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On Thinking Playfully

Many people (we series editors included) find video games exhilarating, but it can be just as interesting to ponder why that is so. What do videogames do? What can they be used for? How do they work? How do they relate to the rest of the world? Why is play both so important and so powerful?

Playful Thinking is a series of short, readable, and argumentative books that share some playfulness and excitement with the games that they are about. Each book in the series is small enough to fit in a backpack or coat pocket, and combines depth with readability for any reader interested in playing more thoughtfully or thinking more playfully. This includes, but is by no means limited to, academics, game makers, and curious players.

So, we are casting our net wide. Each book in our series provides a blend of new insights and interesting arguments with overviews of knowledge from game studies and other areas. You will see this reflected not just in the range of titles in our series, but in the range of authors creating them. Our basic assumption is simple: videogames are such a flourishing medium that any new perspective on them is likely to show us something unseen or forgotten, including those from such unconventional voices as artists, philosophers, or specialists in other industries or fields of study. These books are bridge builders, cross-pollinating both areas with new knowledge and new ways of thinking.

At its heart, this is what Playful Thinking is all about: new ways of thinking about games and new ways of using games to think about the rest of the world.

Jesper Juul
Geoffrey Long
William Uricchio
Mia Consalvo






 


Preface

We began this project during a time period that feels far away now: when digital games were being launched and hyped on Facebook on a daily basis. They were called many things (some we can’t reprint here), including Facebook games, social games, and social network games. Whatever their name, though, many game industry insiders, journalists, and players feared that those games were taking over the game industry, redirecting time, attention, and money away from more traditional types of videogames.

In 2011, one of us (Mia) gave talks at the annual Game Developers Conference and then later at the Foundations of Digital Games conference deconstructing the social mechanics in Facebook games—which were, the argument went, mainly about using your friends as resources. Shortly after that, the two of us started talking about the growing phenomenon of “build and harvest” games like CityVille and FarmVille, which elicited strong emotions in those with a history of playing more traditional types of digital games. Simply put, many people hated them—for their lack of originality, absence of difficulty, crude art designs, possibly unethical payment models, and unsympathetic creators. But when critics expressed that displeasure, those titles (and others like them) weren’t derided as just bad; they were often denied the status of game itself. “That’s not a real game,” we’d read in an article from Kotaku or editorial on Gamasutra. The writer might even seem huffy in their dismissal of such titles, anxious to convince their readers that such experiences were so terrible, they didn’t even deserve the label of game applied to them. It was almost as if a film reviewer had sniffed about a particularly bad summer release, “It’s just a chick flick, it’s not a real movie.” What was going on? Such not games were obviously popular and were making money, but were still rejected by many industry journalists and developers. And if these were not games, we wondered, where were the real games? Like good researchers, we decided that we had a new project to pursue.

[image: ]
Mia’s and Chris’s avatars from the 2014 game Kim Kardashian: Hollywood.


I (Chris) still remember the moment at the Foundations of Digital Games conference when we really started talking about this project. I had just suffered a setback in my research. I was planning a large-scale research arc on EVE Online, but found the game soul draining and simply did not want to continue playing it enough to write a book about it. I did end up writing a paper that got me to the conference where I spent time with Mia. I was also right, however, that a book about EVE would be awesome and even got to rewrite my work for it.1 Yet Mia and I were sitting through presentation after presentation centering a particular kind of console or PC game. Mia was doing work on Facebook games, and it was so much more interesting to me than talking about frame rates and games that all fit in the same broad category and neglected huge swaths of what was actually available. Even worse, the field was overlooking specific kinds of players: those who were least likely to attend a conference about videogames. We began talking about the project and eventually wrote up a paper. When we got a chance to present our work, the reaction was striking. Several people walked up to us claiming their status as a real gamer, not fully understanding that our whole point was to critique that idea. I hope this project helps push our argument further, and encourages those who read it to rethink their presumptions about how games work, what they can be, and what we could be studying.

Who Is Playing Not-Real Games?

Fast-forwarding from that conference to mid-2018 as we were finishing this project, we received some excellent advice from the MIT Press’s anonymous reviewers. They wanted us to think about (among many other great ideas) what we would say to the players of these “not-real” games. And could we even hope to reach them coming from a field so entrenched in the study of certain kinds of games, where many of the scholars we knew were averse to the games we talk about here? But we had to remind ourselves that there is no one type of person who plays (or played) Facebook, social, mobile, or free-to-play games. And there are also people who enjoy both the more traditional games and these newer ones that push the boundaries of what constitutes gameness.

