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Preface

Computer and video games are the success story of the digital era.
High levels of use among children and young adults are practical and
clear evidence of this notable status. Computer games are also, fi-
nally, being recognized as objects of cultural value and as generators
of innovation and economic growth by members of the political and
public spheres as well as by traditional media players. The fact that
computer games have become the object of scientific research is fur-
ther proof that they have “grown up:” Game studies, which explores
the nature of computer games in terms of social, philosophical and
cultural theory, is still a very young discipline. And yet, as an aca-
demic field, it helps us reflect upon the development of the medium
in a larger context and delivers the criteria and concepts necessary
for a differentiated analysis of digital games.

The Medienboard welcomes this emerging input from the aca-
demic sphere. This scientific contribution gives us all a better un-
derstanding of computer games as “cultural objects,” and it does so
in an impartial manner that allows us to gain a deeper understand-
ing of their impact. This is why we actively support productive and
ongoing exchanges among researchers, games developers and other
media professionals. In May of this year, our initiative in this field led
to the second “Deutsche Games Tage” (German Games Days) in Ber-
lin. The events offered the games universe a comprehensive forum
by bringing together the “Konvergenztag” (Convergence Day), the
“Quo Vadis"” developers’ conference and the “Philosophy of Computer
Games” research conference.

In a joint effort by the Department for Arts and Media at the Uni-
versity of Potsdam and DIGAREC (the Digital Games Research Cen-
ter — an interdisciplinary research center associated with universi-
ties in Oslo, Copenhagen and Modena), international speakers and

scientists were invited to Potsdam to discuss the ethics, aesthetics,
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phenomenology and politics of computer games. We were very happy
to provide financial support to the “Philosophy of Computer Games”
conference and to link it with the regional media industry, because
we consider it very important that science and research continue to
accompany the rapid development of digital games. Berlin-Branden-
burg has a very high concentration of creative professionals working
in digital media. Indeed, this is where innovative ideas are generated
and where the borders between game design, film direction and ani-
mation are becoming increasingly fluid. In fact, the production pro-
cess in Berlin-Brandenburg is evidence that convergence is already
a reality. The capital region offers an exciting and vibrant creative
environment for international games research as well.

We're looking forward to further research conferences in our region
in the future. We wish the new DIGAREC series a wide and interest-
ing readership and promise to continue our support for a productive
and ongoing dialogue between research and the media industry.

Petra Miiller
CEO Medienboard Berlin-Brandenburg

Preface
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Introduction

As the local organizer of the second international conference on the
Philosophy of Computer Games, in Reggio Emilia, Italy, January 2007,
I am very pleased indeed to also have been able to take part — this
time as program committee member — in the preparation and realiza-
tion in May 2008 of the third edition of this significant and innova-
tive conference series, hosted by Professor Dieter Mersch and his
colleagues at the Department for Arts and Media, European Media
Studies at the University of Potsdam, Germany.

The Reggio Emilia conference was hosted by the Department of So-
cial, Cognitive, and Quantitative Sciences, a young (established in
2001), interdisciplinary environment that coordinates the research
activities of staff members of the School of Communication and Busi-
ness, and the School of Education at the University of Modena and
Reggio Emilia. The combined research and didactic competencies of
both these fields of study are clearly relevant for contemporary com-
puter game research. Computer games, after all, may be studied not
only in general terms as a new cultural phenomenon generally tar-
geted at children and young adults as its principle players/consum-
ers, but also more specifically as a new category of technologically
mediated artifacts that simultaneously has created a rapidly expand-
ing global market with an increasingly important socio-cultural and
economic impact.

For the Reggio Emilia conference, submitted abstracts were se-
lected for presentations focused on three main thematic categories:
the ontology of computer game objects, player experience, and the
ethics of computer games. During the conference, one full day was
dedicated to presentation and discussion of papers on different as-
pects of one of these three themes. After each presentation, abun-
dant time was set apart for what turned out to be very lively and
engaged discussions. On the website of the conference (http://game.



unimore.it/game) there are links to abstracts, texts, and other visual
materials provided by presenters, as well as online video recordings
of the presentations and discussions. A peer-reviewed anthology of
articles based on a number of the presentations at the Reggio Emilia
conference is now under preparation.

For the Potsdam 2008 edition of the conference it was decided
to continue the above mentioned practice of a tripartite thematic
framework. This is a profitable strategy, as it opens up a number of
conceptual spaces where philosophers and researchers from differ-
ent disciplinary fields may meet and interact to explore philosophical
perspectives on computer games. As mentioned above, computer
games are a highly complex object of study, and may be interrogated
not only in general terms with regard to their inherent hybridity as
technologically mediated, interactive cultural artefacts, but also from
the point of view of specifically philosophical issues related to the
ontology of game objects, player experience, ethics, group gaming
processes, and the different fruition and communication practices
and strategies developed and brought into play by gamers during
individual or group gameplay, coupled with considerations of broader
social, cultural, and economic ramifications of these processes, prac-
tices and strategies.

For the Potsdam conference a significant innovation was intro-
duced into the selection process by the program committee in re-
lation to previous events in this series. (The first conference “‘The
Third Place’ — Computer Games and Our Conception of the Real” was
held at the Center for Computer Games Research at the IT University
of Copenhagen, Denmark, in May 2005.) Prospective presenters were
asked to submit full papers, and these were then subject to a rigor-
ous peer review process before eventual selection for the conference.
This, we believe, is an important contribution to building interna-
tional recognition for the relevance of humanities-based, and more

specifically, philosophical, studies of computer games. It will also, we
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hope, act as a valuable stimulus to researchers in this new field of
studies to seek excellence in informed dialog with their peers, many
of whom are, as one might expect, quite young researchers at the
very beginning of their careers.

As a professional semiotician, living and working in Italy for the
last or so ten years, I find the field of philosophy of computer games a
fascinating and challenging one. Italy is, of course, also the home of
one of the probably most internationally well-known and acclaimed
semioticians, Umberto Eco, who in his introduction to his treatise
Semiotics and the Philosophy of Language from 1984, defines general
semiotics as a “good” philosophy of language, i.e. a philosophy of lan-
guage — such as Plato’s Cratylus and Wittgenstein's language games
— that concerns itself not only with languages per se, but also with
understanding the systematicity and mechanics of any of the pos-
sible ways and means (verbal, written, gestural, visual, etc.) by which
human beings are able to make, exchange, and transform meanings
that regard ourselves, one another, and the world we live in. Accord-
ing to Eco, one of the probably most intriguing, and simultaneously
most irritating, aspects of philosophical discourse is, that it cannot
be used to carry out empirical research programs as in the natural
sciences. The claims and speculations philosophers make about be-
ing, the world, meaning, life, ourselves and the others, culture and
so on, can not be empirically tested and confirmed, experimentally
or otherwise. Indeed, the “empirical” data philosophers work with
is substantially specialized concepts that necessarily must be pos-
ited, manipulated, and evaluated within their own precisely defined
and explicated philosophical frameworks, in order to be seen to make
sense. If such concepts are spuriously employed outside of their spe-
cific philosophical frameworks they cannot be said, or be seen by
others, to have any kind of intrinsic or other coherence. However, the
particular strength of taking a philosophical approach to the study

of cultural meaning-making processes in general — and in particular
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to a complex technological cultural phenomenon as “fresh” as com-
puter games — is that such an approach, if correctly applied, displays
what Eco refers to as a “practical explanatory power” that allows it
to contribute in the long run, to changing not only our individual
and communitarian experiences and understandings of the material
world we live in, but also the world itself. This is possible since “good”
philosophical explanations of how meaning is generated in culturally
mediated signification and communication processes — in any type
of semiotic modality — have a particular ability to satisfy our basic
human need to give coherent form to the highly complex material
and other processes that constitute the world we live in, and to allow
those who believe in this particular way of conceiving of, and ex-
plaining, this world to deal coherently and effectively with it in their
everyday lives. Philosophy, then, can provide a practical means for
holistically structuring any observable manifold of otherwise seem-
ingly disconnected data in a meaningful way. It is this meaningful
structuring of reality that makes real social, cultural, and material
change possible.

With these considerations I would like, once again, to thank
Dieter Mersch and colleagues in the local organizing committee at
the University of Potsdam for their excellent work in creating a stimu-
lating, well organized conference in 2008. I would also like to wish
our organizers of the next conference, to be held at the Department
of Philosophy, Classics, History of Art and Ideas at the University of
Oslo, Norway, in 2009, the very best of luck with their contribution
to carrying forward this important and innovative philosophical re-

search initiative.

Patrick Coppock
Department of Social, Cognitive, and Quantitative Sciences,
University of Modena and Reggio Emilia, Italy
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Stephan Gunzel, Michael Liebe and Dieter Mersch
Editor's Note

This first volume of the DIGAREC Series holds the proceedings of the
conference “The Philosophy of Computer Games”, held at the Uni-
versity of Potsdam from May 8-10, 2008. It was the third in a series of
international conferences that took place in Copenhagen, 2005, and
in Reggio Emilia, 2007. The third conference took place within the
context of the second German Games Days, organized by the Medi-
enboard Berlin-Brandenburg, which is concerned with convergence
of digital games and other media, especially television and cinema.

The contributions of the conference address three fields of compu-
ter game research that are philosophically relevant and, likewise, to
which philosophical reflection is crucial. These are: ethics and poli-
tics, the action-space of games, and the magic circle. All three topics
are interlinked and constitute the paradigmatic object of computer
games: Whereas the first describes computer games on the outside,
looking at the cultural effects of games as well as on moral practices
acted out with them, the second describes computer games on the
inside, i.e. how they are constituted as a medium. The latter final-
ly discusses the way in which a border between these two realms,
games and non-games, persists or is already transgressed in respect
to a general performativity. Specifically, the contributors were asked
to respond to the following questions in each field:

Ethics and Politics: What are the ethical responsibilities of game-
makers in exerting influence on individual gamers and society in
general? What role can games serve as a critical, cultural correc-
tive in relation to traditional forms of media and communicative
practices? What is the nature of the ethical norms that apply with-
in the gaming context?



