronic links. He explicitly excludes the four other
forms of electronic textuality: simple digital text (the unlinked text found in email),
text represented graphically (photos on a corporate website that imply good
working conditions without text to reinforce this), nonlinear text (computer games,
text-based environments such as MUDs and MOOs, and cybertext such as
Michael Joyce's™ Afternoon), and simulations (virtual reality, for example).
Landow does not preclude textuality from these forms but understands hypertext
to be different from them.

Barthes (1974) and Foucault (1972) both invoked the language of
hypertext before the Internet became commonplace, describing nodes, networks,
the “absolutely plural text’ (Barthes, p. 5). Both also refer to the unique power

structure that emerges from such a system, as there is no authoritative entrance
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or exit, no determinate method of navigation, no necessary end. These are
pivotal traits assumed for hypertext, with an important result- the understanding
of an act of creation that “thereby create text that is experienced as nonlinear, or,
more properly, as multilinear or multisequential” (p. 3).

Thus, hypertext is not simply about a system of interconnection that
makes information retrieval easier and perhaps more intuitive™, but it is also
posited to complicate the relationship between reader and writer. In electronic
text situations, the reader becomes a producer, eliminating the abyss between
owner and consumer, leaving behind what Barthes describes as “reading (as)
nothing more than a referendum” (1974, p. 4). Hypertext also opens the same
environment that the writer enjoys to the reader, presenting an open, flexible,
customizable text and allowing the reader to respond to positions directly. The
printed work is declared to have a “fixed, unchangeable linear format (that)
makes information retrieval difficult” (Landow, p. 21). It is tactile and physical,
while the hypertext is virtual and devoid of the possibility of an original. The
hypertext is also positioned as democratic as it removes the environment of the
lofty author.

For Landow hypertext is not simply about a neoteric method of arranging
text but, through its “quasi-anarchic” (Landow, p. 42) disavowal of hierarchy,
linearity, and binaries, is a wholly new method of thought and a powerful
alternative to traditional reading. Landow’s hypertext is about power and re-

imagined relationships, unmistakably more than mere information retrieval.
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The last element of Landow’s work to examine is his theorization of
narrative in hypertext. Narrative is reconfigured, it is argued, through the way it
takes a variety of forms on a number of axes, such as reader intervention and
“empowerment” (p. 180), non-linguistic text such as sound and moving images,
network complexity, and degrees of variation in literary elements such as plot
and setting. It also, Landow argues, challenges all linear literature as well as
Avristotle’s notions of plot, as it does not have a fixed progression, set beginning
and end, determined size or extent, or a unity in any Aristotelian sense.
Hypertext narrativity embodies Jean-Francois Lyotard’s (1984) notion of
postmodernity as ‘“incredulity toward metanarratives” (xxiv), and this
understanding of narrativity negates understandings of reading as linear. The
end of the story especially highlights the reader’s writing role, as closure of any
definitive source cannot be found in hyperfiction. Thus, the reader must end the
story for herself. Writing also occurs as the reader traverses the fragmented
work, creating sense and causality as she clicks through the story. Landow
proposes that the reader of the hypertext is a bricoleur, provisionally constructing
a plot from the splinters of the hypertext that creates a similar experience to
reading an Avristotelian plot. In other words, “as reader we find ourselves forced
to fabricate a whole story out of separate parts” (p. 196).

Language, Suture, and Double Articulations: Film Theory

The origins of film theory should be examined in video game scholarship,

as they present an excellent opportunity for video game scholars to examine the

birth of a different discipline. Like video game theory, this field was characterized
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by a desire for a structuralist approach, a semiotics of cinema. Of equal
importance is its role as a primarily narrative form; as Christian Metz (2004:A)
posits “the merging of the cinema and of narrativity was a great fact, which was
by no means predestined- nor was it strictly fortuitous. It was a historical and
social fact, a fact of civilization..., a fact that in turn conditioned the later evolution
of the film as a semiological reality” (p. 69). This means that film in itself is but a
method of reproduction without an inherent language and that it was through the
emphasis of narration in cinema that the large syntagmatic units of its language,
such as montage, were conceived. Because of the predominantly narrative uses
of cinema (which is not inherent but rendered stable by tradition), as well as film's
diegetic elements, Metz argued for the erection of a “methodological principle” (p.
70).

