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(Every nerve and muscle in Rosamond was adjusted to the consciousness that she was being looked at. She was by nature an actress of parts that entered into her physique: she even acted her own character, and so well, that she did not know it to be precisely her own.)

—George Eliot, Middlemarch (1871–1872)
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Playable Bodies


Introduction

Dance Games and Body Work

What can machines teach us about ourselves? If we reveal ourselves to them, what can they see in us that no one else can see? We ask these questions as we embark on intimate relationships with other humans. Increasingly, we are cultivating similar kinds of intimacy with the machines in our lives. We carry phones and tablets with built-in user-facing cameras and voice-recognition software. We load them up with apps that track and analyze the number of steps we take, our GPS routes through the maps of our daily lives, the music we use to channel our emotions, the relationships we forge and maintain through social networks, our spending patterns and our sleeping patterns. We constantly generate parallel and intersecting streams of data. In return, we only ask: Tell me something I didn’t know about myself. And we also worry: What might this machine know and not tell? What might it conceal from me, but sell to someone else? What if it isn’t calibrated to recognize me properly—if it can’t see me, am I invisible? On the other hand, that invisibility might be a human superpower: It could be deeply reassuring to discover there’s something about oneself that a machine can’t perceive or feed to its black-box algorithms.

This book is about machines that teach humans to dance, and how the game of learning choreography is also the labor of developing an intimate relationship with interactive surveillance technologies. Dance games took the video game industry by storm between 2009 and 2014, outselling established game franchises and driving sales of newly developed motion-sensing interfaces. Together, the leading dance game franchises Just Dance, Dance Central, and Zumba Fitness sold nearly 76 million game units over these five years (Lewis 2014, VGChartz 2016). In a period when many argued that digital games were moving out of living rooms and onto mobile phones and social media platforms, dance games demonstrated the deep appeal of an entirely different kind of “casual” and “social” gaming (cf. Juul 2010, Jones and Thiruvathukal 2012). These games can be played in three-minute sessions, yet they offer an immersive multisensory experience. They are accessible to novice gamers, yet their full-body dance routines can be fiendishly challenging. They persuade players to move their bodies in new ways by promising a safe, private space for learning to dance, but they also capitalize on the complex pleasures of embarrassing oneself among trusted friends. While they rely on new interfaces and proprietary motion-capture and motion-tracking technologies, they are also built around already circulating popular music, and they offer players a transferrable skill: When players learn a dance, they are really dancing, with their own bodies. They can leave the game console in the living room and take those moves to the club, the prom, the gym, YouTube, and Twitter—and they have. (See Figure I.1.)



[image: image]

Figure I.1: A player-produced gameplay video created for YouTube (riffraff67 2012). (Screenshot by the author.)



I embarked on this project with two broad questions: What happens when players learn an embodied repertoire from a virtual instructor, and what can motion games tell us about the enculturation of new interfaces as technologies of the body? Dance games make it possible for players to learn a physically demanding, minutely codified repertoire without ever interacting with a physically present teacher. They also offer opportunities for players to experiment with movement styles that don’t match their own sense of self. The dance styles in these games incorporate performative markers of gender, race, sexuality, class, age, and able-bodied fitness, intertwined with received ideas about discipline, morality, virtuosity, natural talent versus learned skill, and creative agency versus compliant repetition. The private and public pleasures of digital dance games are bound up with their presentation of gendered and racialized kinesthetic repertoires; they invite players to imagine how it might feel to dance in someone else’s body.

Playable Bodies explores five major thematic areas: surveillance and control; performativity and embodied difference; kinesthetic listening; the virtual transmission of embodied practice; and choreographic labor. Each of these themes affords different insights into how dance games function as intimate media—that is, how they configure intimate relationships among humans, interfaces, musical and dance repertoires, and social media platforms. In this book, “intimate media” refers not to media texts that present intimate material or media platforms that allow for discussion of intimate subject matter, but to media that choreograph the gradual accrual of intimacy over time, through practice.1 I proceed from the premise that intimacy is a relational quality, generated by dynamics of recognition and reciprocity as well as control and consent. It is not instant mutual knowledge but rather a form of cumulative understanding that entails deferred agency, vulnerability, and struggles to communicate.

As we will see, dance offers a powerful model for thinking about intimacy in terms of multisensory experience and the materiality of human bodies. Dance games link those sensing, material bodies to interactive technologies that cultivate new techniques of moving, listening, seeing, and being seen. They teach players to regard their own bodies as both interfaces and avatars, a radical change from the established gaming paradigm of using a game controller to direct the actions of an on-screen avatar. Dance games offer object lessons on the affinities of choreography and programming code—as interactive and archival media, as technical practices, and as metaphors that people use to make sense of relationships among humans and machines (Bench 2009, Chun 2011, Galloway 2012). They also continually reassure players that choreography does not function like code, and that playable bodies are not automata. It’s easy to deploy choreography as a metaphor as though it were synonymous with puppetry, ventriloquism, programming, or other forms of direct control, but any dance technique class or rehearsal will demonstrate that choreography doesn’t actually work that way. Learning someone else’s choreography requires active participation, mobilizes cumulative technique, and engages dancers in interpretive work over the course of repeated practice.

