
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Dark Side of Game Play

“This book is a richly diverse examination of the ways that games situate players in their perpetration of unconscionable and transgressive virtual acts. The essays in this collection are in different ways sensitive to the medial and cultural context of games and the means by which ludic context and attitudinal frames transform players’ relationships to such acts. The book broadens our understanding of the complex and easily misinterpreted pleasures that games offer and engage us in.”

—Tanya Krzywinska, Falmouth University, UK

Games allow players to experiment and play with subject positions, values, and moral choice. In game worlds, players can take on the role of antagonists. They allow us to play with behaviour that would be offensive, illegal, or immoral if it happened outside the game sphere. While contemporary games have always handled certain problematic topics such as war, disasters, human decay, post-apocalyptic futures, cruelty, and betrayal, lately even the most playful of genres are introducing situations in which players are presented with difficult ethical and moral dilemmas. This volume is an investigation of dark play in video games or game play with controversial themes, as well as controversial play behaviour. It covers such questions as: Why do some games stir up political controversies? How do games invite or even push players towards dark play through their design? Where are the boundaries for what can be presented in a game? Are these boundaries different from other media such as film and books, and if so, why? What is the allure of dark play and why do players engage in these practices?
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Part I
Introduction


1 Dark Play

The Aesthetics of Controversial Playfulness

Jonas Linderoth and Torill Elvira Mortensen

In the 1991 movie remake of The Addams Family (Sonnenfeld), there is a scene where Gomez and Morticia are visiting their children’s school. They meet a worried teacher who points out that when assigned to make a poster about someone they admire, Wednesday, their daughter, has written about a witch who was burnt to death. The teacher points out other children chose people such as ‘the president’, in this case George H. W. Bush. After meeting with the teacher, they go to see the students’ talent show. After an act where children dressed up as flowers sing and dance, the Addams family children go on stage and perform the fencing scene from Hamlet. Their version is a hilarious over-the-top splatter scene. While reciting Shakespeare, the children hit each other with swords and blood sprays in fountains all over the stage, splattering shocked teachers and parents in the first row.

In these scenes from The Addams family, our notions of childhood and violence are put to the test as director Barry Sonnenfeld juxtaposes the macabre against the stereotype of the white American middle class. In doing this, he makes the Addams family seem as the sound alternative, the healthy subversion of reactionary values. The Hamlet scene is laminated with layers of meanings that speak to the audience’s ability to read figuratively. The scene begs the viewers to add context themselves, to trust in the meta-communicative signals. Not only is this scene taking place in a movie, the scene as such portrays the portrayal of violence on a stage. It is a frame within a frame that speaks to us, saying that even though we face the dark, horrible reality of someone piercing a human body with a rapier, there are so many layers of transformation added that what the audience sees here and now on the screen is play, dark play.

Transformations of controversial themes are always vulnerable projects. They can themselves be transformed and open up whole realms of meanings about what is tasteful, suitable, or harmful. The audience of dark play always runs the risk of being held morally accountable for allowing and appreciating the controversial theme to be played with.

PLAYFULNESS AND DARK PLAY

Nowhere is the tension between playfulness and the portrayal of the controversial as obvious as within the medium of digital games. Digital games seem especially inclined to incorporate controversial themes such as war, disasters, human decay, post-apocalyptic futures, cruelty, and betrayal. Lately, even the most playful of genres are introducing situations in which players are presented with difficult ethical and moral dilemmas. Games frequently provide the opportunity to play as morally doubtful characters. We can be assassins, megalomaniac super villains, mafia members, criminal bikers, vampires, werewolves, and even Nazis. It can even be argued that violent themes are associated with digital games to such a degree that it is one of the traits that constitutes them as an independent form of culture (Kirkpatrick 2012).

Digital games are also the latest target for the social processes referred to as moral panic. Mainstream media coverage of game culture actively seeks spectacular stories about gaming and there is a common understanding that suggests the dark themes of digital play affect the player in negative ways. The stakes of this ongoing issue are extremely high as it is loaded with explanatory value used in political debates. This debate is the topic of Faltin Karlsen’s contribution, in which he discusses media panics as historical phenomena and questions the rhetoric of fear as a device for hegemonic control in times of rapid technological change.

While much of the critique against the game medium has come from sources outside game culture, lately the audience as well as the gaming press are scrutinising the work of developers and some of the values that games reproduce. Voices are raised from within game culture against the ways in which some games enforce sexist portrayals of women and glorify military violence. Our views on what themes and topics can be playfully transformed seem ambiguous. On the one hand, gamers draw the line and want the medium to grow up, and on the other we seem to have an urge to play with the controversial, forbidden, and subversive.

Not only are games facilitating playfulness in relation to controversial themes, games can also be deliberately designed to encourage players to connive and deceive each other. The practice of grief-playing, which means taking pleasure in spoiling the game experience for others, is well documented among online gamers. While this kind of gameplay is an unwanted side effect in some games, it is part of the aesthetic appeal of others, as we will see in Marcus Carter’s chapter on play in Eve Online in this anthology.

Another kind of dark play happens when the game plays the player. Digital games direct and control the actions of the player, forcing a certain procedure on the individual in order to achieve the goals of the game. This can be the simple point-and-click process of small, casual games or a physically challenging process of playing a game with a controller that asks for large, rapid movements. However, some games are deliberately difficult to the point of mocking the player and inspiring frustration rather than offering the expected rewards, such as Takeshi’s Challenge mentioned in Miguel Sicart’s chapter. These games can be referred to as abusive in their relationship to the player. Abusive games are a genre that touches on art performances and brings games back to the aesthetic of playfulness through, for instance, performance studies or Dada experiments and concepts.