According to Metz (2004:B), the semiotics of cinema can be understood
as a sémiotics of either denotation (literal meaning) or connotation (symbolic
meaning). Because cinema consists of a whole sequence of photographs, a
filmic articulation arises from how the denoted meaning is constructed and
codified in the making of a film. To use Metz's example, the stylistic approach of
a gangster movie will provide a different picture of the docks than a documentary
film on the port worker. Thus, aesthetic or artistic effects constitute another level
of signification than the plot, which Metz considers cinematpgraphic language.

A literal translation of linguistic semiotics into film appeared to fail
because, as with the grammar of language, these media do not function on a

double articulation because they have more than two levels. Metz’s (2004:B)
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analysis also identified several other elements that distinguished the nature of
film from language: the absence of a second articulation in film (because all of its
units are significant), film’s status as a language rather than a language system
(langue), and film's lack of articulations in the true linguistic sense.

Metz (2004:B) further delineated five differences between the linguistic
word and the filmic shot: the shot is infinite, like a statement rather than a word,
shots are created, while words exist in a lexicon, the shot contains and conveys
“a quantity of undefined information, contrary to the word” (p. 79), the shot is a
unit of discourse, referring to a reality, and the shot may not always be a part of a
semantic field, whereas the word will be*".

As we have seen, psychoanalytic film theory has played a role in video
game theory as well. Daniel Dayan’s essay (2004) notes that this approach
originated in response to the assumption of the structuralist activity that its
subject is intellect added to the object, and that knowledge is waiting to be found
in the object. The resulting search for causality led to Lacanian psychoanalysis
and Jacques Lacan’s science of the unconscious. A theory of intersubjectivity,
Lacanian psychoanalysis broaches the relationship between the self and the
other, as defined by their placement in the net that is made of the symbolic order.
Lacan substitutes the problematic term of subjectivity with the imaginary,
understood literally as the domain of images. Thus, for Lacan the subject is
nothing more than a reflection, and he finds that “the conjunction of the language
system and the imaginary produces the effect of reality: the referential

dimensions of language” (Dayan 2004, p. 122). The continuity and agreement

36



accorded by the imaginary applies to both the syntagmatic and the paradigmatic
aspects of language but is posited as not the same in cinema or in any other
semiotic system.

Cinema operates directly upon a dependence on ideology and history and,
through its thoroughly narrative uses, is organized around a system of
representation. Cinema constantly begs the question of the identity of the
spectator and the filmmaker. In order to keep its ideology hidden, the film must
deliver to its audience a naturalized function, a coherent message. It does so by
presenting itself as subjective cinema, cinema shot from the viewpoints of the
characters and occasional objective views as impersonal breaks between the
subjective views of the character. While the shot itself causes the viewer to
discover the deceptive and arbitrary nature of the camera, the reverse shot®
abolishes the missing field presented by the shot by adding the presence of
some other visual element. This relationship orders the spectator's experience,
as its veils the workings of the cinema’s code, which is what creates the film's
imaginary, ideological effect. The effect of the reverse shot is called the suture,
the opening of the viewer's imaginary relationship with the film.

While there is more to say about the semiology of film and of
psychoanalytic film theory, it is these fundamental points that will suffice as a
survey of foundations.

Rules, Interactivity, and Play: Game Theory and Design
One of the most significant disciplines that inform video game theory is

traditional game theory. Game theory can be traced to two key texts: Homo
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Ludens by Johan Huizinga (1950) and Man, Play, and Games by Roger Caillois
(1967). Later work, especially that of Brian Sutton-Smith (1971) and game
designers such as Chris Crawford (2003), Eric Zimmerman, and Katie Salen
(2004) have enriched these seminal texts, but as a foundation for a field of the
study of games, these texts offer just a few theoretical insights for current game
scholars. Neither Huizinga nor Caillois discuss game mechanics, and any work
that attempts to use this work as a basis of a formal approach to games is a
misreading of Huizinga and Caillois.