Dance games and their player communities illustrate new possibilities for the transmission of performance practice, for converting virtual social connections into visceral common knowledge, and for creating deeply engaging play experiences that bind together sound and physical movement. They offer new channels for teaching and learning embodied knowledge, and for indexing that knowledge through popular music. They make players’ living rooms into the staging ground for emergent forms of digital performance and participatory culture (Jenkins 2006). At the same time, they raise questions about “the body as a laboring instrument, a force of production that is actively being displaced, recreated, and reimagined by digital technologies” (Burrill and Blanco Borelli 2014:439), and they draw attention to neoliberal capital investments in methods to measure “the human body and ‘life itself’ in terms of their informational substrate, such that equivalencies might be found to value one form of life against another, one vital capacity against another” (Clough 2010:221). Through my research with players and designers, as well as my own gameplay experiences, I have learned that performing this choreography can feel natural or transgressive, liberating or compulsory, playful or laborious.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF DANCE GAMES

Just Dance and Dance Central, the two game franchises I discuss in this book, were originally designed for two different motion-sensing game systems: the Nintendo Wii console, purpose-built for motion gaming, and the Xbox Kinect, a peripheral device for the existing Xbox console. As Jones and Thiruvathukal write in their book about the Wii, gaming platforms

span multiple materialities—from microchips to social institutions… . As a platform, a video game console is a computing-based foundation for running games, but it’s also an example of industrial design, a consumer product, a generator of expectations as well as a media system that mediates between the various layers of hardware, code, interface, game, the screen, the player’s body, the peripherals, the living room, the invisible networks of communication technologies and the larger network, and the world. (2012:159–60)

When the Wii came on the market in 2006, it was positioned to compete with existing game consoles across these multiple materialities, in technical, social, and economic terms. The Wii promised an innovative yet accessible gestural interface, an emphasis on casual social gameplay in domestic spaces, and a significantly lower price point than the market-dominating PlayStation and Xbox systems. These other consoles had been engaged in a graphics/processing-power arms race to better support increasingly high-intensity, immersive, rapid-response, action-oriented, long-session gaming. The Wii was intended to support a different kind of gameplay, one that would particularly appeal to casual/social gamers and the all-important and hitherto underexploited “consumer mom” demographic—women who might appreciate the invitation to become players themselves, as well as purchasing games for their children (Jones and Thiruvathukal 2012:31).

The launch games for the Wii emphasized physically co-present social gameplay and vigorous physical activity, handily addressing potential consumers’ anxieties about screen time, childhood obesity, how to create opportunities for active play in safely monitored spaces, and how to make consumer choices that properly demonstrate parental fitness (Bozon 2016). As Jones and Thiruvathukal observe, all gaming is social, but “the Wii was the first home video game platform consciously designed as a whole—from initial concept to prototype to shipped product—to first and foremost promote social gameplay out in physical space… . Engineering the social space of gameplay is its whole point” (2012:4–5). With its mimetic interface and range of “prop” peripherals—a hand-held remote that can be a tennis racket, sword, or conductor’s baton, a balance-board platform that draws attention to the shifting weight of the player’s body—the Wii frames the play space as “the center of the action, the place where gaming is meaningfully experienced, where the player’s body encounters the materiality of the platform” (Jones and Thiruvathukal 2012:23). Wii Sports, the Nintendo-developed launch title that came bundled with the Wii in most countries and was featured in television advertising for the new console, particularly emphasized these affordances. Sports-oriented titles also established a strong link between the Wii and physical fitness, suggesting that the Wii could be a platform for guilt-free productive play, or labor-made-fun.

The Just Dance series has its roots in Rayman Raving Rabbids (Ubisoft 2006), a Wii launch title comprising a set of mini-games that explored the potential of the Wii Remote as a gestural mimetic interface. A subcategory of dance mini-games was entitled “Shake Your Booty!”—an enthusiastic imperative that tells us a lot about the kind of social dance experience that Raving Rabbids aimed to evoke and that indexes a long history of global commercial circulation of African American popular culture. Notably, the Wii could not actually detect booty-shaking in Raving Rabbids; it tracked the handheld Wii Remote, not hip or torso movements.2 Gameplay involved using arm movements to knock out an advancing cavalcade of bunnies in time to the music on a disco dance floor, reframing a boxing game as dance. Two years later, Rayman Raving Rabbids: TV Party continued to develop the dancing mini-game category by challenging players to mirror a stream of freeze-frame poses modeled by stick-figure icons. Just Dance, released by Ubisoft in 2009, built an entire game around this streaming-icon system and a 32-track playlist of licensed popular songs. Artists ranged from the Beach Boys and Anita Ward to Fatboy Slim and Katy Perry, with song selections evincing a mix of nostalgia, silliness, and anthemic bravura that became a signature of the franchise—the same bring-everyone-to-the-floor strategy that drives the work of successful wedding DJs.

As Harmony Bench observes, media formats choreograph bodies in highly specific ways: “Media represent bodily motion according to their protocols and parameters, and then compel dancers to fit themselves into the bodies that have been imagined for them” (2009:279). At the same time, “in the process of adapting and conforming to media formats, [dancing bodies] make new movement strategies available, render choreographies apparent, and reveal cultural assumptions regarding motion, labor, and corporeality” (6). Judging by its commercial success, Just Dance offered players compelling corporeal experiences and imaginative possibilities. Developed by Ubisoft’s flagship Paris studio, its built-in cultural assumptions derive partly from contemporary Europe’s robust and diverse dance-club cultures and warm embrace of dance-pop musical genres, ritually marked as public culture through the nationalist spectacle of the annual Eurovision song contest (see, e.g., McRobbie 1993, Thornton 1996, Redhead et al. 1997, Raykoff and Tobin 2007, Garcia 2011). Just Dance was initially marketed with the expectation of greater sales in Europe than the United States; despite lukewarm critical reviews that dubbed it “technically and graphically crude,” the game was the top-selling title in the United Kingdom within a month of its holiday 2009 release (MacDonald 2014). In the United States, Just Dance 2 was the seventh-bestselling game across all platforms in 2010, and took second place among Wii titles (Reilly 2011a). By the fall of 2014, the series had sold over 50 million copies worldwide (Lewis 2014).