This anthology is an investigation of several of these aspects of dark play, playing with controversial themes (such as sexual violence and murder) as well as controversial play behaviours (such as deception). The concept ‘dark play’ has been previously used by game scholars (see Montola 2012; Stenros 2012; Stenros, Montola, and Mäyrä 2007) that mainly draw on Schechner’s (1988) work. In the field of performance studies, Schechner (1988) has used dark play as concept for situations in which not all players are aware of the fact they are taking part in an activity that for others is playful – in other words, actions and utterances are not literal or true. Schechner (2013, 103) discusses Bateson’s (1972) concept of metacommunicative cues that aid us (as well as animals) to understand something is play. This describes a play space similar to Salen and Zimmerman’s understanding of the magic circle as they present it in their discussion of Bateson’s metacommunication in play (Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 371). Schechner points out that dark play is the subversion of these meta-cues that tell us actions and utterances are supposed to be understood as playful. Dark play is thus a form of deception closely related to what Sutton-Smith (1997) labelled as ‘cruel play’ (108).

Both these concepts are instances of what Goffman (1974) called fabrications, meaning activities where not all participants are aware of what is going on, as described in this volume by Staffan Björk. Indeed, this kind of deception is part of what we, in this book, consider dark play. However, we treat dark play as a broader concept that has to do with issues such as playful transformations of problematic themes in game actions and behaviours that are deviant and controversial content in games.

By ‘dark’ we thus refer to content, themes, or actions that occur within games that in some contexts would be problematic, subversive, controversial, deviant, or tasteless. ‘Play’ simply refers to the fact these matters occur in a game, which means we make no statements about whether or not the participant perceives these games as playful. Playful is, after all, a much more problematic concept to define. From a discussion of the boundaries of play as everything from an attitude to a world, Jaakko Stenros (2012) arrives at a synthesis of the many metaphors for the boundaries of play. The synthesis contains a psychological bubble that allows for a playful mind set, a social contract he describes as the magic circle of play and a conceptual site of play that can also be spatial or temporal (Stenros 2012, 15). Stenros concludes: “The idea of a magic circle of play is that as playing begins, a special space with a porous boundary is created through social negotiation” (2012, 16).

In this volume, we understand playfulness as a state of mind, one filled with tension. Tension is a topic that keeps recurring in descriptions of play. Huizinga describes how all who play strive to overcome and then recreate tension (1971, 11), while Csikszentmihalyi describes flow as a balance between mastery and challenge, a tense and narrow path people use game-like techniques to hopefully achieve (2002). These are just two of several examples that describe the state of play as something precarious, a balance that needs to be maintained unbroken but that at the same time needs to be challenged and put at risk in order to remain interesting. In this volume, we understand the playful state, or playfulness, to be created through several positions of tension. The player is suspended between forces rather than in a protected space, pulled in different directions rather than resting in a bubble.

The suspension points in this metaphor undulate and change. One player can find the state of playfulness while balanced between rules, abilities, and goals while another can find it between fiction, actions and reality – or any combination of these and several other aspects of what we recognize as games. This means that in our understanding of play and playfulness, playing with intertextuality and playing with a football on a field are essentially the same state of mind, even if the physical actions are performed differently. The playfulness then depends on each player’s ability to maintain a balance between the many forces that pull them in different directions.

The volume is divided into four interrelated themes that all touch on various aspects of dark play: discourses of dark play; dark play or darkly played?; dark play and situated meaning; and designing for dark play.



DISCOURSES OF DARK PLAY

In the first part of the volume, discourses of dark play, the authors focus on different ways dark play is being talked about and how death as a theme works in the context of the game medium. The first chapter in this anthology, Faltin Karlsen’s “Analysing game controversies: A historical approach to moral panics and digital games”, positions the anthology firmly in the middle of the common debate around digital games, in which the provocative aspect of the violence and aggression often gets all the attention and the actual practice of play is ignored. The article offers a historical overview of so-called moral panic, understood as how some forms of culture are perceived to threaten social order. In this chapter Karlsen gives an overview of how public discourses about digital games have been instances of moral panic. He focuses his discussion on controversy during the mid-’90s, which led to the development of regulation systems: the Entertainment Software Review Board (ESRB) in the US and Pan European Game Information (PEGI) in Europe. Karlsen shows there is a trajectory in how public discourse uses a health frame in order to stress political agendas.

One of the main issues the public has with digital games is how opposition, victory, and failure are expressed through the metaphor of a battle to the death. As a phenomenon, dying is so deeply associated with digital gaming that it has been argued the term is dissociated from its everyday meaning (Cf. Johansson 2000; Linderoth 2004; Sanger, Wilson, Davis, and Whittaker 1997). There is no doubt that killing enemies is one of the core traits of digital gaming. In the first chapter in this section, “Of Heroes and Henchmen: The conventions of killing generic expendables in video games”, René Glas discusses how some games ask players to portray a good hero while at the same time tasking them to violently kill hundreds of enemies. By juxtaposing games with storytelling conventions in movies, Glas investigates the role and function of killing expendable characters in games. The chapter illustrates how the ethics of killing generic adversaries in digital games is the result of long-standing conventions going back to the melodrama genre.

While Glas’s analysis contextualizes death in games with a socio-cultural framework, Emily Flynn-Jones uses psychoanalysis as a point of departure for similar issues. In her chapter “Don’t Forget to Die: A software update is available for the death drive”, she writes that while death in games, as a dark, controversial theme, mostly is discussed on a representational level, there is an underlying in-game death that exists at a structural level. Flynn-Jones focuses on how this design of character death is reminiscent of what psychoanalysis has described as the death drive’s original game fort-da, the pleasure of playing with something that disappears and reappears.



DARK PLAY OR DARKLY PLAYED?

The second section of this volume is labelled “Dark Play or Darkly Played?” The chapters in this section place dark play in relation to the activities of the player and player agency. Here we focus on how the players create meaning and take advantage of design. We discuss the practice of play: whether it is the intertextual conversation between the game and the surrounding world, the players’ agency in creating their own dark play in otherwise innocent games, or how the design plays the player.

The first chapter in this section ties into the issue of moral panic but focuses on how the critique against certain themes is an active agent in shaping the content available for play. In the chapter “Killing Digital Children; Design, discourse, and player agency”, Björn Sjöblom looks at representations of children in digital games. He stresses that children in open-world action-adventure games present a certain moral problem, both for designers and players, given that violence against children is considered taboo. Designers have to take into account the high levels of violence in their games as well as player agency when featuring children as non-player characters. Sjöblom’s analysis identifies different design strategies that allow designers to control the morality of the player’s actions in relation to in-game children. Additionally, player responses to these design choices, ranging from those expressing indignation to those basking in the transgressive self-indulgence of simulated child-massacres, are considered in this chapter.