Action |Space: What is the nature of perceptual experience in game
space? How should the relationship between action, interaction,
and space in computer game environments be understood? What
should be thought about players’ aesthetic, emotive, and rational

responses to what happens inside the game space?

The Magic Circle: What is the structure of the gaming-process?
What is the nature of fictionality and virtuality, or of representation
and simulation? How is the notion of a self-contained magic circle
being challenged by forms of individual action and social interac-

tion which tend to transcend such limits?

For the conference we were able to invite Richard Bartle, Ian Bogost,
and Jesper Juul to give keynotes: Bogost opened the conference with
an approach to the “Phenomenology of Computer Games”, while Juul
addressed “The Solvable Part of the Game-Player Problem” on the
closing day. Before the beginning of the conference, both of them
also gave seminars to students of the European Media Studies at
the University of Potsdam and the University of Applied Sciences in
Potsdam. The keynote of Bartle on the evening of the second day was
embedded in a special event of the German Games Days, aimed at
building the bridge between game industry and game theory — the
“Open Worlds Panel”, which was hosted by Ulrich Weinberg of the
School of Design Thinking. Still 30 years after the development of the
famous Multi User Dungeon at Essex University, open online worlds
pose a complex challenge to both theory and design of computer
games. Discussing with Bartle were Frank Campbell from the Swed-
ish Entropia developers Mindark, Mirko Caspar from the Berlin based
Onlineworld, developers Metaversum, and Dirk Weyel, representing
the publisher Frogster Interactive Pictures.

During the conference some participants also joined the develop-
ers’ section of the German Games Days, the “Quo Vadis” in Berlin,
organized by Stephan Reichart from Aruba Studios. Invited by Ber-

Editor's Note
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nadette Hoberg from the Medienboard were the academic lecturers,
the lectures chaired by Stephan Gunzel. Presentations were given
by Stefan Bohme, Robert Glashtittner, Mattias Ljungstrom, Markus
Rautzenberg, Leif Rumbke, and Steffen P. Walz; all of them focusing
on the contribution of academic reflection to the development and
qualification of computer games against the background of aesthet-
ics, economics, and cultural impact.

On behalf of the organizing committee the editors want to say
thank you to everybody who has supported the conference and
helped in its realization on location; those were: Frank Biltge, So-
phie Ehrmanntraut, Mischa Karth, Jan-Henrik Moller, Sebastian
Moring, Stephanie Rymarowicz, loannis Sotiropoulos, Jannes Sch-
wentuchowsky, Michaela Stolte, Johanna Strodt, Daniel Vender, and
Anastasia Zueva. Further thanks to Natascha Adamowsky, Mark
Butler, Markus Rautzenberg, Christine Hanke; who chaired sections
together with Tarjei Mandt Larsen, Anita Leirfall, Dieter Mersch, and
Hallvard Fossheim from the conference’'s committees, as well as to

“Gamology”, the Association for the Promotion of Computer Games
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Research, and to the people from the generous technical support
AVZ and ZEIK of the University of Potsdam.

Special thanks goes to the main sponsor, the Medienboard, name-
ly to Petra Miiller and Rangeen Horami; who with their team eagerly
supported the idea of discussing computer games not only in eco-
nomics, but also in philosophic perspectives.

The Digital Games Research Centre of the University of Potsdam
focuses on multiple perspectives of computer game research. Mem-
ber departments from the University are the Department for Arts and
Media with the research project “Mediality of Computer Games,” the
Department of Psychology with the research project “Media Violence
and Aggressive Behavior” — both funded by the German Research
Fundation —, the Hasso-Plattner-Institute for software systems engi-

neering, the Erich Pommer Institute for media law and media econ-



omy, the Institute of Computer Sciences, and the Interface Design-
Study Program of the University of Applied Sciences Potsdam. Asso-
ciated members in Berlin are the Institute for Digital Interactive Cul-
ture with the Computer Game Museum as well as the Media Design
School. The research center is also running the Computer Games

Collection, containing more than 2000 titles.

Stephan Giinzel, Michael Liebe and Dieter Mersch
Department for Arts and Media, University of Potsdam

Program Committee
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lan Bogost

The Phenomenology of Videogames

0ee

Jesper Juul has convincingly argued that the conflict over the
proper object of study has shifted from “rules or story” to “player
or game.” But a key component of digital games is still missing
from either of these oppositions: that of the computer itself. This
paper offers a way of thinking about the phenomenology of the
videogame from the perspective of the computer rather than the

game or the player.

Consider for a moment some of the things that might be happening
in the world right now, as you finish reading this sentence: Smoke
vacuums through the valve, grommet, and hose of a hookah, and en-
ters a pursed mouth. The dog teeth of a collar engage a gear against
the layshaft coupling of a transmission assembly. The soluble carti-
lage of a chicken neck decocts from the bone into the stock of a con-
sommé. These and other interactions between objects constitute dif-
ferent moves in the material world. From our perspective as humans,
they correspond with actions we know quite well: smoking, shifting,
or cooking, for example. Traditionally, the human experience portion
of such interactions would fall into the domain of phenomenology,
the philosophical approach to how things appear in people’s experi-
ences, from a first-person point of view. This can include perception
and thought, but also memory, emotion, or social activity. All are hu-
man activities, the understanding of which helps explain the taste of
the honey-sweet ma’'sal heated under the charcoal in the hookah'’s
bowl, or the sensation of a foot on a clutch as the collar of the synchro
obtains a friction catch on the gear, or the smooth, thin appearance
of broth as it separates from fat and bone in the soup pot.

But for the hookah, the gear, or the chicken, what is going on?

Phenomenology gives us few tools with which to answer this ques-

in: Conference Proceedings of the Philosophy of Computer Games 2008, ed. by
Stephan Gtinzel, Michael Liebe and Dieter Mersch, Potsdam: University Press 2008, 022-043.
http://pub.ub.uni-potsdam.de/volltexte/2008/2454/ [urn:nbn:de:kobv:517-opus-24547]



tion: American philosopher Graham Harman has suggested adapt-
ing Martin Heidegger’'s famous tool analysis as a way out of this
quandary. A quick refresher: in Being and Time, Heidegger suggests
that objects are impossible to understand qua objects. Rather, they
are related to chains of purposes that make speaking of hammers or
hookahs or gearshifts as objects problematic. Objects become ready-
at-hand (or zuhanden) when contextualized. Heidegger argues that
objects are most visible when they cease to conceal themselves in
contexts. The broken tool sheds light on the tool: when the hose of
the hookah bends and catches, preventing air and smoke from draw-
ing through it; when the teeth of the collar grinds as it fails to en-
gage with the gear; when the consommé boils and its froth breaks
up, clouding the broth. Heidegger calls this state present-at-hand
(vorhanden). His favorite example is the hammer, which offers the
activity of nail-driving, something we look past in pursuit of a larger
project, say building a house. Harman suggests that tool-being is a
truth of all objects: there is always something hidden, inside, which
remains entirely inaccessible (Harman 2005:26, 49). Flying in the face
of Heideggerean traditionalism, Harman argues that objects do not
relate through “use,” which implies “human use”. Harman refuses to
take Dasein as the center of ontology. Instead, there lies the tool-be-

ing. He calls his an “object-oriented philosophy” (Harman 2002:49).

Speculative Realism and the Phenomenology

of Videogames

Harman's approach is part of a broader trend in philosophy that has
recently been dubbed “speculative realism”. In addition to the Amer-
ican Harman, the core cabal of speculative realists includes Britons
Ray Brassier and lain Hamilton Grant, and French philosopher Quen-
tin Meillassoux. A common feature of speculative realists is their dis-

taste for the philosophical tradition descending from Kant, including
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the popular trends of the twentieth century, of which phenomenology
is perhaps the primary example. The speculative realists main objec-
tion accuses philosophy of over-privileging the human being in gen-
eral, and human experience in particular. As such, speculative real-
ism also offers a critique of continental philosophy of the last century
different from the all too familiar fly-swatting of anglo-american ana-
lytic philosophy. For cultural and media studies, of course, the phe-
nomenal tradition exerted the most influence on the obsession with
language of structuralism and poststructuralism. This, too, bothers
the speculative realists, for whom the linguistic turn represents yet
another privileging of the human.

At first glance, speculative realism might bear some resemblance
to certain ecological arguments against anthropocentrism. Environ-
mental philosophy has sometimes argued that humankind is to ecol-
ogy as is man to feminism or Anglo-Saxonism is to race. Militant
environmentalists like Dave Forman have argued for the relevance of
forest and wildlife as equal in status to humans (Foreman 1993:2-3).
The problem with the ecological analogy is that it, too, preserves man
as a primary actor. Either the future survival of man motivates envi-
ronmental concern, or natural creatures like kudzu and grizzly bears
are meant to be elevated to the same status as man. In every concep-
tion of environmental holism, from John Muir to James Lovelock, all
beings are given equal absolute value and moral right to the planet
— so long as they are indeed living creatures. From the perspective of
speculative realism, life is still in the foreground, the reference point
for thought or action.

In ecology, an alternative perspective might look more like the
one journalist Alan Weisman takes in his bestselling book The World
without Us (2007). The book documents the things that would take
place if humans were to suddenly vanish from earth. Subways flood;
pipes cool and crack; insects and weather slowly devour the wood
frames of homes; the steel columns of bridges and skyscrapers cor-
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Fig. 3: AMERICA'S ARMY (gamespot.com)

Comperative Analysis

The following analysis is based on version 2.6.0 of AMERICA'S
ARMY, subtitled SPECIAL FORCES (LINK-UP) and released February
9th, 2006. The two games COUNTER-STRIKE: SOURCE (2004) and
BATTLEFIELD 2 (2005) are chosen for comparison because they are
some of the closest to AMERICA’S ARMY in genre and topic. In fact,
according to Nieborg (2005), the original COUNTER-STRIKE (2000)
was one of the main inspirations for the designers of AMERICA'S
ARMY.

In COUNTER-STRIKE: SOURCE players take the roles of terrorists
and counter-terrorist forces and fight it out in small teams in fast-
paced battles until one team has either accomplished its objectives
(such as setting off a bomb), or killed everyone on the other team. In
BATTLEFIELD 2 players fight larger battles in a fictional war on three
fronts between China, USA, and “The Middle-Eastern Coalition”,



with a massive array of modern weaponry, tanks, and aircraft at their
disposal. In AMERICA'S ARMY the players engage in online battles
against anonymous enemy forces in objective-based missions where
the focus is on (relatively) realistic military tactics.