When we consider the enormous and sustained commercial success of the Just Dance series, we would do well to step back and ask some basic questions about the nature of dance. What is dance for? Some will immediately protest that it doesn’t have to be for anything; it is an art form, intrinsically valuable on aesthetic grounds, without recourse to utility. Dance has nothing to prove. Others might nimbly sidestep the question by explaining some special capacities of dance, without explicitly stating what ends these capacities might serve: Dance is a mode of expressive communication, of “corporeal orature” (DeFrantz 2004:67), of narrating, remembering, and archiving bodily experiences. It is a way of being in the world with one’s own body and other bodies, a way of structuring one’s sensorium, a way of seeing and being seen, feeling and being touched, whether skin-to-skin or at a distance bridged by kinesthetic empathy (Foster 2011). When we dance to music, we make sense of sound through the pattern and flow of gesture. When we listen to the sound of feet striking the floor, joints creaking, breath quickening in counterpoint with heart rate, we make sense of bodily structure through the pattern and flow of sound. Dance mediates sensory relations and social relations. With these principles in mind, the question might take a new form: If we have some idea of what dance can do, then what do we want it to do? What is dance good for?

If you wanted to design a successful commercial videogame about dance, you would have to engage with these questions. You would be in the business of persuading people that dance is good for something and that your game can bring out those qualities. You would have to make a game that offers pleasure and challenge, delivered through a dance experience. So you would have to ask yourself: What are the specific pleasures and challenges of various kinds of dance? How can we map them onto the structure of a game, with rules and rewards? And who are our players? Do they have experience as dancers, as gamers, both or neither? How will we teach them to dance, and to regard dance as play? What kinds of dance will they be willing to do? How will we convince them to engage with their bodies as the latest playable interface, easily plugged into a game system? How do we harness our dance game to other domains that matter to players: their music, their social networks, their self-image, even their physical fitness? And how do we stay in business? How do we make dance work as a consumable product that players can keep consuming, spending money on new games, dances, or songs? How do we tie our game to existing systems of production and consumption: celebrity, fashion, lifestyle products? Players need to know what this game is for: They have to recognize and accept its invitation to the dance floor.

The developers of the games I discuss in this book took different approaches to these questions while working at the same cultural moment and targeting the same consumers. Just Dance posits joyful disinhibition as the core function of social dance. Dance Central’s central value is authenticity, generated through cycles of mastery-oriented rehearsal and performance undertaken in culturally specific dance contexts. Both also follow the lead of the Zumba dance-fitness craze by conjoining exoticist pleasure with responsible self-care: Discipline your body by freeing your hips. (The Zumba Fitness game series has also been enormously popular; it is not a focus of this book because it falls squarely in the tradition of home aerobics videos, with a light overlay of interactive game elements and minimal motion-tracking capacities [Pipeworks Software 2010]).) Dance games are part of a broader trend in which popular music circulates in connection with both moving images and specific kinesthetic practices—that is, music is not something you absorb through your ears but something you encounter in connection with a playable interface that cultivates multisensory engagement. In recent years the Guitar Hero series offered a highly visible example of this phenomenon in the gaming world, but we could also look to YouTube dance crazes, karaoke, remix practices, and online music lessons (see Miller 2012).

In terms of core gameplay mechanics and game design lineage, dance games generally fall into the “rhythm game” genre: They involve haptic/kinetic interaction with an interface in time with audiovisual cues. This description also applies to the vast majority of video games across all genres; as Karen Collins argues, game audio design typically relies on “kinesonic synchresis,” or the binding of action and sound (2013:27). Collins’s term combines “kinesonic”—a portmanteau of “kinesthetic” and “sonic” that describes “the mapping of sound to bodily movements” (Wilson-Bokowiec and Bokowiec 2006:47)—with Michel Chion’s “synchresis,” referring to the perceptual phenomena generated by co-occurring sound and image in film (1994). In rhythm games, kinesonic synchresis is the main event: Gameplay explicitly revolves around forging haptic/audio/visual relationships and generating novel perceptual experiences through multisensory integration.

The electronic memory game Simon, first released by Milton Bradley in 1978, is one important antecedent for contemporary rhythm games (Knoblauch 2016). The original Simon was a round device about the size of a dinner plate, with its face divided into sectors by four large colored buttons. It integrated audio and visual cues by pairing these four buttons with distinctive sounds. Simon presented players with a series of audio tones, visually reinforced by flashing lights in each button. Players repeated the series by pressing the buttons; Simon then presented a longer series, gradually building up the difficulty level. The game thus bound together interface-specific motor skills, audiovisual engagement, and challenges to memory and attention span. In a broad sense these are common features of virtually all videogames—as Torben Grodal puts it, they are “stories for eye, ear and muscles” based on “learning processes and rehearsals” (2003:147). However, Simon’s explicit emphasis on listening, repetition, and linking button presses to audio outputs makes it a distinctly musical game. Simon engages players in the cognitive process of organizing sounds into meaningful units, while also cultivating motor-kinetic skills that highlight the affinities of haptic computing interfaces and musical instruments (Blaine 2005, Miller 2012).