Game theory is best approached by first exploring traditional conceptions
of rules, an element of games that are often discussed in ludology. According to
Caillois (1967), games are not necessarily characterized by rules. He states that
“‘games are not rules and make-believe... they are rules or make-believe” (p. 9).
He argued that “rules themselves create fictions” (p.8), as the crossover from
reality to make-believe, the transition from ‘as’ to ‘as if, functions as the rules that
guide imaginative play. These rules are free form, and the simple acquiescence
of the player to the actions of pretense and mimicry indicates an understanding
of the rules. This is in distinction to the blayer of rule-guided games, wherein the
simple acceptance and compliance with the rules of a given game indicate a
submission to a world of pretence. However, for Huizinga (1950), rules are
important as they bind the play world- they determine what is acceptable in the
boundaries of the game. When they are challenged, the play world collapses. It is

important to note here that Caillois and Huizinga do not necessarily visualize
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games in the same fashion and neither author envisioned or described any sort

of rule mechanism in the structure of games.

Disciplines Key Figures Key Concepts
Tzvetan Todorov Parole and Langue
Narratology and Gerard Genette Story and Discourse
Semiotics Roland Barthes Sign/Signified/Signifier
Vladimir Propp Paradigm and Syntagm
Ferdinand de Saussure Author and Reader
Marshall McLuhan Channel
Extension Theory Content
Message
Change
Aristotle Media
Poetics Objects
Modes
Causality
George Landow Dislocation
Textuality Roland Barthes Networks
Jacques Derrida Plurality
Powerful reader
Film Theory Christian Metz Diegesis
Jacques Lacan Denotation
Connotation
Subjectivity
Suture
Game Theory Roger Caillois Paidia
Johan Huizinga Ludus
K. Salen and E. Zimmerman Rules and Freedom
Brian Sutton-Smith Meaningful play
Systems
New Media Theory Lev Manovich Simulation
Databases
Numerical representation

Table 2: The many disciplines that contribute to the diversity of video game scholarship.
Both authors also discussed the concept of play as separate from game.
Caillois (1967) determined six formal qualities of play, the first being that play is
not obligatory and that it must be free (not entered into by force or coercion) in
order to be a pleasurable diversion. Play must have set, defined, circumscribed,

and distinct space and time limits. On the other hand, play must have an element
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of openness for the player to innovate. It must be uncertain, without its outcome
determined in advance. Caillois posited that play cannot create any goods,
wealth, or new elements with the exception of an exchange between players that
results in a situation identical to that before the game. As we have seen rules are
important, and play must be “governed by rules” (p. 9), guidelines that act in
suspension of those of reality and which alone regulate. Finally, play must occur
in a cognitively different reality, separate from real life: “make-believe” (p. 9).

Huizinga's vision of play is not completely identical to Caillois’s, though he
did concur in his concept of play as free, voluntary, and done at one’s leisure.
Unlike Caillois, he makes his definition of ‘free’ clear: “Freedom must be
understood here in the wider sense that leaves untouched the philosophical
problem of determinism” (p. 7). Play is not real-life. It is an interlude to
seriousness, though it is very serious about the importance of play and of
descending into rapture. Play occurs within certain limits of time and space. It
has a distinct beginning and end, and it occurs within designated spaces
(playgrounds, tennis courts, bowling alleys, stages). These spaces become
“temporary worlds” (p. 10). Play has a profound affinity with order. Any deviation
from this order ruins the game. Players must commit to the arbitrary perfection of
play in order to make it work. Finally, “it promotes the formation of social
groupings which tend to surround themselves with secrecy and to stress their
difference from the common world by disguise or other means” (p. 13).

According to Caillois, games can be categorized as agén, alea, mimicry,

and ilinx. The role of competition is dominant in agén, as there is always a rivalry,
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premised on arbitrarily determined equality, in order for the superiority of one
player over another to become evident. The role of chance is dominant in alea,
as winning is always determined by destiny, with passive players negating their
will. The role of simulation is dominant in mimicry, with the player stepping away
from her personality to feign that of another, though without the intent to deceive,
participating within a reality of “incessant invention”. The role of vertigo is
dominant in ilinx, wherein pleasure is sought through the disturbance of stability
and the pursuit of panic and shock, a desire for disorder and intoxication.