What about people who enjoy games like Candy Crush Saga, however, but would never read (and likely even don’t know about) sites like Kotaku, Polygon, and Gamasutra? These are the folks derided by many in gamer culture as nonplayers, even as they are playing games for many hours and possibly spending large amounts of money doing so. We would like those people to find this book as well, so we can say to them that their play practices matter, and have cultural value over and above any monetary transactions that they bring to various game developers and publishers. We need to know more about their interests and preferences, if they feel excluded from such conversations, or if they even care about being part of those conversations at all.

Finally, we want to comment on our own game-playing practices, and how politics and ideologies are inevitably bound up in seemingly neutral decisions about what we like to play, what we’re drawn to, what we’re good at (or not), and how those components directly impact our scholarship and therefore the field of game studies.

I (Mia) grew up playing Atari 2600 and arcade games in my youth, alongside tabletop Dungeons and Dragons campaigns with friends. I played some computer games when CD-ROM games became popular, but didn’t really dive back into games until around 2000, when I bought a PlayStation and a bunch of games, including Final Fantasy 9, which revived my interests in role-playing games (RPGs) and fantasy games in particular. Over the past nearly twenty years I’ve played a range of games, but given the heavy time commitments that many games demand, I’ve had to be selective in my choices, which tended toward RPGs, adventure games, and turn-based strategy games. But my forays have increasingly been wider, as I’ve searched out and played hidden object games (the Mystery Case File series), social network games like CityVille, and mobile games including Candy Crush Soda Saga. What is especially interesting to me is that in my network of friends and colleagues who play games, certain games get talked about the most on Twitter, Facebook, and elsewhere—usually triple-A titles like Skyrim or well-regarded indie games such as The Witness. Almost no one will rave about the latest King release, nor will they discuss strategies for advancing in various free-to-play games. This not only keeps such games notably absent from what’s considered mainstream but also gives me one fewer way to find such games in the first place. And if I fail to talk about the games that I’m playing (for a variety of reasons), I end up replicating that system, where some games seem to matter—to exist—more than others do.

And for me (Chris), the Atari was also where I began. My Dad would bring home games, and we would store them in an antique dynamite box. Through childhood, I played a classic Nintendo Entertainment System (NES), with games like The Legend of Zelda as a particular highlight. Atari and NES games were a touchstone with my Dad; he’d grind progress, and I would kill bosses. Eventually I moved to a PlayStation, and the Final Fantasy series was a cornerstone of my play, along with a regular dose of sports games like Madden and NCAA Basketball. When I hit college, I lost the time for playing much, but I came back hard with World of Warcraft. Dad and I had something to play again, and my partner, Erin, picked it up as well. Now that I have two kids, I’ve largely shifted to mobile games (where I’ll absolutely pay for progress); sports games, like FIFA and NBA2K, where I can play for short bursts and disappear for months; and Nintendo Switch games, especially Splatoon 2, with our eldest daughter. Games have shifted for me, but they are a thread for bonding with the people around me and, for several years now, part of my job. Games can do all kinds of amazing things, but I love that I can talk about them with the people around me and then use those entry conversations to talk about other things as well. That means that playing a broad group of games offers me the best chance at finding a reference point to chat with others. And without many of those others, this book would have never been possible.


Note

1. Carter, Bergstrom, and Woodford, Internet Spaceships Are Serious Business.
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Introduction: Welcome to the Discourse of the Real: Constituting the Boundaries of Games and Player

Many people—game academics, game players, game developers, and game journalists—have tried to define what a game is, to create a meaningful boundary that signals “game” from “not game.” Writing in 2001, game theorist Mark J. P. Wolf offered a fairly standard definition of the term game in The Medium of the Video Game, noting that some of the elements that one would expect to find in a game include conflict, rules, use of player ability, and “some kind of valued outcome.”1 A much more cited source is Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman’s 2003 Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals, which devotes an entire chapter to defining games, comparing eight different definitions for the term, including classics from academics such as Johann Huizinga, Roger Caillois, Bernard Suits, and designers such as Chris Crawford and Greg Costikyan. By looking at the commonalities that emerge, they arrive at their own definition: “a game is a system in which players engage in an artificial conflict, defined by rules, that results in a quantifiable outcome.”2 Writing a year later, Jesper Juul likewise examined multiple definitions of the term, including some of the same ones mentioned above as well as writings by Ludwig Wittgenstein and Brian Sutton-Smith. Providing a more expansive definition, Juul wrote that a game could be described as “a rule-based system with a variable and quantifiable outcome, where different outcomes are assigned different values, the player exerts effort in order to influence the outcome, the player feels emotionally attached to the outcome, and the consequences of the activity are optional and negotiable.”3

While we may argue with various elements of these different definitions, they all rely on largely formal or aesthetic properties to create the boundaries of “gameness.” But as we’ll point out throughout this book, those elements (and their resulting definitions) are largely ahistorical, ignoring how the contexts surrounding games are deeply implicated in what counts as a game and what does not.