The many rhythm games released over the next 35 years continued to build on this model. As game sound technology developed beyond the domain of 8-bit synthesis, rhythm-game designers increasingly integrated contemporary popular music and dance styles into their games. These direct connections to popular culture helped make rhythm games both more conceptually accessible and more affectively complex, linking them to other domains of players’ everyday lives (see Collins 2008b, 2013; Austin 2016). Three major game franchises released over a 10-year period exemplify these developments: Dance Dance Revolution (Konami Corporation 1998), Guitar Hero (Harmonix Music Systems 2005), and Rock Band (Harmonix Music Systems 2007). All three clearly influenced the design and reception of Just Dance and Dance Central.

Dance Dance Revolution (DDR) was the dominant dance game series of its era. Historical accounts of game development circulating in academic and industry circles often highlight three “revolutionary” qualities of DDR: its use of an alternate interface, its reliance on popular music as a driver of affective experience, and its staging of digital gameplay as a competitive performance genre that could attract an audience (Smith 2004, Demers 2006). DDR was initially released as an arcade game in Japan in 1998, where it integrated some of the public performance conventions of arcade culture and karaoke culture (Konami Corporation 1998). The first home version of DDR was released for the PlayStation in Japan in 1999, with additional home versions released around the world starting in 2001. Whether on a large arcade machine with a metal stage area or on a foam dance pad at home, DDR’s dance gameplay revolves around footwork: Players are pressing buttons with their feet. As with the Simon game, both audio and visual cues play a role in directing their movements. A continuous stream of multidirectional arrows scrolling up the screen corresponds to arrows printed on the floor pad. Players move to the rhythms of a wide selection of pop electronica tracks, many of which were produced specifically for the game series and attracted a cult following. As is the case with many music/rhythm games, it might be technically possible for a player to earn high scores at DDR with the sound turned off, but that does not mean music is incidental to the satisfactions of gameplay. As Joanna Demers observes, “Playing these games can feel like a genuinely musical experience: The controller is no longer a trigger but a percussion instrument, and the player stops thinking in terms of locking on targets and instead tries to feel the groove” (2006:65).

DDR engages players in spectacular full-body performances for both machinic and human audiences. It stages tightly framed episodes of “mixed reality” gaming, “fold[ing] the ephemerality of digital representation and the concrete materiality of physical, embodied presence into a unique hybrid space” (Behrenshausen 2007:340). The game offers encouraging exhortations and playfully insulting feedback on players’ dancing in both screen-text and voiceover forms, though it can only assess the accuracy of players’ inputs on the floor pad. Human audiences play a key role in arcade and tournament contexts and in social gameplay at home. Demers addresses DDR’s “tendency to draw crowds and hence turn game-play into a public performance” (59); following work by karaoke scholar Johan Fornäs, she observes that DDR gameplay, like karaoke, “leaves a gap in which the performer … restructures the surrounding layers of media… . That the gap is filled by a dancing body allows for a particular kind of diverse and global fan culture, while also creating tensions within it” (69). In the DDR context this “gap” is partly constituted by the limits of the floor pad interface; many human players and audiences became interested in performances that exceed what the game demands or can evaluate, such as acrobatic moves and feats of agility inserted between the required button presses (Smith 2004).

These deliberately excessive gameplay performances invoked standards for creativity, virtuosity, and authenticity that directly informed the design and reception of the Guitar Hero and Rock Band games. In pragmatic economic terms, DDR’s successful employment of an alternate controller—an extra piece of hardware that players had to be persuaded to purchase, learn how to use, and keep around the house—also provided a major impetus for the development of Guitar Hero (Harmonix Music Systems 2005). The game was commissioned by RedOctane, a maker of DDR dance pads, with the aim of selling guitar controllers. After Harmonix and RedOctane were acquired by separate parent companies in 2006, Harmonix went on to develop Rock Band (Harmonix Music Systems 2007), creating a long-running franchise rivalry driven by competing playlists of licensed popular music tracks, different approaches to balancing score-oriented versus rock-performance-oriented design elements, and related claims to musical and gaming authenticity—in many respects foreshadowing the competition between Just Dance and Dance Central. The Guitar Hero and Rock Band games were designed to evoke live rock performance experiences rather than simply functioning as instrument-playing simulators; this distinction drove decisions about how the guitar, bass, and drum controllers should replicate or diverge from traditional instruments in physical form and playing technique (Miller 2009). Similarly, Just Dance and Dance Central were each designed to evoke particular kinds of dance experience, rather than simply inculcating technical proficiency in controlling one’s bodily motions.

In prior research, I showed how Guitar Hero and Rock Band engaged players in “schizophonic performance,” forging a connection between the physical gestures of live musical performance and the reproduction of recorded songs (Miller 2009, 2012). These games proved to be highly effective platforms for schizophonic performance in large part due to some special characteristics of the rock genre. Canonical rock music features at least three distinctive instrumental lines (one or two guitars, bass, and drums), each of which could theoretically be performed live (Auslander 1999:82); each rock instrument also indexes a distinctive embodied performance style (Waksman 1999). With a few careful design cues, the games guided players in picking out one instrumental part from the mix and stitching it to their physical performance with an instrument-shaped game controller. There is no straightforward way to apply these principles to electronic dance music genres (EDM). EDM tracks often feature layered samples that would be difficult to map to a single instrument interface. Even when there are distinctive individual instrumental parts, they might be physically impossible for a human to perform (as in the case of many sample-based drum parts), or they might be too repetitive to make for compelling gameplay. In EDM production, variation often comes in the form of shifting digital effects and the addition or subtraction of sampled layers, rather than showy instrumental solos that could be mapped to feats of manual dexterity on a controller. Activision, publishers of the Guitar Hero franchise since 2006, attempted to address these challenges and capitalize on EDM’s soaring popularity with DJ Hero (FreeStyleGames 2009), a game that featured a controller modeled on a turntable. But players struggled to create a satisfying kinesthetic connection to the musical material using this interface, and the game sold very poorly (Miller 2013b). Dance games represent a different approach to this problem: They still guide players in mapping musical structures to embodied performance, but they do not revolve around virtual musicianship. They cultivate physically active, immersive, performance-oriented engagement with music without recourse to the idea that players are generating sound.