While Sjöblom’s chapter deals with the representation of children as a problematic theme in games, the second chapter in this section, “Little Evils: Subversive uses of children’s games” by Frans Mäyrä, looks at how game content for children is designed. There are strict protective practices and classification systems, such as the ESRB (Entertainment Software Rating Board) and PEGI (Pan European Game Information), which aim to keep games with violence, sex, or those that feature adult language away from the hands of children. As Mäyrä points out, however, children are often capable of coming up with politically incorrect uses of ‘safe’ children’s games themselves. This chapter investigates this dialectic through the examples provided by the popular LEGO video games, particularly LEGO Star Wars and LEGO Lord of the Rings. These games are analysed to highlight what kind of design choices have been made in order to avoid violence and yet provide the child player opportunities for destructive, sadistic, or rough-and-tumble-style play. In this chapter, the designs of these games are related to how children actually use the LEGO games.

In discussions about the problems with media, the content is normally the target of criticism. The meaning of a story, the amount of violence, the images of gender and sexuality, all of which media critics normally target, are what is being told in the media. With digital games, this is slightly different, as critics often consider the very act of being physically engaged in play as anti-social, negative, and destructive. In this book, we are looking at not only the content of games but also at the form and structure of play to question whether there are game structures that invite dark play. This question is the main topic for this section’s final chapter, “Darkly Playing Others” by Miguel Sicart. Here Sicart, just like Meades later in the anthology, turns to Schechner in order to look at abusive games. These are games in which the structure of a game makes the play dark and not the topic or content. Sicart points back to his earlier work on game design and delves deeper into playful aesthetics, turning to Dada in order to give us examples of how play with form can offend and deeply frustrate the player. Through what he calls ‘abusive play’, players are forced to rethink their relationship to rules and regulations as the game confronts the player with the seriousness of the playful act.



DARK PLAY AND SITUATED MEANING

The third section of the book deals with dark play and situated meaning. Understanding dark play and the social practices of playing with the forbidden, macabre, and incorrect presuppose the human capability of transforming the meaning of cultural material depending on context and situation. Here the process of framing, as described by Goffman (1961, 1974), has proven to be a useful approach to understanding the situated character of gaming, as well as the fact players are fully capable of playing with problematic content and at the same time displaying sound ethical and political values. Some of the chapters in this section use Goffman’s theory in order to look at how dark themes are framed in gameplay contexts. Ashley Brown goes beyond digital games to study this, as she looks at how tabletop role-players frame and reframe sexual violence. Her chapter “Three Defences for the Fourteen-Inch Barbed Penis: Darkly playing with morals, ethics, and sexual violence” uses participant observations to argue that dark concepts and themes related to sexual violence, which normally have the ability to trigger negative responses, are managed and interpreted differently through role-playing. Role-players subject themselves to multiple ethical structures in and outside game worlds by transforming meanings. The chapter’s main argument is that it is possible for even such taboo themes as sexual violence to become playful as long as it is done within the rules and ethical frameworks of the game world.

The transformation of meaning is also at the core of the second chapter in this section. Adam Chapman and Jonas Linderoth argue in “The Limits of Play: Nazis as playable positions in World War II games” that when cultural material that has an everyday meaning is placed in a game’s rule structure, there will inevitably be a transformation of meaning that often can be seen as a trivialization. Their argument states how this transformation sometimes gives a serious theme a lack of seriousness that can be perceived as offensive. In order not to draw unwanted critique to a game, designers have to handle their treatment of potentially controversial themes carefully. Chapman and Linderoth illustrate their argument with an analysis of how Nazis are represented in games where it is possible to play as a Nazi. They conclude by stressing which themes and subjects can be placed in a game and which cannot reflect the broader values of a society, making games a type of value-thermometer for its contemporary cultural setting.

In the chapter “Keeping the Balance: The morality of dark play”, Torill Mortensen discusses how play is a balancing act between what is and what might be. The main argument is the pleasure of playing with problematic topics such as violence, sadism, and racism lies in the tension between states. In Kant’s terminology from The Critique of Judgement, published in 1790, it lies between “the imagination and the understanding, when the former’s capacity for apprehension and the latter’s capacity for representation reciprocally further one another …” (2007 [1790], 225). Mortensen explores how players negotiate between their own personalities, their moral codes, and the decisions the game forces on them, and discusses how pleasure lies in the ability to keep several thoughts at play at the same time. It is not just a structural balance between mastery and failure or skills and challenges in Csikszentmihalyi’s terms but a process that concerns itself with the production of meaning.

In the final chapter of this section, “Fabricated Innocence”, Staffan Björk explores Goffman’s concept of fabrication. For Goffman, fabrication is a social situation in which not all participants are aware of the fact other people in their presence frame an activity differently. Björk asks if games can make players, rather than their characters, behave badly without their consent. Fabrication is thus explored from the point of view of the designer, and his article questions whether the game can lure players into something they themselves did not intend. Three rather different games, So Long Sucker, Intrigue, and Spec Ops: The Line, illustrate that game designs can compel players into behaving in a way they would usually be reluctant to do. However, such games can be appreciated when they are consistent and fit a perceived overall design intention.



DESIGNING FOR DARK PLAY

Björk’s chapter bridges well to the final section of this volume, “Designing for Dark Play”, where the focus is on the deliberate design of dark-play experiences. Marcus Carter opens up this section with the chapter “Massively Multiplayer Dark Play: Treacherous play in EVE Online”. EVE Online is a dystopic, hyper-capitalistic virtual world in which many players, through treachery and betrayal, exert considerable effort to trick and rob other players. This type of dark play is a permitted and celebrated practice within the game world in that it follows the design goals of the game. In the chapter, Carter presents the results of interviews with twenty-two players who engage in this treacherous play. The study concludes that the appeal, and player experience, of treacherous play is congruent with the appeal of any form of competitive multiplayer game and thus not as dark as it may seem.