Within these categories, Caillois posited that games can be ranked on a
continuum between two poles, ludus and paidia. The first extreme is
characterized by a “growing tendency to bind” exuberance “with arbitrary,
imperative, and purposely tedious conventions”. It requires “effort, patience, skill,
or ingenuity”. The second extreme is characterized by “an almost indivisible
principle, common to diversion, turbulence, free improvisation, and carefree
gaiety”. It is uninhibited fantasy. (p. 13). All four rubrics of games can range from
one of these extremes to the other.

These classical examinations of games are often combined with
references to more contemporary game design manuals. Salen and Zimmerman
in Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals (2004). define games as “a system
in which players engage in an artificial conflict, defined by rules, that results in a
quantifiable outcome” (p. 80Y“. They organize their varied methods of
examination according to what they call “primary schemas”, which are rules, play,

and culture. Rules is the category that holds formal game design schemas,
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centered on the crucial “logical and mathematical structures of the game” (p. 6),
while play holds game design schemas that emphasize the interaction of the
player with the game and its players and are thus more experiential, social, and
representation. Culture, the third schema, relates to context and thus holds game
design schemas that examine the larger cultural contexts that games are
designed and played in.

Salen and Zimmerman emphasize the concept of meaningful play. This is
what emerges in a game where player action within game system leads to a
response in the system which further leads to an impact on the larger context of
the game. For example, in Super Mario Bros 2, when to defeat the enemy at the
end of a world you must jump on the egg it throws, scoop it up, and throw it back
at them, this is meaningful. Not only does throwing the egg result in the eventual
demise of the beast, but the more difficult slaying is meaningful in light of the its
placement at the gate to the next level. Salen and Zimmerman note that
meaningful play is the goal of successful game design, and despite this concept’s
similarity to the idea of interactivity, it is kept distinct. They propose that
interactivity should be based on a multivalent model that encompasses four
modes of interactivity (cognitive, functional, explicit, and beyond-the-object),
thereby limiting the range of interactivity, giving it boundaries. Cognitive
interactivity is also known as interpretive participation and refers to the mental
and emotional involvement and relationship of the person and the system.
Functional interactivity, also termed utilitarian participation, includes the structural

and utilitarian relationship between the raw, physical components of the system
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(this may include virtual apparatuses). Explicit interactivity is what Salen and
Zimmerman call the obvious sense of interactivity such as clicking on links,
following rules, and manipulating external inputs like joysticks, as well as
“‘choices, random events, dynamic simulations, and other procedures
programmed into the interactive experience” (p. 60). Beyond-the-object-
interactivity is also participation with an object’s culturev, which makes it
interactivity outside of the designed system, one example being Star Trek
watchers developing fan zines extending and modifying the storylines of the
original series.

Salen and Zimmerman deal with many other elements of games from a
design perspective. For example, they investigate games as several types of
systems: formal (closed), experiential (open or closed), or cultural (open). While
each type of system is embedded in the other, a system can be defined as
closed more than open depending on the relationship between the system and its
external context. An open system has a large degree of information exchange
and transfer (an example would be the human interaction of a driver with her
car). As a cybernetic system, games often operate as negative feedback
systems, in which the system acts as a stabilizer and keeps the system at a more
steady state, reducing any player advantages or disadvantages.

For these designers, rules are the “formal structures that constitute the
game” (p. 121), play is “free movement within a more rigid structure” (p. 311),
and a game is “a system in which players engage in an artificial conflict, defined

by rules, that results in a quantifiable outcome” (p. 572). The authors also weigh
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in on the narrative/non-narrative “turf wars” (p. 379) by exploring how games
work as narratives without becoming entrenched in the question about whether
they are narratives. They find that games can have two types of narrative
structures: embedded (such as video clips) and emergent (which are generated
on the fly by player interactions). Narratives are constructed through goals in
games as well as through conflicts, uncertainty, and space. Games are also
characterized by “narrative descriptors” such as man