Like Guitar Hero and Rock Band, Just Dance was designed as a platform for selling value-added versions of familiar popular music tracks. Its screen dancers model choreography that kinesthetically amplifies the music, and players dance along in their living rooms (see Chapters 3 and 4). Given Just Dance’s simple graphics, limited motion-detection system, and dearth of game-progression elements, many industry reviewers and gamers questioned whether it was a legitimate game at all. The game industry was changing rapidly during this period, as “casual games” for the Nintendo Wii, mobile devices, and social media platforms attracted tens of millions of new players, sparking something of an identity crisis for game industry professionals and longtime players (Juul 2010). Many writers for game industry websites seemed to approach Just Dance with suspicion if not outright hostility, addressing it as a collection of cartoon music videos with interactive menus; in the comment threads unspooling below their reviews, players dismissed the game as “shovelware,” a derisive term for cheaply produced, technically unsophisticated, and creatively uninspired games designed solely to maximize profit for a publisher (see, e.g., Parkin 2010 and comments).

But although some regarded it as a hoax perpetrated on the masses, Just Dance was a runaway commercial hit, and industry writers were duty-bound to review it—not only to solve the mystery of “What made a throwaway party game on Wii a Modern Warfare-beater?” (Parkin 2010), but also because coverage of chart-topping games drives page views that in turn drive advertising revenue for web-based publications. As I discuss in Chapter 1, these industry reviews of Just Dance and associated player discourse show how the series challenged fundamental assumptions about what counts as authentic interactivity and worthwhile gameplay. Eurogamer writer Ellie Gibson summed up the early debate in a review published just as Just Dance was reaching #1 standing on the UK game charts: “Just Dance should be rubbish. It’s stupid, shallow, crude and not nearly as technically proficient as it pretends… . But despite all that, if you’re in the right company and the right frame of mind, it’s tremendous fun” (Gibson 2010).

The initial reception of Just Dance established some of the terms by which Dance Central and the Xbox Kinect interface would be assessed when they came on the market a year later. Dance Central was designed as one of the launch titles for the Kinect, the motion-sensing camera peripheral released by Microsoft in 2010 in an effort to upstage the Nintendo Wii (Jones and Thiruvathukal 2012). The advertising slogan for the Kinect, “You are the controller,” not only played directly to consumers’ anxieties about their agency over technology but also recast the Wii Remote as an outmoded encumbrance, something destined to become obsolete as motion games reached their full potential. But the Kinect also invoked players’ experiences with an established technology. Unlike the Wii, the Kinect looks very much like a camera—a fact that called for preemptive reassurance about who would be in control of this new system (see Chapter 1). Following Tarleton Gillespie’s work on “the politics of platforms,” I suggest that in examining the first-generation games for this newly domesticated interactive surveillance technology, we can see designers and players “making decisions about what that technology is, what it is for, what sociotechnical arrangements are best suited to achieve that and what it must not be allowed to become” (Gillespie 2010:355–56).

The Kinect sensor would sit unobtrusively on top of the TV, ready to facilitate interactive media experiences. It would be integrated into everyday social and domestic spaces, functioning like a mashup of a gaming interface and a domestic surveillance system (Staples 2014). We have grown accustomed to sitting in front of or carrying around devices equipped with user-facing cameras and microphones, but we are also used to activating those technologies for specific activities; we look for the green light, the video monitor window, or the pulsing audio level indicator. The Kinect is different: If it is turned on, its cameras and microphone are always live. Moreover, self-monitoring feedback mechanisms that might give a player insight into exactly what the Kinect is “seeing” or “hearing” are highly variable and idiosyncratic, depending on the particular game or program being used. Accepting the charge of “being the controller” requires learning new forms of bodily self-control and may also entail new forms of self-disclosure. It is difficult to fully understand the perceptual capabilities of devices like the Kinect. They tend to create “information asymmetry” between observer and observed (Staples 2014:4), due in part to the proprietary “black box” status of their layered technologies and in part to the analogous complexity and unknowability of human embodiment. A mass-produced hardware controller with a few buttons offers tremendous communicative clarity: Press X, and you will know that you have pressed X, and the software will generally keep up its side of the bargain by responding to this input in a predictable manner. But as dance games have demonstrated to millions of players, without the mediating constraints of a controller, our bodies move and communicate in ways that we may be ill-equipped to understand, control, or even notice.

Dance Central was meant to help sell the Kinect by engaging players in full-body dance routines that would showcase the device’s ability to track the motion of 20 joints on the human body (Pitts 2012). It was also positioned to compete with Just Dance, which had sold 10 million units by the end of 2010 (Reilly 2011b). Over the next five years, the two franchises maintained an active competition through regular releases of new game editions and additional downloadable content for existing games. However, Dance Central sales were substantially limited by the franchise’s exclusive relationship with Microsoft’s Xbox platform, and the requirement that players spend an extra $150 on a Kinect sensor. The Kinect entered the marketplace four years after the Wii and never came close to matching its market share. The three main editions of Dance Central were released in time for pre-holiday shopping in 2010, 2011, and 2012; as of early 2013, only 24 million Kinect sensors had sold, compared to 99.84 million Wii consoles. Meanwhile, by 2011 Just Dance had expanded to three platforms, with simultaneous releases for the Wii, the Xbox Kinect, and the PlayStation Move (though gameplay across all three platforms maintained the hallmarks of the original Wii-oriented design). Despite these structural limitations, the Dance Central series was a critical and commercial success, selling about 6 million game units between 2010 and 2015 (Makuch 2013, Nintendo 2013, VGChartz 2016).