In the next chapter, Kristine Jørgensen investigates the design of leaving moral trajectories open for the player, where it is possible for the player to choose different paths and so affect the story arcs of the main characters. Her chapter, “Choices and Consequences in Dishonored”, is a case study of the stealth-action game Dishonored. The chapter explores the relationship between value norms in the game and their connection to how the game responds to the player’s choice of actions. Using mechanisms that pull the player towards the path of vengeance when the game outcome clearly favours a low-profile approach with as few deaths as possible, the game puts weight on the consequences of the player’s actions. The chapter shows how dark content such as vengeance and violence can be explored as an ethical exercise through allowing the player to choose their own actions and face the consequences of them. The following chapter continues to explore the relationship between the player and the character as it deals with the dual nature of horror games. In her chapter “Sonic Descents: Inward shades of dark in survival and psychological horror games”, Isabella van Elferen discusses the player-character relationship in psychological horror games. She argues visual and sonic ‘insanity effects’ not only reveal the avatar’s psychological unreliability but also challenge the stability of the player’s own psychology. The chapter explores the development of audio-visual dark play in the horror-game genre. It is argued these games engender a form of play that is not merely dark but rather pitch black. Psychological horror games immerse the players in their own insanity as much as that of the avatar.

The final chapter in this section and in the book is Alan Meade’s “Boosting, Glitching, and Modding Call of Duty: Assertive dark play manifestations, communities, pleasures, and organic resilience”, which returns to Schechner’s definition of dark play. By studying player behaviours in and around the game Call of Duty (CoD), Meades points out that some of the traits found in the original definition of dark play can be seen in the player community around CoD. He explores how semi-legal activities become a game of their own, through modding: changing the hardware used to play. He also describes and discusses how this leads to new play styles, questioning the limits between cheating and play innovation. However, Meades points out that given the popularity of these forms of play, it is hard to consider them deviant. Dark play is rather a central form in the “human lexicon of play”.



SACRED VERSUS LIMINAL

This anthology does not offer one simple answer to the question of why provocative, transgressive, and often problematic play is so seductive. There is no single and simple answer to that question. Perhaps the closest we can come to an answer is in following Frans Mäyrä’s example by looking at the recurring cultural patterns he refers to in his article on monstrous pleasures (2011). In this context, he writes of the liminal state and cites Victor Turner. The liminal state is a state of transition, when we are poised between the old and the new order. In this state of transition, the old rules are left behind and the new have not yet become clear. There is permission, agency, and allowance in this period when we are suspended between the old and the new (Turner 1982, 27).

Being in a digital space is, in many ways, a liminal state. Entering into a digital social space, we are defined by our lack of definition, and we need to be redefined as something new – as our avatar rather than our physical body. This is the case whether our avatar or digital representation is a name on Facebook or an elaborately designed game avatar in a 3D environment. On entering, we are in transition. According to Turner (1982), this can be the world where ghosts and spirits rule or perhaps animals. He speaks of the distinction between the sacred and the profane, between cosmos and chaos, and indicates the liminal state is one of chaos and disorder. This is a very different liminality from Huizinga’s ritual state of mind, the sacred or hallowed spot in which sacrament and mystery takes place (Huizinga 1971, 20). Turner’s liminal state is one fraught with danger and positioned close to chaos, where transgression is not only risked but almost expected.

The chapters in this book explore play that at times skirts close to this liminal state of mind. In other cases, the chapters show that what looks like risky, dangerous, and transgressive play is nothing of the sort but rather a domestication of the monster or a moral renegotiation of acts of apparent horror into strict codes of honour and chivalry. Therefore this anthology offers a new and different understanding of dark play as a type of play, perhaps, which disgusts or seduces but also faces horror and shines a clear light under the bed to reveal the shape of a monster.
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Part II
Discourses of Dark Play


2 Analyzing Game Controversies

A Historical Approach to Moral Panics and Digital Games

Faltin Karlsen

INTRODUCTION

The concept of media panic is often invoked when public controversies arise around digital games or other media. A media panic is a heated public debate that is most often ignited when a new medium enters society. Concern is usually expressed on behalf of children or youth, and the medium is described as seductive, psychologically harmful, or immoral (Drotner 1999). While media panics tend to revolve around new media, slightly older media like newspapers and television are where these concerns are expressed. These debates are usually emotionally charged and polarized, with the negative pole receiving the most attention by far.

The aim of this chapter is to discuss some of the controversies that have surrounded digital games and in turn shaped the public view of them. Most such controversies are initiated by the launch of specific titles such as Grand Theft Auto (BMG Interactive 1997). While these controversies may ignite global debates, many are of a regional character and subside fairly quickly. My analysis focus on those debates that have proven capable of influencing public opinion about games over the course of several decades of game history. While it is difficult to measure either the magnitude or the specific impact of such debates, there can be little doubt as to their prominence and impact, both in society, the industry, and academic literature.

In this analysis I have chosen to focus on debates from different eras of computer-game history. My main focus is on debates from the 1970s and 1990s, rather different stages in the development of digital games as a commercial medium. Games from these decades differ with regard to gameplay, visual qualities, means of distribution, and cultural impact. Nevertheless, their violent content underpinned related public debates during both decades.

Also during the 1980s, digital games stirred public controversies, most notably after the release of the so-called rape game Custer’s Revenge (Mystique 1982). One of the reasons I have omitted the 1980s from my analysis is, in addition to space restrictions, the larger contrast in the depiction of violence in games from the 1970s to the 1990s compared to the 1980s. My aim has been to find indications of whether this difference had an impact on the debates or whether other aspects were more prominent. Another reason to focus on the 1990s more specifically is because the debates during this decade led to important media regulation, which in turn influenced later debates about digital games. In order to trace similarities and shifts in a longer historical perspective, I also briefly discuss current debates, most prominently those surrounding the perpetrators of so-called school shootings.