All three games are designed primarily for network-based multi-
player action consisting of “matches” between two opposing teams,
where score is accumulated according to the number of enemies
killed as well as strategic action towards a predefined goal. All three
games are first person shooters with high production values, and all
are among the most popular games of the genre worldwide.

What are the differences? Unlike the two other games, AMERI-
CA’'S ARMY requires that the player goes through a series of training
missions before she is allowed to play online. These training mis-
sions take place in environments carefully modeled on real US Army
training facilities, and are commanded by figures carefully modeled
on real life army instructors. If the player gets tired of being ordered
around and tries something radical like shooting the instructor (such
as a large amount of players do — see Lgvlie 2007:92-93), the player
is immediately transferred to a virtual cell in the Fort Leavenworth
military prison. This demonstrates the strict “Rules of Engagement”
(ROE) that regulate the player's activities in the game: Whenever
shots are fired at friendly targets, the player is given a large negative
score, and on repeated violations she may be kicked out of the game,
forced to re-qualify on special dedicated servers or banned perma-
nently. This so-called “honor score” is also a positive instrument:
Players get points for killing enemies and contributing to achieving
team goals, and this score is stored and accumulated in the player
account between sessions. A certain level of “honor” is needed in
order to play in certain roles, with certain weapons and on certain
servers —and in order to earn other players’ respect.

The gameworld of AMERICA'S ARMY is also unique in some

ways. In particular, all kinds of movement are slower and more cum-
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bersome than in COUNTER-STRIKE: SOURCE and BATTLEFIELD 2.
The player avatars are more vulnerable to damage, and one may eas-
ily get killed by a single shot — or the avatar may bleed to death if not
treated by a medic. This makes it important to use great care when
moving around, and to use strategies of stealth — crawling through
ditches or staying hidden in one place when needed, further reduc-
ing the tempo of the game.

As for player roles, the player is also allowed less freedom than in
the other two games. Through a unique software trick, the design-
ers of AMERICA'S ARMY have prevented players from choosing side
in the conflict represented by the online game scenarios. In a given
scenario, a player of team A will be presented with a mission descrip-
tion in which she is seen as a US soldier attacking a Taliban camp in
Afghanistan. She then sees both herself and her teammates wearing
US uniforms and weaponry within the game, whereas she sees the
avatars of the opposing team wearing Taliban clothing and equip-
ment. At the same time, the players of team B will be presented with
the opposite situation, seeing themselves as US soldiers defending a
provisional camp in the Afghan mountains against Taliban attackers,
and seeing their own avatars in US uniforms and weaponry and team
A's avatars in non-US gear. Thus no player may ever see herself as
an enemy fighting against US soldiers. — The following table gives a

detailed list of the differences between the three games.
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AMERICA'S COUNTER- BATTLEFIELD 2
ARMY STRIKE:
SOURCE

Punishment for Large + automatic Medium Small + semi-
teamkilling kicking and banning automatic kicking
Qualification needed Yes No No
for online play
Respawn No No Yes
Health packs/revival No No Yes
Waiting time Up to 10 min Up to bmin 15 seconds
when killed
Free choice of role No Yes Yes
Free choice of No Yes Partly
weapon
Single player No Yes Yes
version/bots
User-made maps, No Yes Yes
mods
Command hierarchy Yes No Yes
Permanent ranking Yes No On ranked servers
system
Votekicks Yes No Yes
Mutiny No N/A Yes
Visual blood effects None Some None
Close-quarter Half-and-half Exclusively Little
combat
Speed of movement Low High Very high
Vehicles No No Yes
Live map view/radar No Yes Yes
Nametags separate No (only at a very No Yes
friend from enemy short distance)
Enemies identified No Fictive Yes (partly fictive)

by nationality or
group

Fig. 4: Table of Differences between the Three Games
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How can all these differences be interpreted as instruments of rheto-
ric? Trying to identify specific rhetoric figures in the game designs,
such as “metaphor” or “metonymy”, does not seem productive. In-
stead I will look at some rhetorical strategies that seem to lie behind
the design of AMERICA'S ARMY, one for each of the three basic as-
pects of the game: Authenticity (gameworld), legitimization (rules),

and identification (player roles).

Authenticity

The strategy of authenticity is evident above all in the design of the
gameworld, and answers one question that might arise from our
analysis: Why do players want to play a game that is slower and more
cumbersome than its competitors? Is not easy access to fast-paced
action one of the key attractions of first-person shooters? The answer
from the marketers of AMERICA’'S ARMY is clear: This game maybe
slower and harder to play, but in return it is: “The Most Authentic
Army Game Ever! The Power to succeed. The courage to exceed” (cit.
by Nieborg 2006:111). The differences that make AMERICA’S ARMY
a slower and more cumbersome game than COUNTER-STRIKE:
SOURCE and BATTLEFIELD 2 are exactly those which make it seem
closer to reality.

But does this make the game truly authentic? To some extent, this
can be measured quantitatively. The table below shows the speed of
movement in the three games, revealing that the soldiers of AMERI-
CA’'S ARMY can sprint indefinitely at a speed of 4.0 m/s. Taking into
account that American soldiers of today are known to wear extremely
heavy gear — the combat load of a US marine may exceed 120 pounds
(Marine Corps 2003) — this agility is more than impressing. During my
own time as a compulsorily enrolled soldier in the Norwegian army,
my unit had a goal of holding a general marching speed of 3 km/h (0.8
m/s) — a goal we rarely met. Note that this is slower than the speed
at which the avatars of AMERICA'S ARMY can crawl. Moreover, in



AMERICA’S ARMY there is no difference in the speed when running

uphill or downhill; on dry asphalt or in snow, sand or knee-deep in

water.
COUNTER- BATTLEFIELD 2 AMERICA'S
STRIKE: ARMY
SOURCE
Sprint 6.0 m/s 4.0m/s
(max 11s)
Running 4.2 m/s 3.6 m/s 2.7ml/s
Walking 1.7 m/s 1.5m/s
Running crouched 1.4 m/s 1.9m/s 1.3m/s
Walking crouched 0.1 m/s 0.8 m/s
Crawling 0.7 m/s 0.3m/s

Fig. 5: Speed of Movement

(sprint: 0.9 m/s)

The next table shows the sizes of some “maps”, i.e. game arenas,

from the three games (the largest and the smallest maps among 6-7

maps measured from each game). It shows that even the largest
battles of AMERICA’'S ARMY take place within an area smaller than
0.2 square kilometers.

Size estimate

Time to cross

Counter-Strike: Source

Smallest: "de_prodigy” 42 x 60 m 10x14s
Largest: "de_dust” 68 x 96 m 16x23s
America's Army

Smallest: "Urban Assault” 68 x 95 m 25x3bs
Largest: "Radio Tower” 300 x 356 m 110x 131 s
Battlefield 2

Smallest: "Strike at Karkand” (16p) 310x 610 m 25x48 s
Largest: "Zatar Wetlands” (64p) 1570 x 1660 m 126x131s

Fig. 6: Map Sizes
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It is easy enough to come up with a long list of reasons why the
gameworld of AMERICA'S ARMY is not at all authentic: Though
more vulnerable than in other games, players can still take a bullet
in the leg and keep running at their superhuman speed; and there
is never a trace of blood or dismemberment even when avatars are
killed in grenade explosions. And besides, how often does it happen
to the soldiers of the real US Army that they face opponents that are
equal to themselves in number, equipment and training — such as is
the case in AMERICA'S ARMY?

It is easy to criticize the authenticity of the game, but the interest-
ing thing is that all these arguments seem somehow irrelevant. The
point from a fan perspective is not that AMERICA'S ARMY is equal
to reality; the point is that it is closer to reality than the other games.
Realism in a computer game may be understood as a result of how
the game relates to other, similar games, not just how the game re-
lates to external reality.

Identification
The strategy of identification in the design of AMERICA'S ARMY is

connected with the player’s inability to choose freely between roles
in the game. Players of AMERICA'S ARMY will always see them-
selves and their fellow team members dressed in US Army uniforms
and carrying US weapons, whereas the opposing team will be seen
as some kind of generic enemy.

This means that each player is playing two roles at once: As US
soldier to her teammates, and enemy to the opposing team. This
brings out one of the ambiguities of the word “play”: Is this an issue
of “playing” as gameplay, or as enactment? Beyond the appearance of
avatars, this feature also affects the actual behavior of weapons, with
some subtle and potentially confusing gameplay consequences:
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If you drop your M-16, the other side sees you drop an AK-47, and
if they pick up your weapon, they see it as an AK-47 and you see it
as an M-16 that fires like an AK-47. This is not a bug, but a conun-
drum proceeding from the premise that though you've captured a
weapon with a faster firing rate, all your weapons will look Ameri-
can to you (Davis 2003:272).

The game does not attempt to keep this trick a secret — the mutually
contradictory mission briefings for either team are posted right next
to each other on the mission information screens. The army is not
trying to fool anybody about what is going on; what counts is just to
prevent anyone from ending up in a role where they will literally see
themselves as an opposing force fighting against US soldiers.
However, this paradoxical arrangement carries another self-con-
tradiction: Orders for each team must be written in such a way that
they can be interpreted both as the legitimate actions of US soldiers,
and as the counter-strategy of an enemy force. In some missions, this
is solved by a simple time shift, as in the following excerpts from
the “Radio Tower” mission briefings. The assault briefing describes a

combined hostage rescue and sabotage mission:

Situation: Intelligence reports that a terrorist cell is broadcasting
via radio tower at grid WQO038333 and holding two teams of inter-

national aid workers as hostage. [...].

Mission: First squad, rescue the international aid workers in the
buildings to the west (WQ018353) and southwest (WQ038333) and
disable the antenna on the roof of the southwest building prevent-
ing its further use (Tran 2004:120).

Whereas the defense briefing, following immediately below on the

page, describes the same situation a little later on:
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Situation: Having destroyed a makeshift terrorist radio tower and
rescuing [sic!] two teams of international aid workers, your unit is
awaiting extraction. Enemy counterattack is likely to take place

by local reactionary forces.