Thanks to their work on the Guitar Hero and Rock Band games, the developers at Harmonix Music Systems had years of experience with licensing popular music tracks and translating them into performance-oriented music games that relied on players’ prior cultural knowledge (Miller 2012, Collins 2013). As part of a game industry convention panel in 2012, Dance Central project director Matt Boch reflected on the early design process for the series and explained how the team drew on contemporary dance culture:

We look at what we think are facets of dance in the real world, we have this long, exhaustive list of things we’d like to capture about dance culture within the game, and dance’s function in society… . Drawing from things like America’s Best Dance Crew, drawing from the external world, but also saying, here’s what our feature set is… . And trying to get as much of the vocabulary from the established world [as possible] and then also build your own vocabulary, because you are building an approximation of something, not the actual thing. (Boch 2012)

Here Boch recapitulates Ian Bogost’s argument that “vividness comes not from immersion, but from abstraction… . [M]‌eaning in videogames is constructed not through a re-creation of the world, but through selectively modeling appropriate elements of that world” (2007:45–46). Boch described how the Harmonix staff took dance classes together, watched dance television shows, and learned dance terminology from the choreographers hired to create the routines for the game. This approach situated Dance Central as part of a broader music/dance culture and a diverse media ecology (Horst et al. 2010). Both designers and players experience these games alongside dance-oriented music videos, YouTube dance crazes, televised dance competitions, dance classes at the gym, and cosmopolitan dance-club trends.

In highlighting the Kinect’s affordances, Dance Central privileged particular dance techniques and kinesthetic styles (Foster 2011), incorporating and expanding on the choreographic repertoires in previous digital games. Dance Dance Revolution required technically precise footwork on a floorpad, relocating a traditional button interface under the player’s feet (Smith 2004). Just Dance emphasized upper-body motion and directional gestures, tracking the motion of a handheld Wii Remote. The Kinect’s innovative potential lay in its capacity to track torso, hip, and shoulder movements, as well as the simultaneous, coordinated motion of different parts of the body—affordances that made it an excellent match for contemporary hip-hop, Latin dance, and related club dance styles. These types of motion are key elements of gendered, sexualized, and racialized dance vocabularies (see Chapter 2). They also index constructions of dance as natural, sensual, primitive, and authentically human—as opposed to stiff, mechanized, “robot” dancing (see Chapter 4). Harmonix built on these affordances in marketing campaigns that emphasized Dance Central’s authenticity, implying that this was the real dance game, while games like Just Dance could only offer silly escapism. The Kinect’s technical limitations also shaped Dance Central’s stylistic norms and performance frames. The Kinect privileges a frontal orientation and well-defined two-dimensional silhouette; that is, the sensor can “see” an arm motion out to one side better than an arm motion in front of the torso. The Kinect has trouble tracking overlapping bodies, so two-player choreography couldn’t include physical contact or position crossing (both of which occur frequently in Just Dance routines). Instead, two dancers perform side by side, maintaining a mirroring relationship with two on-screen characters. However, additional players often dance at the fringes of the play space without being tracked by the Kinect.

As Susan Foster observes,

Any standardized regimen of bodily training … embodies, in the very organization of its exercises, the metaphors used to instruct the body, and in the criteria specified for physical competence, a coherent (or not so coherent) set of principles that govern the action of that regimen. These principles, reticulated with aesthetic, political, and gendered connotations, cast the body who enacts them into larger arenas of meaning where it moves alongside bodies bearing related signage. (1995:8)

Just Dance and Dance Central summon players into distinctive “arenas of meaning,” where their gameplay experience and reflective discourse enter into interactive feedback loops with other received ideas about music, dance, and embodied/performed identity. While Just Dance promises instantly accessible fun—its very title exhorts players to adopt an uninhibited pleasure-seeking orientation—Dance Central emphasizes the pleasures of practice and mastery. As in the Guitar Hero and Rock Band games, the songs in the Dance Central repertoire are classified by difficulty level (ranging from “Warmup” to “Off the Hook”); players also choose among multiple difficulty levels for each individual dance routine, working their way from a version that might repeat the same simple step-and-clap four times in an eight-count of music to one that introduces more complex moves at a much faster rate of variation. Dance Central offers separate rehearsal and performance modes, allowing players to practice individual moves or small subsets of routines until they receive maximum credit for their performances. Meanwhile, Just Dance implicitly prioritizes social relationships among dancers over a dancer’s relationship with a repertoire. The Just Dance games offer a wider range of multiplayer options, and they convert the Wii’s relatively limited motion-tracking capabilities into a social-gaming asset by allowing more leeway for players to turn toward each other and interact on the dance floor, yielding the satisfactions of “coordinated physical activity involving mutual gaze” (Isbister 2016:96).

In addition to structuring different forms of social relations among players, the two series also stage markedly different versions of “avatar relations,” my term for the implied relationship between players and game characters. Just Dance includes a wide range of fanciful human and animal screen dancers, based on video recordings of elaborately costumed human dancers. These model moving bodies have no voices or names and are depicted with blank faces, prompting players to imagine they are occupying the screen dancers’ silhouettes or looking into a mirror. The Dance Central screen dancers are more traditional game characters; their performances rely on digital animation and motion-capture technologies. They have distinctive speaking voices, personalities, and relationships with each other, and they address the player directly as a fellow dancer. (See Figures I.2 and I.3.)