Rather than keep asking the same question—what constitutes a game?—we offer a different approach, asking what happens when something is deemed not a game or not a real game. What do we learn by examining when a game’s gameness is called into question, when it’s challenged, mocked, or even rejected? And what if this investigation was historically and contextually situated, so that we could see how discourses about what games are can (and do) change over time? The question of what makes a game real or legitimate, and not fake or marginalized, is often tied to technological, demographic, and social and cultural norms, and different definitions can coexist in the same time period across different game platforms.

We can see this at work in a number of places, even in the relatively short history of digital games. In the late 1980s, for example, Newsweek cited a sixteen-year-old syndicated columnist on videogames who contended that games that are too complex simply do not count as games, claiming that “arcane simulations requiring thick instruction manuals ‘aren’t games to me. … [A] game is something with action and a joystick and firing the buttons and shooting the aliens.’”4 The idea that complexity precludes something from being a game clearly excises titles like Adventure and the Ultima franchise from the corpus of games, while the centrality of joysticks casts doubt on keyboard- and mouse-based PC gaming, motion control, and touch screen games, not to mention games that do not depend on a screen. In the contemporary gaming environment, the quote reads as the kind of thing that should only be said by a sixteen-year-old who is not fully aware of the history of games, and the breadth and depth of the kinds of games that warrant investigation.

In the same year that Newsweek ran that quote, an entirely different conversation was going on in the pages of The Gamer’s Connection, a new magazine devoted “solely to the CoCo gaming world.” In the inaugural issue, Editor/Publisher Mark Kaiser wrote that even though 60 percent of all software available for the Tandy Color Computer (CoCo) line “is linked to the gaming market … other publications seem to view this market as ‘kid’s stuff.’” Kaiser went on to make a case seemingly similar to the sixteen-year-old’s point: that “games are supposed to be fun,” yet importantly, they are also “played to relax you after a long day of database management or monotonous word processing.”5 Clearly a different audience is being addressed. And, for this audience, different elements comprise what makes a game excellent. We can see this by looking through the magazine’s game reviews. For example, in its review of The Sands of Egypt, Alex Rahalque wrote that although this game is “exciting” with “well-animated graphics” and “an intricate maze of reasoning,” one shortcoming is “the rather limited documentation,” which is “just enough to demonstrate how to load up the program, save and load a past adventure, and give you a handful of gaming tips.” Additionally, the reviewer made a point to mention that “while the disks are copy-protected and backups are almost impossible, the package contains two diskettes of the identical program to compensate.”6 For this market, documentation is a key element to judge; The Sands of Egypt only received a four out of ten for its documentation. Furthermore, if sixteen-year-old boys want games with lots of “action,” the readers of the Gamer’s Connection want an adventure game that employs “verbs” in the best possible way. In a review of Mr. Corey in the same edition, Jim Porter let the reader know that “I was quite impressed with the amount of verbs or commands that the adventure understands. While Mr. Corey supports your standard set of verbs such as GET, DROP, INVENTORY, etc., it also understands many obscure or odd commands that are usually found through final frustration; the ‘type anything that comes to your head’ method works well.”7 Even this brief comparison shows that during the same year—1988—there were competing definitions of what a good game was supposed to be, including which features or elements were worthy of mention.

Since then, we’ve seen active disagreement surface among different audiences or stakeholders, particularly when new platforms emerge, new game genres are created, different game communities come into contact with one another, and new payment styles become popular. This book examines several of those instances, especially in juxtaposition, such as the emergence in the early 2010s of “Facebook games,” which combined concerns about games on a new platform as well as a new payment model (free to play or freemium), and new genres such as build and harvest games. Likewise, we address debates that have arisen about the legitimacy of the “walking simulator” as a genre and its “rightful” status—or not—as a game.

Real Game Studies?

Underlying all these concerns is a central definitional problem that game studies itself must address. The question of how game studies has tackled the topic of real games is deeply tied to the history of the field itself. Game studies coalesced in the early 2000s in response to sociopsychological and media effects studies of players that did not take account of the deeper meanings of play. We quickly saw the establishment of dedicated journals, such as Game Studies in 2001 and Sage’s Games and Culture in 2006, the formation of the Digital Games Research Association in 2002, and the appearance of dedicated conferences such as the Computer Games and Digital Cultures Conference in Tampere, Finland, and the Playing with the Future conference in Manchester, United Kingdom, both in 2002.