Mission: Until reinforcements arrive; protect the international aid
workers in the buildings to the west (WQ018353) and southwest
(WQO038333) and do not allow access to the antenna on the roof of
the southwest building which would allow the enemy to send for
additional forces (Tran 2004:120).

This is not just a set of gameplay instructions camouflaged as mil-
itary-style mission briefings; it is also a set of stage instructions for
a contradictory play of make-believe. Judged as theater, this might
be seen as a surreal modernist play about two groups with mutually
incompatible views of themselves and the others; a grotesque com-
edy of errors. This self-contradictory arrangement could potentially
be experienced by players as disillusioning or alienating. However,
the makers of AMERICA'S ARMY have put a significant effort in both
mission design and rhetorical work in order to make it possible for
players to effortlessly ignore the contradiction.

Nonetheless, the “two-faced” characteristic of the game's avatars
means that the game directors have traded an element of reduced
realism in simulation in order to achieve an appearance of the simu-
lated world that fits better with the rhetorical purpose of the game.
This goes directly against all the effort that has been made to have
AMERICA'S ARMY look and feel realistic. And so it is clear that the
directors of the army’s game project consider the enactment aspect

of their game to be crucial.



Legitimization

The third rhetorical strategy is that which is implemented by the
game rules, which [ have called legitimization. By this one term I
mean to refer to two subtly different things. First of all, literal le-
gitimization as “enforcement of the law”: Creating a distinction be-
tween legitimate and illegitimate forms of violence, done through the
game'’s rule system (ROE). Secondly, this can also be seen as an act
of representation, portraying the army as an institution run by strict
rules that prevent violent excesses.

The ROE is a tool for disciplining players. Since the penalty for
killing a teammate is much higher than the reward for killing an en-
emy, excessively trigger-happy players will quickly find themselves
in prison, or unable to log onto servers. Punishment for team-killing
is not unique to AMERICA'S ARMY - it is prohibited as a default in
most team-based shooter games, and is punished in both COUNTER-
STRIKE: SOURCE and BATTLEFIELD 2 — but the strict implementa-
tion of the rules is. This in effect highlights the surveillance aspect of
the game: The game’s software registers the players’ actions during
the game, and automatically inflicts punishments for violations. In
other words, it acts out the power of authority — and though most on-
line games have an element of surveillance, AMERICA'S ARMY is a
game that asserts this panoptic authority unusually strongly. This is
not only a negative exercise, punishing unwanted behavior, but also
a positive one which encourages desirable behavior, such as team
play.

What further separates the rule system of AMERICA'S ARMY from
similar games is that in AMERICA'S ARMY the rules are not just
rules, they are also representations of something else: the rules by
which the real US Army operates. This representation portrays the
army as a strictly law-abiding institution, in which violent excesses

and random cruelty is not tolerated. For instance, all the mission de-
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scriptions state that the player must take care not to injure any of the
civilians present in the combat area — while in most of these missions
there are no non-combatant avatars present. Why put forward this
claim in contexts where it is clearly not true? Unless the game de-
signers have made a mistake and forgotten to put the civilian avatars
in the missions, the only reasonable interpretation is that these are
meant to represent standard instructions that US soldiers are always
required to follow.

The discipline of the game forms a coherent picture with several
other design choices, such as the absence of blood and gore, and the
slow pace of the game. These elements all point towards an attitude
of modesty and responsibility, in particular in comparison with other
violent computer games. Thus the game makes an effort to place it-
self safely outside of game violence controversy, and within the doxa
of US society. It offers the pleasure of being in correspondence with
the hegemonic ideology and authority, of being legitimate.

There is an interesting corollary, however, to the legitimating
function of the ROE, and the double appearance of avatars. Since
both teams have to follow the same rules, and both teams see the
other team as terrorists, this arrangement implies that US forces and
their enemies are equal not just in power, but also in moral: They
both follow the same rules. Both sides will take pains to avoid civilian
casualties, neither side will torture prisoners or kill hostages, and if
terrorist activities are at all portrayed in the game, it is in a manner
which is equivalent to legitimate military action. Recall the mission
briefings above, where the assault team is told to “disable” the radio
antenna: to the defense team this action is not even presented as
sabotage, but rather just as the enemies radioing for extra forces. As
long as everyone knows that the “terrorists” on the other team are
seeing themselves as US forces, it is not possible to portray their ac-
tions as terrorist actions without implying that US forces themselves
are conducting acts equivalent to terrorism. Instead, the “terrorists”

are reduced to a generic opposing force that plays by the rules.



Ethos and the Rhetoric of Discipline

AMERICA’'S ARMY is a game that requires a high degree of disci-
pline from its players. In a genre that is famous for its anarchic ten-
dencies and moral controversies, this is quite remarkable. In fact, the
rhetorical strategies connected with all three aspects of the game
may be seen as strategies that restrict player behavior: The rules re-
strict players from acting out anarchic violence. The demands of au-
thenticity restrict players from performing the unrealistic stunts they
might do in other games. And the identification demand restricts
players from choosing which side to be on.

The discipline enforced in AMERICA’'S ARMY is noticeable not
so much by its correspondence with Army discipline in real life, as
by the difference between the discipline in AMERICA’'S ARMY and
the more anarchic tendencies in similar games. Similarly, the impres-
sion of authenticity is not so much a result of the correspondence be-
tween the gameworld and the real world, as a result of certain “reality
effects” which emphasize a distinction between AMERICA'S ARMY
and other military-themed games. And so the design of the game can
be seen as belonging to one side of a spectrum between constraints

and affordances:

Constraints -« -——-—---- » Affordances
Rules Legitimization = < —————— »  Opposition
Player roles Identification -« -—-—-—-—- » Identity play
Gameworld Authenticity -« ————- » Autonomy

Fig. 7: Model for the Rhetoric of Persuasive Games

All of these terms are intended to be value neutral; it should certainly
not be taken for granted that the largest possible freedom is desir-
able in all cases. As made clear by Gonzalo Frasca (2001a), a strictly

limiting design may be necessary for dealing with serious themes.
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One could exchange the term “discipline” (or “constraints”) in my
model with “anchorage”, expanding on Barthes’ use of the term: All
of the strategies on this side of the spectrum can be viewed as dif-
ferent ways of anchoring the game in reality — or rather, a specific
perception of reality. Building a gameworld which adheres strictly to
the shapes and laws of the real world, enforcing rules which parallel
the rules of the real US Army, and refusing players the option to see a
situation from the perspective of the enemy, are all ways of anchoring
the game experience in a reality that the US Army wants the players
to consider as their own: as potential US Army recruits.

In conclusion, we should look at these findings in relation to the
broader field of rhetoric outside of computer game studies. What kind
of rhetoric is this game rhetoric? It is a relatively subtle kind, certainly
one that deals with the “minimal gestures” claimed to characterize
modern media rhetoric (Johansen 2002), rather than overwhelming
impressions or provocative postures. Certainly there are instances
of verbal-text rhetoric of the most patriotic and grandiose kind in the
game. However, the rhetoric of the game form itself does not rely on
such an overtly excessive style. Instead it is a rhetoric of modesty,
responsibility, and moral authority; avoiding unrealistic excesses and
rebellious play.
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THE SOLDIER’S CREED

| AM AN AMERICAN SOLDIER.

| AM A GUARDIAN OF FREEDOM AND THE AMERIGAN WAY OF LIFE.

| AM AN AMERICAN SOLDIER.

Loading Training Mission "Marksmanship", please wait...

Fig. 8: “The Soldier's Creed” — One of the Loading Screens in
AMERICA’S ARMY (Screenshot)

Of the three means of persuasion — ethos, logos, and pathos — de-
scribed by Aristotle, ethos (moral character) is the main focus of the
AMERICA’'S ARMY rhetoric. The game portrays the US Army as a
deeply moral organization, in which soldiers must take great care
that no teammates or non-combatants are hurt; an organization
which deals strictly with authentic reality, and in which every par-
ticipant has a clearly defined, morally unambiguous role.

Perhaps the Rules of Engagement system could also be seen as
an implicit argument of the logos type (reasoning) about how the sol-
diers in the real army conduct their missions in real life. And certainly
there is a great potential for pathos (emotional affect) involved in the
experience of playing an exciting, adrenaline-filled game where one
enacts a soldier in the real US Army — but viewed from this perspec-

tive there is also a considerable risk involved for the army:
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Because of the Bush administration’s timing, America’s Army was
working to sell the concept of signing up one’s life to be a part of
a very real, and very deadly war, one that the American public in-
creasingly perceived as rife with moral and political complications,
and initiated on questionable presumptions. So surely there were
some pangs of concern in reaction to all the nifty news coverage
America’s Army was getting — a bit of panic on the part of par-
ents, perhaps, “Weren't video games, well, bad for you?” (Halter
2006:XIX-XX).

Excessive computer game pathos, it seems, is dangerous. Therefore,
if a computer game which openly aims to turn teenagers into killers
(soldiers) shall succeed, it needs all the ethos it can get. This is why
ethos is at the center of the rhetoric of AMERICA'S ARMY. It is also
a good reason why AMERICA’'S ARMY should be central for research

in contemporary military propaganda, and computer game rhetoric.
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Kirsten Pohl
Ethical Reflection and Emotional Involvement
in Computer Games

This paper focuses on the way computer games refer to the
context of their formation and ask how they might stimulate
the user’s understanding of the world around him. The central
question is: Do computer games have the potential to inspire our
reflection about moral and ethical issues? And if so, by which
means do they achieve this? Drawing on concepts of the ethical
criticism in literary studies as proposed by Wayne C. Booth and
Martha Nussbaum, I will argue in favor of an ethical criticism for
computer games. Two aspects will be brought into focus: the
ethical reflection in the artifact as a whole, and the recipient’s
emotional involvement. The paper aims at evaluating the inter-
action of game content and game structure in order to give an
adequate insight into the way computer games function and af-

fect us.

