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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 Müller

CEO Medienboard Berlin-Brandenburg
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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.
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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 Günzel, 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?
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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-
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nadette Hoberg from the Medienboard were the academic lecturers, 

the lectures chaired by Stephan Günzel. Presentations were given 

by Stefan Böhme, Robert Glashüttner, Mattias Ljungström, 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 Bültge, So-

phie Ehrmanntraut, Mischa Karth, Jan-Henrik Möller, Sebastian 

Möring, Stephanie Rymarowicz, Ioannis 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 

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 Müller 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-
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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.
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Ian Bogost 

The Phenomenology of Videogames

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-
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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 Iain 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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Playing with Information 
How Political Games Encourage the Player to Cross 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 Günzel, 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]
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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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[T]he 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-
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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.
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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.

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. 

Especially 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 
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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-
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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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