Overall, the two series present quite distinct versions of the pleasures of social dance and how they should be achieved—differences that have driven player discourse about the nature of authentic dance and authentic gameplay. Each game series invites players to engage with music and dance in the service of affective experience: complex cocktails of pleasure/challenge/accomplishment/shame, or escape/freedom/constraint/intimacy, often generated by counterposing various forms of risk and reward. The basic design of each series suggests different priorities in selecting, blending, and balancing these elements into distinctive affective profiles. These master recipes for emotional engagement might be likened to the proprietary flavor formulas of rival soft drink brands; while individual players’ experiences will differ, each series nonetheless aims for a recognizable “feel.” Players actively participate in this process, engaging in comparative work to identity features that differentiate the games, gauge their own preferences, and persuade others of the relative merits of each series.

Just Dance and Dance Central also share two crucial attributes that distinguish them from the vast majority of videogames. First, there are no conventional avatars; the player’s motions don’t control an on-screen character’s motions. The screen dancers offer models for the player’s performance rather than dancing the way the player dances. Second, these games evaluate players on the basis of their actions in the actual world, not the virtual world. To understand this distinction, imagine a more typical gameplay situation: A player controls a character who completes various challenges in the context of a three-dimensional digital gameworld. The game awards points for the character’s performance in the gameworld, not the player’s performance in the living room. From the standpoint of the scoring mechanism, it doesn’t matter whether the player is providing inputs with her fingers or toes, or via programmed shortcuts—“scripts” or “bots” that might complete the challenges automatically. In dance games, motion-tracking technologies are positioned at the traditional fourth-wall boundary line and directed into the player’s actual space. The player never crosses that line—except perhaps through identification with the on-screen characters, which may take place despite designers’ efforts to the contrary (see Chapter 2). In this version of “avatar relations,” the player who faithfully performs the kinesthetic repertoire of an on-screen character is representing that character in the actual world in much the same way that traditional game avatars represent human players in virtual worlds. Moreover, that work of representation can extend into domains far removed from the play space framed by game software and hardware. Human players can take a dance game’s kinesthetic repertoire with them wherever they go.
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Figure I.2: The Just Dance 2 screen dancer for Outkast’s “Hey Ya!” Detail from a player-produced gameplay video (BowserBike 2013). (Screenshot by the author.)
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Figure I.3: Angel and Miss Aubrey, two Dance Central characters. Detail from a player-produced gameplay video of the Dance Central 2 routine for Mary J. Blige’s “Real Love” (AverageAsianDude 2012). (Screenshot by the author.)



PLAYABLE THEORIES: METHODS AND FRAMEWORKS

The arguments in this book are grounded in qualitative ethnographic research that gives equal attention to interface affordances, game design, player experiences, and game-related discourse. My work on dance games grew out of a series of previous projects on forms of play, performance, and embodied practice that bridge virtual and visceral experience by engaging participants in “playing along” with interactive media (Miller 2012). Broadly speaking, my research investigates digital media, participatory culture, and dispersed communities of practice, with an emphasis on how digital media are brought to bear in the transmission of multisensory embodied knowledge.

This book draws on data from seven complementary research approaches:



(1) Five years of participant observation (2011–2016), including regular gameplay in a variety of social settings, informed by game-related social media, documented via reflective fieldnotes. I characterize this practice-based research as “do it yourself, do it again” ethnography, discussed in more detail below.

(2) Analysis of game-related web materials, including industry-sponsored and player-produced discussion forums, blogs, YouTube videos, game advertising, professional and amateur game reviews, game industry articles about the Wii and Kinect, player-produced multimedia coverage of game conventions, and published interviews with game development staff. I annotated and keyword-coded these materials, paying special attention to recurring themes, points of conflict, and influential individuals in particular interpretive communities.

(3) Semi-structured interviews with seven dance game players who were especially active and influential on YouTube and Twitter, conducted via recorded telephone conversation, Skype videoconference, or email in 2011, during the period when players were getting to know the recently released Dance Central and comparing it to Just Dance.

(4) Fieldwork at the PAX East game convention in Boston, Massachusetts, in 2012 and 2013, including observation, casual interaction, and video documentation of players and game company staff at the Dance Central stage, as well as recording and transcribing related panel discussions.

(5) Personal interviews and follow-up correspondence with Dance Central lead designer/project director Matt Boch and two Dance Central choreographers, Marcos Aguirre and Chanel Thompson, conducted between 2012 and 2015. (I was unable to secure interviews with Just Dance developers and choreographers so have relied on published interviews when discussing the development history of that franchise.)

(6) Daily drop-in gameplay sessions at Brown University in the summer of 2013. Eleven participants volunteered for hour-long semi-structured interviews that focused on inexperienced players’ impressions of gameplay and comparative reflections about their other dance and gaming experiences.

(7) A web-based qualitative survey designed to solicit experienced players’ reflections on key themes identified through the other research channels. I received 56 responses, primarily recruited from participants on the Dance Central player forums, with some snowball referrals within local player communities. 76 percent self-identified as male, 24 percent as female (no respondents selected an additional non-binary gender option). 50 percent were from outside the United States, including 15 respondents from a player community in the Philippines that also had a very active Facebook group; four others were from Brazil, and single responses came from Ghana, Singapore, Germany, Canada, Argentina, Ireland, Russia, the United Kingdom, and Mexico. The survey asked, “What best describes your racial/ethnic background?”; many respondents checked more than one box from the available options. Including these multiple identifications, 29 percent of respondents identified as White/European, 22 percent as East Asian, 18 percent as South Asian, 16 percent as Hispanic/Latino, 14 percent as African American/Black, 4 percent as Native American, and 4 percent as Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander. Six respondents entered text into the “Other” box, self-identifying as Southeast Asian (2), Vietnamese, African Brazilian, West Indian, and “Mixed—black and white.” These respondents do not constitute a representative sample of dance game players worldwide and across franchises, but the demographic figures do tell us something about the range of voices involved in Dance Central forum discourse by 2013, after the release of the three main games in this franchise. All respondents had played some version of Dance Central; 70 percent had also played some version of Just Dance. 79 percent of respondents reported using Dance Central’s rehearsal mode, and 95 percent reported that their typical play sessions lasted more than 30 minutes, suggesting an investment in mastery of choreographic repertoire.