According to the cultural historicist Johan Huizinga (1955), playing
games allows the player to transcend reality’s boundaries and enter a
fictional game world where the rules of “real life” are not effective and
where he may act as someone else without fearing the consequences
of “real life”. Games take place in what Huizinga calls the “magic
circle”, a space characterized by the “as if" quality of the player's ac-
tions. Although this determination of games applies as well to com-
puter games; they are more than just games, more than mere distrac-
tions from “real life.” Computer games are cultural artifacts that are
embedded in their specific cultural context and they comment on

this context in a way other than literature and films do.

in: Conference Proceedings of the Philosophy of Computer Games 2008, ed. by
Stephan Gtinzel, Michael Liebe and Dieter Mersch, Potsdam: University Press 2008, 092-107.
http://pub.ub.uni-potsdam.de/volltexte/2008/2465/ [urn:nbn:de:kobv:517-opus-24652]



Ethical Criticism as a Means to Approach

Computer Games

In the beginning of her book “Love’s Knowledge. Essays on Philoso-
phy and Literature”, the philosopher Martha Nussbaum explains why
she has for so long been interested in the mutual influence of ethics
and literature. She sees the reason lying in her childhood when she
spent many hours reading and declared novels as her best friends.
Not only was she concerned about the protagonist’s fate, but the
books she read also inspired her to think about highly philosophi-
cal issues concerning, for example, truth, and life, and love. Books
became her friends, her “spheres of reflection” (Nussbaum 1990:11),
as she calls them.

Today, many children and adolescents probably spend equal
amounts of time playing computer and video games. Like books,
these fictional worlds on the screen may offer alternative modes of
being and living we are keen to explore. And like the literary char-
acters in the books we read, the avatars introduced in these games
may become somewhat like friends to us, and we may feel respon-
sible for their well being. So, when Martha Nussbaum illustrates how
the books she read made her the person she is today, can the same
be said of today’s computer games as well? Can they have a similar
impact on our lives and the ways we see the world?

Most of the people who play computer games would probably im-
mediately answer: Of course they can! Computer game heroes can
serve as role models or idols just as literary or filmic characters do.
But above that, how do computer games influence the way we think,
especially if we take playing as an epistemological model for gaining
insight and knowledge of the world?

The ethical criticism proposed by Wayne C. Booth in the 1960s
and later resumed by Martha Nussbaum from a philosophical per-

spective in the 1990s draws on the assumption that novels and other
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narrative texts can have a strong ethical influence on their readers by
engaging them in moral conflicts and therefore exercise their practi-
cal moral sense. Narratives achieve this through rhetorical devices
such as “point of view” or “reliability of the narrator.” The reader wit-
nesses the emotional perturbations of the protagonists and involun-
tarily forms an opinion about what he is told and how he is told. One
problem with this approach is obviously that literature can easily be
misunderstood and exploited as an instrument for moral guidance.
It is certain that literature does not simply convey ideas, but makes
proposals that the reader may agree to deal with according to his
own moral predispositions, or may not. Literature expresses a par-
ticular sense of life to which the reader involuntarily and automati-
cally takes a stance. Additionally, it can be noticed that literature
sometimes uses rhetorical strategies to imply the reader emotionally
and morally; literature counts consciously for a certain mental pre-
disposition of its readers. Ghost stories or lurid tales, for example, are
written with a certain reader in mind and they only function as they
should if the reader reacts as the anticipated ideal or implied reader
inscribed in the story.

In her introduction “Form and Content, Philosophy and Literature”,
Martha Nussbaum explicitly draws attention to the necessity for an
equal consideration of content and form when reading literature
from an ethical perspective. (The equal consideration of “form” ap-
pears to be one way to meet the accusations of subjectivity when
it comes to an ethical criticism of aesthetic phenomena.) It is not
only what the author chooses to narrate, but also how he tells his
story that illustrates a certain point of view or outlook on the world.
The form or style of literary texts, Nussbaum argues, “itself expresses
choices and selections, and sets up, in the reader, certain activities
and transactions rather than others” (Nussbaum 1990:5). By combin-
ing form and content adequately, literature can make contributions

to the reader’'s moral imagination. Nussbaum goes even further by
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claiming that literature is not only capable of ethical theorizing as
well as philosophy, but even does so more vividly. While philosophy
appeals to the intellect at an abstract level, she argues in “Reading
for Life”, literature also involves the reader emotionally and as an in-
dividual person (although many philosophers would probably dissent
and argue that philosophy, too, is a highly emotional field):

For philosophy, too, has its seductive power, its power to lure the
reader away from the richly textured world of particulars to the
lofty heights of abstraction. [...] On the other hand, the seductions
of literature can frequently return us to a richer and more complex
world; and the very enchantments of the novel can lead the reader
past her tendencies to deny complexity, to evade the messiness of
feeling (Nussbaum 1990:238).

The aspect of authorial agency as the power to select among a variety
of possibilities to tell a story becomes even more relevant regarding
the gaming structure in computer and video games. By offering the
player a set of options (for example to kill people in the game world)
and denying others (for example to kill kids in the game world) the
designer of a game also makes a moral statement. The options the
designers of a game provide are first of all only relevant on the level
of the source code. Every player movement has to be programmed
in order to be considered as valuable input. But as soon as these
decisions obtain a semantic denotation, they become part of the nar-
rative universe of the game. Semantized allocations and restrictions
of options on the level of the narrative can then refer to the implied
ethics of the game (Sicart 2005).

The division of the game into a ludic and a narrative level cor-
responds to the distinction between form and content in traditional
linear narratives. I understand the ludic level as the basic conflict
structure of the game as it is written in the source code. The narra-
tive level is placed upon this basis. It is on the one hand intertwined
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with it, while on the other hand it is on this narrative level that the lu-
dic structure becomes visible. The ludic level cannot strictly be sepa-
rated from the narrative level. One only gets an idea of the ludic level
through the narrative level (unless he is able to read the source code.)
The analytical tools of the literary Possible Worlds Theory (PWT) as
drafted by Marie-Laure Ryan turn out to be very suitable when ana-
lyzing the correlation of conflict structure and narrative layer of com-
puter games and to get an idea of the moral system that underlies the

game world (Ryan 1991).

Absolute existence: Textual Actual World (TAW)

Made up of what exists absolutely in the semantic universe of the text,
as opposed to what exisis in the minds of the characters

Mental existence in the minds of the characters:

Obligation-World (O-Worid):
e systom of commitmants and
prohibitions defined by socisl
rules and meral principles

Knowledge-World (K-Work):
‘what i known o bebaved including
as woll the skills and talonts:

Wish-World (W-Word):
the desires of a character

Intention-Workd (I-Word):
of a character

Fig. 1: Analytical Categories of the Possible Worlds Theory (based on Ryan 1991)

First of all, a text establishes a narrative universe that constitutes a
reference world called the Textual Actual World (TAW). Opposed to
this reference world, there are several possible worlds that only exist
in the minds of the characters such as Knowledge-World, Intention-
World, Obligation-World, or Wish-World. These different worlds are



not always compatible, in fact if they were, the narrative would be
missing a conflict and probably bore its readers. Accordingly, “the
relations among the worlds of the narrative system are not static, but
change from state to state. The plot is the trace left by the move-
ment of these worlds within the textual universe” (Ryan 1991:119).
A conflict between two or more of the character’s worlds or one of the
character’s worlds and the TAW can cause movement: “For a move to
occur and a plot to be started, there must be some sort of conflict in
the textual universe. Plots originate in knots — and knots are created
when the lines circumscribing the worlds of the narrative universe,
instead of coinciding, intersect each other. In order to disentangle
the lines in their domain, characters resort to plotting, with almost
inevitable effect of creating new knots in some other domain” (Ryan
1991:120). This understanding of plot and movement in a narrative
can be applied to certain computer games in order to analyze their
conflict structure. The game is initiated with some sort of conflict
the player has to solve, with ever new conflicts coming along the
way. In the following, the game FAHRENHEIT (2005) will be analyzed
by means of the categories of the Possible Worlds Theory in order to
demonstrate the correlation of ludic and narrative level and give an
impression of the playing process.

The game’s story in FAHRENHEIT is elaborated from two different
perspectives. First, there is the perspective of the protagonist of the
game, Lucas Kane. At the beginning of the game he finds himself
waking up in the restroom of a little restaurant where apparently he
has just murdered a man. Lucas does not know the man and does not
know what happened; he committed the murder in a state of trance
or unconsciousness. The first conflict or quest therefore is to leave
the restaurant unattended, the general quest of the game is to find
out about the reasons for this murder and prove Luca’s innocence.

The second perspective that is offered to the player is the one of

the two investigating police officers, Carla Valenti and Tyler Miles.
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These two perspectives alternate and the player can act as either one
of these three; he can choose between either being Lucas or switch-
ing between Carla and Tyler. FAHRENHEIT mixes classic adventure
game quests with quests that require more action game-like skills,
such as speed and precision in the pressing of buttons. The dialogue
scenes also combine these two principles by offering up to four pos-
sible topics among which the player has to choose, one in a given
time frame (about 5 to 7 seconds) in order to communicate with an-
other character in the game.

The Textual Actual World equals at first sight our own perception
of reality. The game is set in New York City in the month of January
in today’s time. Yet, some clues hint at supernatural forces agitating
in that world, which the avatar, Lucas Kane, does not understand
himself. When considering the different worlds we have to make the
distinction between the world from the perspective of the avatar and
the world from the perspective of the player. In the beginning of the
game, the avatar's Knowledge-World is more or less congruent with
the player's Knowledge-World. Lucas finds himself having committed
a murder without having any memory of the act itself and therefore
without knowing what actually happened and why. The same holds
true for the player — only that his attention has already been drawn to
a crow sitting in the restroom’s window, a figure that in fiction often
serves as a symbol for supernatural and ominous forces. The player
can therefore already assume that something supernatural has tak-
en place and will cross the game’s storyline again. Additionally, the
player starts to broaden his own Knowledge-World by gaining control
over the navigation and the menu. What is also still unknown to him
is the knowledge of his abilities as player of the avatar.