The analysis engages with the concepts of moral panic and, more specifically, media panic. Media panics have been described as cyclical, arising whenever potentially controversial new media or media phenomena are introduced into society (Drotner 1999). The resulting debates are believed to follow a certain set of characteristics, but when we follow a particular medium over time, such as digital games, we see that their focus in fact shifts and they pass through different phases. Via a historical analysis, this chapter demonstrates the importance of acknowledging these changes when discussing the status of digital games in society.



MEDIA PANIC AND MORAL PANIC

Media panic is normally understood as a subcategory of the more extensive concept of moral panic, which was brought to broader academic attention by the sociologist Stanley Cohen in his book Folk Devils and Moral Panics (1972). Cohen defines moral panic as the general fear expressed within a population about an issue or subgroup that appears to threaten the larger social order. In an oft-quoted passage, Cohen explains a moral panic arises when

         [a] condition, episode, person or group emerges to become defined as a threat to societal values and interests; its nature is presented in a stylized and stereotypical fashion by the mass media; the moral barricades are manned by editors, bishops, politicians and other right-thinking people; socially accredited experts pronounce their diagnosis and solutions; ways of coping are evolved or (more often) resorted to; the condition then disappears, submerges or deteriorates and becomes visible.

(Cohen 1972, 9)



Since Cohen’s seminal work was published, the concept of moral panic has provided a framework for a huge number of empirical studies on topics ranging from “single mothers to working mothers, from guns to Ecstasy, and from pornography on the Internet to the dangers of state censorship” (Miller and Kitzinger 1998, 221). Where media are concerned, moral panics often revolve around the risks of exposing children and youth to undesirable content such as foul language, pornography, or violence (Drotner 1999; Carlsson 2006). The most common topic fuelling these kinds of media controversies is media violence, also when digital games are concerned (Ferguson 2008; Feilitzen 2010; Kutner and Olson 2008). More recently, worries about “online games addiction” have also figured prominently in public debates (Griffiths 2005; Griffiths and Meredith 2009; Karlsen 2013). To some degree, this angle has now supplanted public concern about children’s exposure to violent games, and about “Internet addiction”, which was a more prominent fear around the turn of the century (Young 1998).

The concept of moral panic, on the other hand, is also sometimes criticized for being inadequately operationalized. According to Pearce and Charman (2011), one of the areas in which it lacks explanatory power is theorizing about cause. The existence of moral panic in society tends to be attributed to an unspecified “social anxiety”, which frames moral panic as the consequence of some hypothetically universal (and cyclical) feature of social life (ibid, 394). This attribution, it has been suggested, “[i]s founded on an untested a priori assumption that social actors experience a collectively shared insecurity”, an explanation that is somewhat circular (ibid).

David Gauntlett (1995) has described the cyclical nature of moral panics with reference to its stakeholders. A new media phenomenon raises concern in the general populace, and this concern is exploited by politicians to gain political goodwill, which leads to research funding and a research bias that support the concerns, which generates further concern in society (Gauntlett 1995). This whole sequence is underpinned by a certain media logic whereby fear and worry attract more attention and are more profitable than their opposites. Gauntlett, then, views moral panic as an ongoing process rather than the more eruptive one referred to by Cohen.

Others have attempted to specify what constitutes a moral panic, most significantly Goode and Ben-Yehuda (2006), who supply the following five characteristics: concern, hostility, consensus, disproportionality, and volatility. According to these researchers, there must be a heightened level of concern over the behaviour of a certain group of people and the anticipated consequences for the rest of the society. Second, there must be increasing hostility towards the group engaging in the behaviour in question. Third, there must be substantial or widespread consensus in the society as a whole, or in designated segments of the society, that the threat is real. Fourth, the public concern is disproportional or in excess of “what is appropriate if [the] concern were directly proportional to [the] objective harm”. Fifth, the debates should be volatile, both erupting and subsiding fairly suddenly. Goode and Ben-Yehuda also note moral panics can remain dormant or latent for long periods of time, then reappear, sometimes to become routinized or institutionalized through movements, organizations, legislation, or enforcement practices (2006, 55).

Goode and Ben-Yehuda regard disproportionality as the most important criterion of a proper moral panic. This criterion is correspondingly difficult to measure, because different stakeholders have different views of what might be regarded as a fair share of attention. Youths, politicians, and game-developers may, for instance, have different assessments regarding the effect of game violence, what level of attention the issue deserves, and what type of measures are justified in response. One stakeholder’s view of what constitutes an appropriate amount of attention towards a topic like game violence may very well hinge on ideological, moral, religious, or political inclinations.

Even within the research community there is no consensus about the effect of violent digital games on society. If we look at the research on media violence more broadly, we find a large number of studies being conducted over the course of nearly a century. The first studies on film violence were conducted during the 1920s, and it is estimated the body of research on violent audio-visual media comprises more that three thousand studies in the US alone (Feilitzen 2009). These studies vary widely in terms of theoretical framework, methodological approach, and also in the findings, and it is difficult to find clear empirical support for the claim that media violence leads to violence in the general population.

Concerning research on violent digital games, Ferguson and Kilburn have pointed out that publication bias and the quality of studies is a problem, and in a meta-analysis of peer-reviewed articles, they conclude the data does not support the hypothesis that violent digital games have had any significant impact upon the general level of violence in society (Ferguson and Kilburn 2008, 2010). There are still some researchers, most prominently a group led by Craig Anderson (Anderson et al. 2003, 2010), who argue violent digital games do have a significant impact on society, but the overall bulk of researchers currently conducting research on this issue seem to regard the link as negligible. In addition to Ferguson and Kilburn’s meta-study mentioned above, other review studies also find little to no connection between violent digital games and violence in society (Dahlquist and Christofferson 2011; Bjerkan et al. 2010). In light of this, the attention this issue has received in the general public can be regarded as disproportional.