At the time of the field’s emergence, digital games were largely understood as console or computer games, mostly created by large developers and publishers for physical distribution via retail storefronts. This was before the explosion of mobile games, prior to the “casual revolution” that Juul later investigated, and before the normalization of digital downloading that Steam and other services established.8 It was also after the DIY coding of the 1980s and early 1990s, when a game’s code might be printed in a magazine. Additionally, although independent developers have always existed, there was little in the way of a demonstrable or stable “indie scene”; events such as IndieCade Festival would not begin until 2005. And of course this was before the advent of Facebook and other social media, which would later become platforms themselves for games.

Some of the early work in game studies was meant to map out the terrain of the field, articulating the scope for study, establishing appropriate methods and theories, and framing a larger discourse over how games should be understood. As Espen Aarseth wrote, “Games are not a kind of cinema, or literature, but colonising attempts from both these fields have already happened, and no doubt will happen again.”9 And with that famous line, Aarseth carved out a space for “us” against the “them” of other disciplines, declaring games as an object worthy of study and closer examination.10

But in these efforts to plant flags around “our” games, we have less often examined why we place boundaries where we do, and the political fallout for doing so. Early scholarship showed by example and omission which games were worthy of study, and which were not. Tomb Raider, Myst, Counter-Strike, and EverQuest repeatedly appeared in our writing, in the process validating their worthiness as objects of study—thus legitimizing them through scholarly attention. At the time when game studies was becoming established in the early 2000s, big budget console and PC games were the largest segment of the industry, received the most coverage in games magazines, and were the kinds of titles that most people (both in industry and the wider public) would think of when discussing “contemporary videogames.”

It’s also likely that these games were the ones we wrote about the most because they were the ones that we ourselves were interested in playing. Playing games to critique them properly takes large amounts of time, and it makes a certain amount of sense to focus on titles that one is interested in and good at, and have already received some popular attention. Building off those preferences, the role-playing game (RPG), first-person shooter (FPS), and massively multiplayer online game (MMOG) have therefore received copious attention. But that focus has come at a price; racing games and sports games as well as games for young children, for example, have receive far less academic attention. These disparities—although likely unintentional—created a tier system for games worth studying, with those getting less attention fading in importance from the field. Meta-analyses bear this out: a group of researchers analyzed articles from two primary game studies journals as well as the digital library for the Digital Games Research Association, finding that MMORPGs “alone accounted for 18% of all games cited,” and further that the broader category of MMOGs and virtual worlds along with FPS and RPGs “accounted for 50% of all game studied.”11

Probably the closest that game studies has come to grappling with the issue of what makes a game real or legitimate is in definitional debates about the term game.

Most famously, Juul’s initial definition (mentioned earlier) generated strong pushback, as he maintained that games must have goals, among other components.12 Without goals, Juul believed, one might have a software toy (such as The Sims) but not necessarily a game. Along with others who argued more specifically against the necessity of having goals, the media studies collective Ludica pointed out that because the digital game industry has “influenced the global culture of play,” it has also “driven the critical discourse of what is and is not a game; games researchers have taken this up as a matter of taxonomy, but deeply embedded in these arguments have been inherent values of the video game industry that are not necessarily inherent qualities of games.”13

What Ludica suggested—and we would take even further—is that game studies academics are themselves variably interested in what constitutes a real game as a way to legitimate the field and define an area of study. What gets left out of structuralist arguments is the value judgment going into labels such as game or not game. If something is not a game, then it is decidedly less important from the field’s perspective. That has real-world ramifications; scholars of nondigital games, for example, have had trouble getting their work included in games conferences and journals. Likewise, scholars who study games made primarily for women have long had their work treated as specialized rather than as unmarked, “regular”—read real—games scholarship.

Of course some scholars have rejected this dichotomy. Frans Mäyrä examines both photo sharing on Flickr and playing Facebook games as playful practices that need more careful theorization.14 Yvette Wohn and other scholars are studying casual games as spaces where players come together and make meaning, although this area is still less developed than its popularity suggests.15 But as a field, game studies hasn’t deeply grappled with its own exclusions and omissions in its quest to have games research taken seriously. That failure keeps alive unreflective and dominant ideas about what a real game should be—through the definitions we employ, what we study or ignore, and how we valorize some scholarship and dismiss other work as marginal to the field.