Also the player’s and the avatar's Obligation-Worlds are more or
less equally assignable. Murder is labeled a crime and hence morally
not justifiable. The police are introduced as the legal institution that

prosecutes these crimes. Although the player assumes this, he has
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to verify if his own moral system is applicable to the game by trying
out various options. The option to flee the place, for example, is not
provided. Neither is the possibility to confess the crime to the police
officer who is sitting at the bar of the restaurant. An appalled and
paralyzed reaction to the murder or the waiting for things to happen
is condemned as well. The time frame for reacting to the murder and
leaving the restaurant is limited. When it is over, the police officer
finds Lucas in the restroom and arrests him, the game ends. One
might conclude from these restrictions that cowards are dismissed
right at the beginning of the game and only the brave and curious
should continue. Not allowing these alternative options probably has
structural rather than moral reasons. It is remarkable though that
while the game does not continue these alternative threads on the
ludic level, they are considered and realized on the narrative level in
cut-scenes and therefore characterize the avatar indirectly and give
the player a hint of the implied ethics.

The Wish-World of all three avatars (Lucas, Carla, and Tyler) is part-
ly symbolized through an energy bar that shows the avatar’s state of
affections and that can be filled in the first chapter by actions that
make Lukas feel comfortable and more safe such as “eat”, “drink”,

noou

“play jukebox”, “remove dead body”, or “hide knife"; and is lowered

by actions that attract attention or arouse suspicion for example the

noou ,

following: “talk to waitress”, “talk to cop”, or “leave without paying.’
The more points the player makes in this chapter, the better he is
prepared for what is coming.

Intentions and wishes go hand in hand in the first chapter: Lucas
wishes to erase his tracks as well as possible and escape the restau-
rant before the police finds out about the murder. His intention is to
look for the best way to do so without drawing too much attention
towards himself. The player adopts these concerns by trying to fill the
energy bar. Obviously, the intentions of Tyler and Carla in the second

chapter are directly opposed to Lucas’ in the first chapter. Whereas
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he wants to cover his traces, the investigators want to detect them.
The player has to adopt both perspectives and all concerns to an
equal extent in order to progress. The possibility to even deliberate
whether he wants to give one party a priority over the other is not
intended in the game and this is what establishes kind of a moral
conflict in the player.

This close analysis of FAHRENHEIT demonstrates how the player
gains insight of the ludic structure of the game through the narrative
structure. Restrictions on the level of the source code are expressed
and made reasonable on the narrative level. In the case of FAHREN-
HEIT this is realized consequently throughout the game and I believe
the correlation of both levels and not the independent functioning of
each might be one criterion for a good game. In the case of FAHREN-
HEIT, the player is denied elemental decisions, for example to choose
which side he wants to be on. At the same time, he is offered less far-
reaching options to solve the game's conflict and it is still up to him
if everything goes well in the end. From the perspective of an ethical
criticism, both levels, the ludic, as well as the narrative as correspon-
dents to the levels of form and content in literature, should therefore
be considered in order to grasp the idea of a game; the outlook of the
world implied in and transported through the game.

Forms of Emotional Involvement in Computer Games

Earlier I mentioned Nussbaum’s claim for the heuristic value or ethi-
cal potential of literature since it not only appeals to the intellect, but
also involves the reader emotionally. Above all, it is the emotional
involvement that characterizes computer games. However, we have
to differentiate between two different ways of emotional involvement.
One is instantaneous and spontaneous: We play a game, because
we want to win a game. This is the first focus of our interest and if
the game is good we hold up this commitment throughout the game.

But some games also involve the player on a second level emotionally,



which is comparable to the emotional involvement in literature and
depends first of all on the narrative level. It makes a difference if we
have to arrange blocks in an optimal position or if we have to save the
princess from the jaws of a monkey. In games with a narrative fram-
ing, we are concerned about the avatar's fate, not only because the
avatar is our representative in the fictional world and the instrument
we need in order to actually play and win the game, but because we
feel for him, we identify with his concerns and want to know how the
story turns out for him and for us. The narrative framing of a gaming
context can affect the gaming motivations.

In literature it is through the narrator and/or the protagonist that
we are drawn emotionally into the fictional universe of the text. Dur-
ing the reading process we establish a kind of emotional relationship
to the protagonist characterized above all by the emotion of empathy,
which is amongst other things influenced by the narrator's point of
view (Schneider 2002). In computer games there is no narrator to tell
the story. We experience the story directly as it happens or at least
this is suggested. What is of similar importance for the emotional
involvement in digital games, though, is the relationship between
avatar and player. (It would be interesting to analyze if players pref-
erence for certain games depends partly on their sympathy for the
avatar.)

Before demonstrating some forms of emotional involvement in
computer games with three examples, I would like to focus first on the
communicative situation in games since there is one highly relevant
aspect that has to be kept in mind when bringing together literary
concepts with computer games. This is the fact that we have to play
for the text, it is the ergodicity of these texts, as Espen Aarseth stated
in his book Cybertext, that influences the relationship of player and
avatar to great extent. He describes the communicative situation in

Adventure Games as an “intrigue structure” (Aarseth 1997:111-114).
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[Extratextual] [Intratextual] [Extratextual]
Implied Author Implied User
Real Author Intrigant — Intriguee Real Reader
Avatar

Fig. 2: Intrigue Structure in Cybertexts (based on Aarseth 1997)

Unlike narrator and implied author, the intrigant, rather than guid-
ing through the story and the game, complicates it. He can be seen
as the player’s adversary. The intriguee on the other side holds the
positions of the implied reader and the narratee. The intrigant wants
to prevent the intriguee from solving the problems too easily; the in-
triguee’s aim is to overcome all the obstacles installed by the intrig-
ant in order to win the game. This situation varies in different game
genres, but the formula of intrigant — intrigue — intriguee generally
applies to most of the game genres.

On the side of the intrigue, player and avatar work hand in hand.
It is first of all on the ludic level that this relation is determined. The
player is given certain options to act on other non- playable charac-
ters or objects in the game world (e.g. fight, talk, pick up objects, etc.)
and forbidden others (e.g. to go where he likes and to ask what he
likes).

The game SYBERIA (2002) serves as a good example for how the
relationship between avatar and player can also be influenced on the
narrative level. Kate Walker, the avatar in SYBERIA, is given strong

psychological traits; she is compared to others an exceedingly de-
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fined and personalized avatar. This implies that the player's way
to interpret the game world is to great extent left out. He is forced
to adopt Kate's perspective. It is often argued that avatars need to
be flat characters that leave room for the player to come in. Yet it
seems, depending on the game genre, that also games with round,
i.e. autonomous characters are attractive for players, because they
offer new schemata of thinking and acting that can be; other than
in literature, tested. This relationship between avatar and player can
be considered a form of emotional involvement. In the case of SYB-
ERIA, it is possible that the player rather than thinking about what
he himself would do, might get to a point where the answer to the
question, “What would my avatar do in this situation?” is more rel-
evant to him. Judging from what he already knows about his avatar
already, he might then find the solution to the given problem. What I
just sketched out can best be realized in adventure games because
they have a determined game structure that leaves only little room for
deliberation and negotiation on behalf of the player.

A different form of emotional involvement is realized in FAHREN-
HEIT, a game I already mentioned. Like SYBERIA, FAHRENHEIT in-
troduces an avatar that is predefined as an autonomous character that
reacts emotionally and in a very personal way to the things that hap-
pened to him. Lucas Kane, the avatar of FAHRENHEIT is no hero in
the classical sense; he actually was not looking for this challenge. He
is an anti-hero or a tragic hero and FAHRENHEIT is the extraordinary
story of an ordinary man, as he says himself in the introductory se-
quence. Here the player is inspired to ask not so much what the avatar
would do, but what he himself would do if he were in such a situation.
A feature that supports this impression is the design of the dialogue
scenes. As in other games, the player can choose between several
possible questions or answers, but here he is only given a short time
frame to select between these options. The player therefore has not
much time to think about possible consequences for the progression

of the game, but has to decide spontaneously and emotionally.

Ethics and Politics

103



Pohl

104

A third form of emotional involvement in games can be discov-
ered in GTA SAN ANDREAS (2005). What is of importance here is
first of all the introductory sequence. The Textual Actual World of the
game is introduced, and especially the categories of “good” and “bad”
executed in the game world. Carl Johnson, the protagonist of the
game is the good, misunderstood boy who is stigmatized by the bad
cops. They want to foist a murder on him which he did not commit.
This introductory sequence therefore functions as the reference foil
to which everything in the gaming process has to be set into relation.
It sets up a framework that evaluates illegitimate actions as acts in
self-defense and provides new moral schemata. Therefore, the intro-
ductory sequence is of great importance here, it provides the player
with the psychological and moral reasoning of the occurrences in the
course of the game and commits the player to the game'’s ethics.

All three forms of emotional involvement sketched here have in
common that they combine the player’s perspective from outside the
game with the player’s perspective inside the game through the eyes
of an avatar. This is something that cannot be realized to equal ex-
tent in literature, since literature does not involve the reader in the
unfolding of the story. The forms of emotional involvement in com-
puter games are various, they go far beyond empathy or compassion
and these three examples can only be first approaches in describing
the aesthetic and emotional experience of computer games. But they
already indicate that computer games are contextualized artifacts
that might distract the player from “real life” and from himself, but
that always find multitudinous forms of referring back to the player
and his mental and emotional predisposition. Additionally to litera-
ture and film, computer games can be regarded as media that stretch
our moral senses. A computer game can serve as a playing ground
for the other in us. But at the same time, a computer game is also a

playing ground for the self in us.
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Niklas Schrape

Playing with Information
How Palitical Games Encourage the Player to Craoss the
Magic Circle

The concept of the magic circle suggests that the experience of
play is separated from reality. However, in order to interact with
a game’s rule system, the player has to make meaningful inter-
pretations of its representations — and representations are never
neutral. Games with political content refer in their representa-
tions explicitly to social discourses. Cues within their represen-
tational layers provoke the player to link the experience of play to

mental concepts of reality.