While the operationalization of the concept of moral panic can be empirically elusive, the conceptual perspective it offers can still be valuable on a cultural level. According to Drotner, the concept demonstrates the way in which young people become symbols of larger social contradictions and power struggles among different groups in society. Moral panics and media panics are the embodiments of a certain cultural war, at the centre of which are matters of taste and cultural values. “Good” or “bad” media content is, according to Drotner, often rearticulated as high versus low culture, and a set of familiar distinctions is part of the discourse: art as superior to entertainment, innovation to tradition, authenticity to imitation, and distance to involvement. Most important, argues Drotner, is the distinction between rationality and emotionality, whereby “rationality ranks as the most desirable state of mind and, consequently, emotionality is thought of as the opposition to rationality and hence as a possible threat to one’s personal well-being” (Drotner 1999, 606). This dichotomy creates a media hierarchy in which the preferable media type is associated with knowledge, such as books, over the emotionally laden, escapist fiction found in movies, television shows, and digital games. The media content children prefer, such as cartoons and digital games, is ranked low on the value hierarchy.



DIGITAL GAMES AND MEDIA PANICS

In what follows, I discuss controversies regarding digital games that have influenced the general notion of games in society and, in turn, their regulation. The section focuses on certain debates that have been described as moral and media panics. The analysis first highlights similarities among them, then differences.

The first noticeable debate concerning computer games appeared after the launch of Death Race (Exidy) in 1976. At the time, digital games were still a novelty. It had been but four years since the huge commercial success of Pong (Atari Inc. 1972) and the first boom in the arcade business. Death Race was inspired by the film Death Race 2000 (Bartel 1975), a dystopian film in which the US government has been overthrown by the military in the wake of a financial crisis. The country is run by a charismatic president who keeps the masses placid by supporting ultra-violent sports events, the most popular of which is a cross-country road race where contestants run down and kill pedestrians for points. People in wheelchairs are the most valuable prey, earning the contestants a hundred points, elderly people seventy points, and adolescents only thirty. The plot of the film revolves around a group of objectors that enters the race intending to assassinate the president and pull off a coup. The reception of the film was mixed. Some described the film as gratuitous bloodshed, while others saw it as a satirical and violent vision of American society and a critique of its increasing media saturation.

Inspired by the movie, the game depicts a car race where players earn points by driving over so-called gremlins. Players see the black-and-white game from a bird’s-eye perspective, and cars and gremlins are stick figures moving on the screen. When a gremlin is hit, a cross appears that the player must then avoid. The object of the game is to earn as many points as possible before time runs out.

[image: images]

Figure 2.1 A screenshot from Death Race. The largest object near the middle of the game is a car, while we see fleeing pedestrians on the left hand of the screen. The crosses are run-over pedestrians, which the driver has to avoid. Source: retrogamer.net, bingmanzfield.


The public concern about Death Race revolved around its violent content and potential impact on players. In the United States, the National Safety Council labelled the game “sick and morbid”, and the news program 60 Minutes used the opportunity to discuss the psychological impact of video games more broadly (Donovan 2010). When we encounter the game’s crude graphics today it can seem surprising, if not downright odd, that it ever stirred such a controversy. Both computers and digital games represented technology with which many people had little or no first-hand experience. The ability to manoeuvre objects on a screen was, for many, a baffling yet seductive experience.

According to researcher Carly Kocurek, we must also view the Death Race controversies in light of the source film’s narrative. While the game had no means of fleshing out a violent narrative that was in any way comparable, the film provided it with ample context, and the violence portrayed by both was, by some, found to be socially unacceptable. Other games – and movies – that were launched during the same period framed their violence in more acceptable forms, inviting players to engage in military conflicts. In the game Tank (Kee Games 1974), the objective was to shoot down opponents who were represented by a tank, again from a bird’s-eye perspective. Huge, equally uncontroversial commercial hits from the later 1970s include Asteroids (Atari Inc. 1979) and Space Invaders (Taito 1978).
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Figure 2.2 In the early stages of developing Space Invaders, designer Tomohiro Nishikado wanted the player to shoot down humanoids. His employer, the Taito company, refused, probably as a result of the controversies that accompanied earlier games such as Death Race.


In contrast to these other games, Death Race featured violence that appeared to be directed towards human beings in an everyday setting. Kocurek notes:

         [M]ilitary games, in particular, would not have disrupted the accepted governmental monopoly on violence. War is commonly justified, or even glorified, as a defensive practice at the very least, as well as a means of preserving certain ideals or even proving national vigor. The vigilante justice of the Wild West is often romanticized as a critical step in the “civilizing” of the region. In summary, the violent fantasies of the other games listed here would have fit within accepted violent realities.

(Kocurek 2012)



Violence can operate ludologically once it has been reduced to “a historical narrative draped in nostalgia”, Kocurek continues. The socially unacceptable violence of Death Race was exacerbated by the player’s active role in that violence, and in the controversy that followed, digital games were pointedly contrasted to the more passive medium of television. As behavioural psychologist Gerald Driessen stated, “In this game a player takes the first step to creating violence. The player is no longer just a spectator. He’s an actor in the process” (Blumenthal 1976, in Kocurek 2012). Some later research has appeared to support the idea that the consequences of this type of virtual violence are important, and narratives where the perpetrator is not punished for his or her misdeeds have disproportionately negative effects on their viewers (Kutner and Olson 2008). Whether these claims can be substantiated or not is beyond the scope of this chapter. What is significant is that the narrative setting of the violence played a greater role for the following debate than the game’s relatively underwhelming graphics.

Several researchers have pointed out similarities between this debate and the controversies around the launch of two car-race games more than twenty years later: the first instalments of Grand Theft Auto and Carmageddon (Stainless Games) in 1997 (Egenfeldt-Nielsen 2000; Karlsen 2001). By this time, violent digital games were abundant, but whereas a war game such as Metal Gear Solid (Konami 1998) relied on stealth rather than violence, Carmageddon’s principal objective was to mow down pedestrians. Extra points were awarded to particularly spectacular acts of destruction. This game was also inspired by Death Race 2000 but, according to an interview with the designers in gamesdomain.co.uk, it was all in good fun: “All the killings et cetera are done in such a ‘Monty Python’ sense of humour, it’s impossible to take it seriously” (Karlsen 2001, 89). Still, some took it seriously, and when the second game in the series, Carmageddon II: Carpocalypse Now (Stainless Games 1998), was released, it was censored in several countries and had to be redesigned to feature aliens (for the German market) or zombies and green gore instead of blood (for several other markets, including the UK). The game was banned outright in Brazil. Of course, if we look at the user manual of Carmageddon II, the humorous intent of the designers is evident, as are the unruly and potentially disturbing game objectives:

         Rules? There are no rules, except that you have to complete each mission before you can progress to the next part of the game. The races between missions are an opportunity for you to do whatever you want, whatever really turns you on. (User manual, 4)

         Hitting other cars and splatting pedestrians adds time to your timer and gives you credits. Doing so in imaginative and novel ways gives you extra bonuses. Try to think of new and humorous ways of pulping pedestrians – you’ll more than likely be rewarded for it. (ibid., 5)

         During races you will never be forced to go in a particular direction or to conform to any rules. If you treat the entire race with utter disrespect and just try to be disruptive – that’s fine, you’ll even be rewarded for it! (Ibid., 6)



A potentially controversial use of violence was also key to the Grand Theft Auto series, in which, infamously, players could pay prostitutes for sex and later kill them to get the money back. Most of the games in this series spurred much debate. The British Police Federation, for example, described one of the games as “sick, deluded and beneath contempt” (Poole 2000, 219). Here again, game designers defended their use of violence as humorous and satirical, likely because they could not convincingly argue the games staged any sort of heroic drama as such.

We find some of the same patterns in related cultural debates during the 1990s. In the United States, the Democratic senator for Connecticut, Joseph Lieberman, led a campaign against the computer-game industry that was propelled by the launch of Mortal Kombat (Midway Games 1992) and Night Trap (Digital Pictures 1992). During a press conference, the senator showed footage in which a martial-arts fighter from Mortal Kombat rips the still-beating heart out of his opponent’s chest. Such dramatic conclusions were known as “Fatalities” and were implemented because the designers found the ending of each fight to be somewhat anti-climactic. Designer John Tobias explains, “We wanted to put a big exclamation point at the end by letting the winner really rub his victory in the face of the loser. Once we saw the player reaction, the fact that they enjoyed it, we knew it was a good idea” (Donovan 2010, 227). The reception of this feature outside the gamer community was, unsurprisingly, less enthusiastic. As Lieberman noted, “We’re not talking about Pac-Man or Space Invaders any more” but “about video games that glorify violence and teach children to enjoy inflicting the most gruesome forms of cruelty imaginable” (Donovan 2010, 225). As with the race games described earlier, these games were seen to be destroying the moral fabric of society by encouraging unacceptably violent behaviour.

Other contributions to the heightened concern about digital-game violence in this period include Wolfenstein 3D (id Software 1992) and the more prominent Doom (id Software 1993), which were seminal in the development of the first-person shooter genre. In the United States, the debate shook the industry, which was eventually forced to take action. Despite catering to different player segments, the two largest console companies, Nintendo and Sega, joined forces and proposed an age-rating system for games. In the United States, the Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB) was established in 1994 in the wake of the debate. In Europe, several national regulatory systems were established during the 1990s and, after further negotiation, the European computer-game industry established a transnational system known as Pan European Game Information (PEGI) in 2003. These measures addressed some of the concerns associated with children having access to violent games and gave the game industry an image lift.



CYCLICAL OR EVOLVING DEBATES?

Thus far, the analysis has focused on similarities between the digital-game controversies of the 1970s and 1990s. Despite the visual differences between the games of these decades, both debates revolve around the norm-breaking nature of the violence being depicted. The player’s implication in the fictional violence (as an active participant rather than a passive witness) also repeatedly underpins these arguments. But are these moral and media panics truly cyclical in nature? In what follows, I will point to indicators that show the public image of digital games is changing, and I will describe some emerging trends that support this claim, according to three categories: (1) general knowledge of digital games, (2) the dissemination of the concept of moral panic, and (3) the perceived correlation between fictional and real violence.

General Knowledge of Digital Games



The public debate over violent content in games has been in decline for some time so that currently, digital games seem to spur less debate than the previous two decades. The launch of Grand Theft Auto 5 (Rockstar North) in September 2013, for instance, was met with general praise for its technical and narrative qualities rather than revulsion at its violence as such. In The Telegraph, critic Rick Rivlin even noted a general tendency to redeem this kind of content:

         The vast majority of reviews now read like first-year sociology essays, applauding Rockstar for “holding up a mirror to the world,” and “parodying post-modern living,” as if that is a great artistic achievement, rather than total nihilism. And in any case, the jokes are frosting on a delicious cake of mindless violence.

(Rivlin 2013)



The proportion of the population acquainted with digital games has gradually increased, and many of those who have grown up with violent digital games are now in their forties or older. This might to some extent explain the milder reception of Grand Theft Auto in 2013 compared to 1997, as more and more people have survived this supposed scourge on society (as Lieberman put it, one that teaches “children to enjoy inflicting the most gruesome forms of cruelty imaginable” [Donovan 2010, 225]) without the experience of being turned into rabid thugs when they put down their controllers.

The development of the first-person shooter genre and more realistic representations of violence represented a certain innovation of digital games in the 1990s, and equally huge advances have come about over the past twenty years as well. The difference between the graphics of the first Doom in 1993 and its later versions was, for example, the reason the ban on the first Doom game was lifted in Germany in 2011, after seventeen years (Brown 2011).
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Figure 2.3 The first-person shooter game Doom ignited controversy regarding the new level of realism and violence in computer games. The first-person perspective was believed to especially suggest the player might become desensitized to the violence he or she was perpetrating.


In comparison to the panic cycle described by Gauntlett, today there are people with knowledge of digital games throughout society, including researchers, journalists, and politicians. People in influential positions are often familiar with computer games. Many grew up with them and some are even gamers themselves. When people with more nuanced and moderate views take part in a debate, things tend not to spiral out of control. If we go back to the five criteria described by Goode and Ben-Yehuda, we find current debates often fall short of a moral panic. They may still be volatile and raise concern, but more nuanced and moderate voices will keep some of the hostility towardss the medium in check and prevent the public from forming a hasty consensus about the threat. The existence of regulation systems like PEGI can also inhibit the most disproportional calls for censorship.