Constitutive Rhetoric and the Creation of the Real

Our intervention investigates how games have been constructed rhetorically—through talk about them in popular and specialist media. Rhetoric is effectively “the study of what is persuasive.”16 In communication studies, much of this approach is built out of the work of Kenneth Burke, who contended, “The whole overall ‘picture’ [of reality] is but a construct of our symbol system.”17 This notion was expanded as others argued that the symbols we use shape the world that we have. Words and symbols are not merely ways of describing things; they are the means by which things are created. This leads to the foundational belief that “rhetoric may be viewed not as a matter of giving effectiveness to truth but of creating truth.”18 This idea evolved to the point where rhetorical scholars now operate from the belief that “everything, or virtually everything, can be described as ‘rhetorical.’”19 Now, rhetorical criticism is more about “a mode or perspective of analysis, rather than with a distinctive critical object [like speech]. Rhetorical critics bring to any object the focus of making arguments about how symbols influence people.”20 To this end, the two key questions that rhetoricians need to ask about any text are, What’s going on here, and so what?21

Game studies has used rhetoric in different ways. Pulling from resources in literary criticism, Ian Bogost articulates a version of procedural rhetoric unique to games.22 Other scholars have highlighted specific aspects of games and how they are made to mean.23 Additional work has been largely sympathetic to a rhetorical approach by using analysis of paratexts—the elements around a text that help give it meaning—to examine patterns of cheating, or by focusing on the importance of critiquing the structures around games and play.24 For real games, however, a different approach is required. Assessing the concept of real games demands that we concentrate on key phrases and how they encourage readers to see the world in a particular way.

One aspect of rhetorical analysis that is especially useful for studying real games is the concept of constitutive rhetoric. Constitutive rhetoric was developed by Maurice Charland in his analysis of separatist rhetoric in Quebec. Applying Louis Althusser’s notion of interpellation, Charland argues that those listening to political speech are brought into being “through a process of identification in rhetorical narratives that ‘always already’ presume the constitution of subjects.” This means that we send out particular messages to a specific audience based on certain assumptions about them, which results in a “series of narrative ideological effects.”25 Constitutive rhetoric focuses on the ideologies that underpin those messages, making it clear how “utterances constitute a range of different audience positions, how thereby writers position themselves in relation to these audience groups, and how these groups are expected to act on the writer’s utterance.”26 The process of constitutive rhetoric presents “that which is most rhetorical, the existence of … a subject, as extrarhetorical,” and those subjects “do not exist in nature, but only within a discursively constituted history.”27 In other words, constructing a message in a particular way encourages people who play videogames to see themselves as gamers—as part of a category or group that is outside the realm of rhetoric, as one that has always been present. But calling attention to and analyzing the socially constructed category of real games helps illustrate the rhetorical implications of how we describe games and how those who play them are positioned in different ways. To this end, Charland contends that “subjects within narratives are not free, they are positioned and so constrained. All narratives have power over the subjects they present.”28 As a perspective, constitutive rhetoric works to help understand “how public discourse at certain historical times creates subject positions that inescapably contain directives for action. Such political positioning is ideological because it tends to presuppose, rather than lay open, how it has been historically formed and on what values it is founded.” Looking at phrases like “real games” and how they work in practice helps us link the phrase “to the writer as well as to other audience groups.”29

Constitutive rhetoric gives us a way a focus on how certain groups and subject positions are created by the messages targeted at them. In the process of using a phrase like “real games,” people and games are brought into being—like an image slowly appearing on a Polaroid photograph—as something different from and in contrast to other kinds of games and gamers. Perhaps most important, this process seems natural, inevitable, and not part of the construction of a particular historical and cultural moment. By naturalizing and normalizing this process, communities are encouraged to identify with or against a group, which further divides members of particular communities.

Games and gamers are far from the only community to grapple with questions about the real. Different fan communities, academics, and popular culture writers also analyze the implications behind claims as to what is real, and what is not. Sports fans, for example, may claim as a favorite team one that’s located half a world away, watching their games on television despite being unable to ever attend such events in person. Are they real fans? Fans and sports leagues have a vested interest in raising questions about what real fans do, as it can fuel both attendance to games and consumption of media products surrounding sports.30 Reality television is even more contentious because its entire premise is based on showing us what is supposedly real, even as we all know that such shows integrate scripted elements while also depending on casting and production to enable “producers and editors to use [existing racial tropes] when shaping their preferred readings of how ‘real people’ deal with racism, or embody racial identities.”31 Within the context of advertising, “increasingly, advertising practitioners are going to great lengths to design advertisements with female images that women consumers can easily identify with.
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