Pursued in tandem, these research approaches offer overlapping windows into diverse player and industry perspectives, and they provide comparative checks that help distinguish extreme outlier experiences and interpretations from those that are more commonly held or broadly influential (cf. discussions of methodology in Boellstorff 2008, Coleman 2010, Boellstorff et al. 2012, Miller 2012). In the present context, these data support insights into designed and perceived potential—the transformative possibilities of virtual and visceral performance, as realized by particular individuals—rather than documenting quantitatively verifiable “effects” on a given population. A multitude of invitations, cultural assumptions, and forms of persuasion are embedded in these games, and individual players engage with them on their own terms as they co-construct emergent game culture (Taylor 2006:126–27).

My arguments here build on a foundation of ethnographic scholarship in popular culture, performance studies, and media studies, informed by Birmingham School cultural studies, anthropological and phenomenological theories of embodied practice, and interdisciplinary approaches to participatory culture and interpretive communities (e.g., Bourdieu 1977 [1972]; Fish 1980; Ortner 1984; Schechner 1985; Sobchack 1992; Berger 1999, 2009; Jenkins 2006; Fischer-Lichte 2008; Noland 2009; Ito et al. 2010). I will introduce and engage with specific theoretical frameworks as they become relevant over the coming chapters, providing “just-in-time information” in a meaningful context—a key principle of learning-oriented game design (Gee 2004:65). Meanwhile, a concise overview of some of the key concepts and areas of inquiry that have structured my research should serve as an orientation aid.

My disciplinary background in ethnomusicology and performance theory has led me to address digital gameplay as a form of expressive culture that relies on cumulative rehearsals of “restored behavior” (Schechner 1985). I also address dance games as music games, attending to how they inculcate specific techniques of listening as well as techniques of moving and looking. Dance gameplay is a form of embodied popular music reception that intersects with other forms of popular music circulation, social media practice, and dispersed participatory culture, raising questions about listening subjectivity and affective circulation (Kassabian 2013). I also investigate the parallels between digital media interfaces and musical instruments: People build up embodied practices based on the designed and perceived affordances of interfaces/instruments, as well as on the “relational infrastructure” offered by communities of practice (Hamera 2007; see also Lave and Wenger 1991, Pearce 2009, Chun 2011, Galloway 2012).

I address video games as “learning machines” (Gee 2004, 2006) but also specifically as teaching machines. Dance games teach players particular choreographic repertoires, using pedagogical methods borrowed from contemporary popular dance classes. The Kinect and Wii rely on sensors—data-gathering devices—but dance games also exemplify “an emerging form of information distribution” (Gillespie 2010:355), using multisensory interactive technology to archive and transmit kinesthetic repertoires in a manner radically different from any previous form of dance inscription. My analysis of these processes of data collection and dance transmission draws on the performance studies/dance studies literature on archive and repertoire (Taylor 2003, Schneider 2011), ethnographies of dance training (Hahn 2007, Hamera 2007, Davida 2012), and theories of kinesthetic empathy and networked bodies (Bench 2009, Foster 2011) as well as scholarship on surveillance and biometrics as disciplining technologies (Marx 1988, Negishi 2013, Staples 2014, Brown 2015, Pham 2015).

Archive and repertoire have long been crucial concepts for performance studies, offering tools for conceiving of live performance as material and enduring rather than defined by ephemerality and disappearance. In an influential formulation, Diana Taylor refers to performances as “vital acts of transfer” and warns of the political risks of “thinking about embodied knowledge and performance as ephemeral, as that which disappears” (2003:2, 36). She associates this stance with histories of epistemic violence and imperial conquest, “the repression of indigenous embodied practice as a form of knowing as well as a system for storing and transmitting knowledge” (18). Rebecca Schneider acknowledges Taylor’s work “to situate the repertoire as another kind of archive” while also urging theorists to take up “the twin effort of situating the archive as another kind of performance,” predicated on “live practices of access” (2011:108, emphasis original). Dance games put these theoretical issues into practice through the basic mechanics of studio production and gameplay. They also draw out the connections between “scriptive things”—“items of material culture that prompt meaningful bodily behaviors” (Bernstein 2011:71)—and the digital scripts that drive interactive media. I am particularly interested in how these games archive, script, monitor, and evaluate performances of gendered and racialized bodily repertoires, functioning as Foucauldian “technologies of the self” in a play context that encourages racial masquerade and identity tourism (Foucault 1988; see Balsamo 1996, Nakamura 2002, and Royse et al. 2007).

In the context of game production, the choreographer’s body is an archive, from which data can be extracted and repurposed through live encounter: by the choreographers themselves in the course of crafting a dance, and by motion-capture technologies when choreographers perform their own routines to generate the code that will animate a screen dancer. Notably, most of the dance repertoires involved here emerged from African American, Latinx, and/or queer communities of practice, and most of the dancer-choreographers hired to perform them likewise hail from those communities.
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