Can games have political meanings? Most players are well aware that
a game is not to be confused with reality, but is a discrete sphere, cut
off from the ordinary world, governed by its own rules. Since Johan
Huizinga (1955), this phenomenon is commonly known as the magic
circle, a concept often taken up by ludological thinkers like Rodriguez
(2006) or Salen and Zimmerman (2004). However, if games shall be
meaningful, the player has to relate the playing experience to the
subjective construction of reality. This paper proposes that games
can offer cues within their representations in order to encourage the
player to refer to knowledge of the real world. In doing so, these games
incite the player to mentally move back and forth between the magic
circle and the outside world. It is not the concern of this paper to offer
empirical evidence about the psychological effects of video games,
but to construct a perspective in order to be able to investigate the
immanent structures of games that shape the process of meaning
making. The paper starts with a discussion about the importance of
interpretation in play. In the second part, a model is suggested that il-

lustrates the several layers of a game, which can contain information

in: Conference Proceedings of the Philosophy of Computer Games 2008, ed. by
Stephan Gtinzel, Michael Liebe and Dieter Mersch, Potsdam: University Press 2008, 108-125.
http://pub.ub.uni-potsdam.de/volltexte/2008/2466/ [urn:nbn:de:kobv:517-opus-24668]



and textual cues. These theoretical considerations are concluded by
the discussion of three examples: ZOTTEL RETTET DIE SCHWEIZ,
GLOBAL CONFLICT: PALESTINE, and PEACEMAKER. In this ar-
ticle, the player is sometimes referred to as male (his actions, his
interpretations) this is done to simplify matters and shall in no way

exclude female players from consideration.

Making Meaning out of Games

How do players make meaning out of games? The ludologist Markku
Eskelinen (2001) claims that games, while played, are only interpret-
ed in face of their rules. He points out that the dominant user func-
tion in games is a configurative one. However, in order to perform
a meaningful configuration, the player needs to interpret the state
of the game. In his words: “in games we have to interpret in order
to be able to configure” (Eskelinen 2004:38). Against his intentions,
Eskelinen states that interpretation is of the utmost importance for
play. From a semiotic point of view, interpretation is a general ac-
tivity of meaning making, which enables human beings to orient
themselves within the world; to act, and to make sense out of their
experiences. Interpretation is directed at signs and systems of signs,
which are representations, as they refer to meaningful mental con-
cepts. The constructionist approach in literary and semiotic theory
claims that the meaning of any text is not transmitted, but actively
constructed by the reader (Hall 1997). Hence, the meaning of an art-
work only manifests itself during reception (Eco 1989). This process
is not arbitrary, but pre-structured by cues within the text. Therefore,
the individual experience of a text, a novel, or a film is not identical
with the material text it is based on. Meaning can only arise through
reception. The cognitive film-theorist David Bordwell describes the

interplay between a film and the spectator:
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[Tlhe film offers structures of information [...] to encourage the
spectator to execute story constructing activities. The film
presents cues, patterns, and gaps that shape the viewer's ap-
plication of schemata and the testing of hypothesises (Bordwell
1985:33).

Bordwells thoughts apply not only to narrative films, but also to the
player’s interpretative activities in video games. Britta Neitzel (2005)
pointed out that the player observes the represented actions of the
video game and matches this information with existing schemata
about stories in order to orient further actions towards a horizon of
meaning. Instead of guiding a viewing experience by constructing
hypothesis about the story’s development, the player constructs
strategies, concerning future moves. There are several other mental
concepts and schemata the player can refer to in order to interpret
the game in a way that enables meaningful action. The player brings
into the game a huge amount of knowledge, often pre-conscious. In
a story-driven game, this knowledge might encompass expectations
about the reactions of characters, based on experiences in real life,
films, or books. In a shooter, it might be the knowledge about grav-
ity, physics, and shotguns. Schemata are mental concepts that are
pre-consciously used in order to complete incomplete information.
For example, many role playing games do not actually explain rather
obscure concepts, like karma, elves, and orcs. It is assumed that the
players will refer to established schemata in their heads, shaped by
endless fantasy games and profound knowledge about Tolkin.

The interpretative activity of the player can only be directed at
the games representations, the rule system of the game is imper-
ceptible. Without being represented, rules are as invisible as pure
syntax without any semantics. Everything the player knows about
the game, he knows by interpreting the representations. He can

abstract general rules from specific experiences, but is still depen-



dent on what he observes on the screen. He can make conclusions,
learning from experimentations, but he can only reflect on what he
perceives as represented feedback. In consequence, there are two
sources of information the player can draw on: the representations of
the game and existing knowledge. But representations incorporate
more than just rules. They offer a fictional game world (Aarseth 2003)
that changes the experience of the player (Juul 2005, Bogost 2007).
More importantly, there are no neutral representations, as long as
not totally abstract. The majority of games make use of very concrete
representations that refer to established mental concepts about con-
flicts, enemies, monsters, and love — schemata which can be easily
put to use by most players in order to effortlessly construct a smooth
interpretation about what is going on in the game.

Therefore, the semiotic system of a game is in no way superficial or
coincidental, as Espen Aarseth (2004) claimed and Jesper Juul (1998)
once argued. Juul (2005) revised this statement later and described
games as both rules and fiction. This consideration goes along with
theoretical thoughts by Britta Neitzel (2005) and Claus Pias (2002).
Games seem to be a Janus headed medium with a double nature.
They are formal rule systems as well as representational systems.
Both systems are equally necessary to enable play.

If the interpretation of the representations allows the player to take
meaningful action in the game, one question arises: What is mean-
ingful play? Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman describe the creation of

meaningful play as the holy grail of game design:

Meaningful play occurs when the relationships between actions
and outcomes in a game are both discernable and integrated into
the larger context of the game. Creating meaningful play is the

goal of successful game design (Salen/Zimmerman 2004:34).

According to this definition, the experience of a perceivable feedback

enables the player to ascribe meaning to actions. The consequences
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of the player’s actions have to be significant for the whole system
of the game to be integrated within a larger context. It is important
to point out that this conception of meaning is not identical with
meaning as used in literary interpretations. The possible meaning of
TETRIS (1985), in the (in)famous interpretation by Janet H. Murray, is
a metaphorical one (Murray 1997). In contrast, the meaning given by
Salen and Zimmerman is only related to the game itself.

It can be summarized that the player interprets the representa-
tions of the game in order to configure the rule system in a way that
enables him to experience meaningful play. He is cued in his inter-
pretations by the game’s representations, but needs to flesh out the
perceived information with existing knowledge, clustered in cogni-
tive schemata. In this line of thought, the interpretation of the player
is functional. But is it possible to denote a functional meaning to a
sign without stirring up connotations? As the examples will show,

the two kinds of meaning are not as separated as it seems.

112



Ethics and Paolitics

The Layers of a Game

If a game contains cues which the player uses in order to construct
meaning — can these cues be located more specifically? In reference
to the concept of game rhetorics by Gonzalo Frasca (2003), it is pos-

sible to describe a game as an entity with several layers.

Paratext

Static
Representations

Dynamic
Representations

Goal-Rules

Behavior
Rules

Fig. 1: Game Onion inspired by Gonzalo Frasca (2003)

In this Game Onion, the circles represent the layers of the game,
which can contain information to cue the player. Frasca identified
four layers in games: The layer of representation, the behavior rules,

the goal rules, and the meta-rules. The meta-rules define the possi-
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bilities to change the other layers. For the purpose of this paper, this
layer shall be ignored, as it is only crucial for games that allow the
player to act as an emergent author (Pearce 2004). Furthermore, the
model is expanded by the layer of paratext and the category of repre-
sentation is diversified into dynamic and static representations.

At the core of the Game Onion are the behavior rules. They define
what the player can and can not do within the game. These rules
are based on models that do not simulate reality, but realize mental
concepts of reality. A simulative model can describe aerodynamics or
an economic system, but it is always based on assumptions. Hence,
the behavior rules are expressions of subjective or inter-subjective
interpretations. Simulative models are procedural materializations
of concepts of truth, positioned within specific historical contexts
(Hall 1997) and discoursive formations (Foucault 1972). Simulations
are always interpretations. However, for a game to be a game, there
needs to be a goal for the player to achieve and obstacles to over-
come, resulting in dramatic conflict. According to Frasca, these as-
pects are defined by the game's goal rules. They define a winning
scenario and stage a state of the game as preferable and others as
not. For this reason, goal rules are highly ideological. The layer of
dynamic representation builds the third ring of the game-onion, it
includes all representations that are directly connected to the rule
system, and basically everything the player can interact with. As ex-
plicated, these representations have a functional dimension, as they
allow interaction, but they cannot be reduced to this function. Obvi-
ously it makes a difference if an enemy is represented as a monster
or a child. Dynamic representations are necessary for a game to be
playable, but many video games contain a lot of cut-scenes and texts
that are not essential for the gameplay. Hence, there are two layers of
representation, a dynamic one; representing the rules and the state
of the game, and an additional one; enriching and commenting the
playing experience. This layer can be called static representation, as
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the player is not able to interact with it. It includes everything that
is represented within the game, but not playable, as written texts or
video sequences. Every game needs a layer of dynamic representa-
tion, but not every game needs a layer of additional static representa-
tion. A simple arcade game, like SPACE INVADERS (1978), has dy-
namic representations, but nearly no additional static ones. It is easy
to imagine a Space Invaders Deluxe version, augmented with spec-
tacular cut-scenes, narrating the heroic battle of mankind against
the overwhelming forces from outer space. This hypothetical framing
could enrich the playing experience, but it is definitely not necessary
to watch these videos to be a successful player. SPACE INVADERS
is an example of a game where all necessary information is situated
within the dynamic representations. However, more complex video
games often use static representations, like cut-scenes, to offer rel-
evant information.

Every textual element that cues the player, but is not part of the
game itself, can be described as paratext. This category encom-
passes the manual, the advertising, walkthroughs, and hint books.
HEspecially early games, like the famous Infocom adventures, made
good use of paratextual elements, which offered background story
and sometimes hints for puzzles. Moreover, it is obvious that the ex-
pectations of the player (and therefore the playing style) are heavily
shaped by promises and claims, made in ads and on the packaging
of the game.

In most cases, all relevant information is located in some layer
within the game. However, some games have rule systems that force
the player to refer to existing knowledge, e.g. quiz games. They are
special in that they implement solutions within their rules, which
the player has to reconstruct. Confronted with a puzzle, the player
needs information to find a solution. This information can be located
within the dynamic or static representations, the paratext or outside
the game. If the information cannot be found in the game, the player
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needs to activate existing knowledge. In doing so, he establishes a
link between in-game experience and concepts of reality. This mech-
anism is well known to all players of quiz games, who gain tremen-
dous, if fragmented, factual knowledge due to play.

The categories of the Game Onion can be put to use in order to
investigate the structures of games that shape the interpretation of
the player. How does a game cue the player in the construction of
meaning? How can the player use the interpretations in order to in-
teract with the game? Can games cue in such a way that the inter-
pretations feedback on concepts of reality? These questions shall be
investigated in the discussion of three examples with explicit politi-

cal content.

Example 1: Zottel Saves Switzerland

The game ZOTTEL RETTET DIE SCHWEIZ (2007) has been used by
the right-wing Swiss party SVP to convey political messages dur-
ing their election campaign. The game consisted of four simple flash
games on a website. The ZOTTEL games became hugely popular
and spurred an international controversy, due to racist content. Con-
sidering the sweeping press coverage, the games can only be called
a tremendous success. They went off-line shortly after the end of the
election campaign. The ZOTTEL games were notable for their struc-
ture: all four games consisted of a quiz game, a simple arcade game,
and a final written statement, evaluating the player’'s performance.
The arcade part was the actual game, where the player controlled the
SVP’s mascot, the goat “Zottel.” In one of the games, Zottel was posi-
tioned behind a line, graphically signified as the Swiss border. From
the left side, oodles of black and white sheep stormed the screen. The
player’s task was to kick out the black sheep before they could cross
the border, while ignoring the white ones. From time to time, a bus,
designated as property of the green party and filled with four sheep
at once, drove from the left to the right side — again the player had



to kick it out. The game ended after a certain amount of black sheep
crossed the border. The player’s goal was to stay in the game as long
as possible.

The behavior and goal rules of the game were a variation on ar-
cade classics. Because of their familiarity, they were very accessible.
Everyone could play ZOTTEL. The dynamic representations linked
the game with an established discourse in Switzerland during that
time. The picture of black sheep, invading Switzerland, defended by
a goat, might be ambiguous. However, the visual metaphors of the
goat Zottel, representing the SVP, and the black sheep; standing for
criminal foreigners, were well established through ads and posters.
In order to ascribe a political meaning to the game, the player, there-
fore, had to refer to paratextual information and existing knowledge.
The text at the end of the game evaluated the playing and called to
vote the SVP. This static representation clearly tied back the playing
experience to real life politics and cued the player to connect it with a
political discourse. Moreover, an opening screen, presenting a short
quiz with just one question, preceded the game. In the case of this
example, the question was: “How big was the percentage of rapes
committed by foreigners in 2005?" The player had three different
answers to choose from, the game started only if he chose the “cor-
rect” one, allegedly 80.5%. The quiz forced the player to resort to prior
knowledge of the social and political situation in Switzerland. More-
over, it coerced him to subdue to the rules of a right wing discourse,
exploiting his eagerness to play. Additionally, it framed the following
game, offering a context, connotating the black sheep as potential
rapists, and by that charging the experience of play in an emotion-
al way. The quiz offered background information, not necessary for
successful playing, but pre-structuring the player’s interpretation. It
does not help the player to interpret the symbol of the black sheep in
such a way. The functional meaning of the sheep within the game is

independent from its metaphorical meaning. Therefore, in ZOTTEL,
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there are two kinds of meaning at work. This serves the purpose of
the game, as it is programmed to be as accessible as possible. Nearly
no preexisting knowledge is necessary to play the arcade game, but
it is impossible to overlook the political messages. The game simply

works as a viral marketing tool.

Example 2: GLOBAL CONFLICT: PALESTINE

GLOBAL CONFLICT: PALESTINE (2007) is a game about the Middle
East Conflict, which puts the player in the role of a journalist, who
tries to gather information and to sell compelling stories. The texts
on the packaging and the website describe the game as a “new ap-
proach to games, moving them beyond entertainment.” Moreover,
the website offers learning materials for teachers. On a paratextual
level, the game is clearly framed as well as researched, realistic, and
authentic. GCP resembles a role-playing game: The player is quite
free in his movements and has to accomplish tasks for characters.
However, there is no fighting; the main activity is to talk to infor-
mants, and to collect statements. While doing this, he has to take
care not to annoy his interviewees. Their attitude towards the player
is represented through a mark on a colored bar, ranging from red to
green. During the dialogue, the player has to choose between several
written sentences, resulting in more dialogue options. The particu-
larity of the game is that the player can use his knowledge of the
Middle East conflict for successful playing. In order not to anger a
Palestinian or Israeli, he has to put himself in the others’ place. To do
this, the player can resort to existing mental concepts.

Additionally, the game offers lots of potential sources of informa-
tion, e.g. virtual experts, like a university professor, who functions as
a marker of authenticity. To successfully play GLOBAL CONFLICT:
PALESTINE, the player has to make complex interpretations of spe-
cific narrative situations, based on information offered by the game’s

dynamic and static representations, complemented by existing
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knowledge. The common game mechanism of a dialogue menu has
much in common with a quiz game, as it encourages the player to
use knowledge to choose the strategically best option. On the layer of
behavior rules, the options of the dialogue menu are simply defined
by their attributes: some will move the relationship-bar to the friendly
side, others to the hostile one. The goal rules evaluate the different
options, pressing the player to make conscious decisions. But only
the specific kind of representation (natural dialogue, referring to real-
istic situations) and the paratextual embedding relate the experience
of the game to reality.

Example 3: PEACEMAKER

PEACEMAKER (2007) is a turn-based, political strategy game. It is
clearly inspired by classics, like Jim Caspirini's HIDDEN AGENDA
(1988). The player takes on the role of the Israeli or Palestinian leader
and has to make political, diplomatic, and military decisions in order
to reach a peaceful solution to the Middle East Conflict. At its core,
PEACEMAKER is a simulation of the interdependent relationships
between the political actors in the conflict. Its behavior rules define
the reactions of these actors to the player's moves. In the role of the
Palestinian leader, a hopeful speech about the peace process might
please the Israeli public and the United Nations, but anger the radi-
cal Hamas party and maybe even the Palestinian public. Each of the
player’s actions has multiple and complex consequences, creating
a challenging task of balancing the diverse interests. The behavior
rules define a limited set of actors and grasp their agendas in numeri-
cal values. By doing so, the rules reduce the real world’'s complex-
ity. For example, the conflict with Lebanon is spared, the Arabian
states are merged into one actor, and the whole religious problem is
reduced to just a few textual references. The Islamist ideology of the
Hamas and its anti-Semitism are left out — most likely due to the fact
that these irrational elements are nearly impossible to put in numeri-

cal values.
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Furthermore, the possible actions of the player are defined. He
can select between a wide range of diplomatic, military, or economic
choices; but it is impossible to choose not to act. These actions have
consequences on the states of the political actors, whose interdepen-
dencies make it impossible to predict the outcome. Consequently,
the playing experience is rather indirect. PEACEMAKER's goal rules
define a single winning scenario: The two state solution. In doing
that, the game renders some of the simulated actors as opponents;
especially the Hamas and the Jewish settlers. The goal rules channel
the player's actions in a predefined direction and produce dramatic
conflict. The achievement of the goal is dependent on the state of
a double high score, representing the Israeli and Palestinian, or the
national and the world’s approval.

The rules of PEACEMAKER create a simulation of a conflict,
staged as dramatic game. However, it is the layers of representation
that encourage the player to relate the experience to reality. If ab-
stracted from their representations, the rules of PEACEMAKER could
easily be put in a new skin. The only thing necessary is to change
the names of the actors, the texts, the look of the map, and the cut-
scenes. The exact same behavior and goal rules would fit in a game
about a conflict between dwarves and elves in a fantasy scenario.
The possible political meanings of PEACEMAKER are results of the
interplay between its rules and its representations. The game puts
its abstract rules in a very specific, graphical skin. The omnipres-
ent map of the Middle East region has actually no relevance to the
rules, as the player is not able to take actions on specific locations;
its whole purpose is to constantly remind the player that he has to
solve the well-known Middle East conflict. On the level of static rep-
resentations, PEACEMAKER comments the progress in play through
photos, written texts, and video sequences. These textual elements
are non-interactive and not necessary for the actual gameplay. How-
ever, they do have a double function: First, they illustrate the conse-



quences of the player’s actions in a sensual way, far easier to grasp
than abstract numerical bars. Secondly, they encourage the player
to relate the playing experience to his concepts of reality. PEACE-
MAKER incorporates real footage, similar to the pictures in the news.
In doing so, the game appeals to existing schemata in the player's
mind. Remarkably, the cut-scenes do not put the player into the per-
spective of the role he is playing, they do not encourage empathy
or identification with a certain character. Instead, the perspective
is distant, echoing a journalistic view. Thus, the game links itself
to mental concepts about the conflict that the player has acquired
through the media. During the game the player can draw on several
sources in order to plan strategic moves. He can read the abstract
bars, interpret the textual elements, and he brings in existing knowl-
edge to guess the consequences of moves. The game offers a lot of
optional background information, which the player can read, e.g. by
clicking on the Hamas’s icon. Most players however will not read
every text before they start playing. The most likely way to play is
to draw on the existing knowledge and to complement it, if neces-
sary. Through its representations, and the player's need for informa-
tion, PEACEMAKER encourages constantly moving back and forth
between the magic circle and the real world. It seems very likely that
this experience will shape the understanding of the conflict accord-
ing to the political ideology implemented in the game’s behavior and
goal rules.

As the examples demonstrated, the magic circle is not imperme-
able. Games with political agendas need to encourage the player to
connect virtual experiences to concepts of reality. They can do this
by cues within their layers of representation and paratextual fram-
ing. In games like ZOTTEL, this level of meaning is unnecessary for
the actual play; the game is just a carrier for a relatively coincidental
message. However, PEACEMAKER and GLOBAL CONFLICT: PAL-

ESTINE encourage the player to use existing knowledge for interpre-
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tations. Therefore the player can test assumptions about the conflict.
These games work like a virtual laboratory in which the player can try
out strategies and learn. In order to accept the virtual experiences as
relevant, the player has to accept the game as realistic. Both games
offer a lot of paratextual and representational cues in order to back up

this assumption.
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