The establishment of regulation systems may also have been instrumental in removing some of the concern of children and youth being exposed to violence as a group. After the turn of the century, controversy now seems more often to focus on so-called deviant people like the perpetrators of school massacres. The Columbine school massacre in 1999 was the first such tragedy to be associated with computer games. The shootings were undertaken by two male students at the school, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, who also committed suicide during the act. Related debates within the American media centred on topics such as school security, Goth culture, social outcasts, the gun culture in the United States – and violent digital games. The Virginia Tech massacre in 2007, in which Seung-Hui Cho killed thirty-two students and professors, also led to considerable debate about the impact of violent games (Fergusson 2008). Computer games were also debated widely in the wake of the terror attack in Norway on July 22, 2011, when the perpetrator killed seventy-seven people using a bomb in Oslo and handguns on the island of Utøya (Karlsen and Jørgensen 2014).

Another topic that has come to prominence in the public sphere since the turn of the century is game addiction. Mentioned only in passing in the 1980s and 1990s (Provenzo 1991; Griffiths 1995), it is now at the forefront, thanks to the huge growth in popularity of massively multiplayer online games. Much scholarly research now attends the issue as well (Karlsen 2013). When new genres of digital games gain popularity, concern at the societal level may simply shift to a new phenomenon, suppressing earlier concerns in the process.

The Dissemination of the Concept of Moral Panic



Society has become more knowledgeable about digital games but it has also become more familiar with the general tendencies of moral and media panics. Sociologist David A. Altheide has looked at the use of the concept of moral panic in the public since its arrival over forty years ago. He conducted a qualitative media analysis of some three hundred news reports from the UK and the United States and found the occurrence of the term had increased from about two articles a year in the late 1980s to fifteen articles a year just a decade later. More significantly, he also found that the use of the concept had changed:

         The use of MP [moral panic] in the news reflects a kind of “journalistic career” in moving, over time, from more concept-specific usage to much broader and “looser” usage that assumes audience familiarity with the term, and more recently to become its own trope and thematic for making critical points as it has become embedded more firmly in journalistic discourse.

(Altheide 2009, 84)



According to Altheide, moral panic has, uncharacteristically for sociological concepts, been widely used by the mass media and become part of daily discourse. A similar maturation has characterized the concept of media panic, at least in Scandinavian debates. Here as well, the concept first entered the public sphere by way of articles or op-eds written by academics, where the basic meaning of the concept was explained. More recently – for example, after the 7/22 terror attack in Norway – it has been used in a manner that assumes audience familiarity with the term, as when those who are critical towards computer games are accused of spreading media panic. Drotner has found a certain “historical amnesia” to be typical of these debates in the past, when both journalists and the general public seemed to forget this type of concern was not entirely new. In contrast, in the Norwegian debates following 7/22, the cyclical nature of media panics was mentioned by journalists and non-academic contributors as well as by scholars. This demonstrates the core understanding of the media panic has been disseminated into broader parts of the population and is reproduced in places other than academic discourse (Karlsen and Jørgensen 2014).

The spread of concepts like moral panic and media panic can also be seen in light of a broader academic awareness about how people interpret and use media. The qualitative turn in media studies in the 1970s and 1980s represented a shift in methodology as well as in perspective. Whereas earlier researchers often focused on the effects of the media, they turned increasingly towards how people used media in their everyday lives. This new focus granted media users more agency in scholarly narratives and characterized them as competent and critical rather than vulnerable (Hall 1973). The result was a greater understanding within media studies that media users are not so easily seduced by media but often engage with its content in tandem with their overall world views or interests (Morley 1992; Livingstone 2002). Media content has also generally come to be seen as peripheral in terms of any palpable influence on people’s attitude towards violence. Primary socialization through family, school, and friends is much more relevant to the development of norms, and exposure to violence in real life is regarded as more important for shaping people’s attitudes towards it than secondary sources such as mediated violence.

This academic shift has now informed the public debate. While more reductive ideas about how media affects people may still make headlines, as a reminiscence of older research paradigms academics from media studies, sociology, and game studies now often enter the debate to counter such claims and, in turn, dampen new eruptions of media panic.

The Perceived Correlation between Fictional and Real Violence



If we look at crime statistics over the past few decades, concerns about media violence may come across as slightly more sympathetic. Several researchers have noted an increase in violence in the United States that started in the 1960s and peaked in the first half of the 1990s (Ferguson 2008; Kutner and Olson 2008, 60). Other countries experienced the same trend, albeit on a smaller scale (Pinker 2011, 147). Canada, for example, had less than a third of the annual homicides of the United States but followed the same overall trend between 1961 and 2009 (Pinker 2011, 140). This means the huge controversies surrounding the launch of games such as Mortal Kombat, Doom, and Night Trap took place at a time when the homicide rate in the United States and several other Western countries was at an all-time high.

What is remarkable, however, is what happened during the next twenty years. In 1994, the homicide rate and the total number of juvenile arrests in the United States began a seven-year downward trend. Between 1994 and 2001, arrests for murder, forcible rape, robbery, and aggravated assault in that country fell 44 per cent, producing the lowest juvenile-arrest rate for violent crimes since 1983 (Kutner and Olson 2008, 60). The crime rate then stabilized for a few years, before starting to decrease again in 2004. By 2010, the rate of violent crimes was at its lowest point since the early 1960s (Pinker 2011, 140). In fact, nearly three-quarters of the increase in violent crime that began in the mid-1960s can be ascribed to its growth within a relatively small part of the US population – that is, black and other minority males. In the context of the present chapter, we might note there is no evidence that, as a group, black males were more exposed to computer games than other groups. But they certainly dealt with many other risk factors such as poverty. Juvenile blacks also had a much higher rate of exposure to real-life violence than other groups (Kutner and Olson 2008, 61).

Exactly what impact these statistics have had outside the academic sphere is difficult to assess, but it seems likely journalists and politicians, and probably greater swathes of society, have registered the overall decrease in violence, and when violence is sinking, the need to find explanations for its existence becomes less of an issue. The consequent indifference towards its potential causes can lead fewer people to be concerned about media violence and therefore give less attention to the release of violent games such as Grand Theft Auto 5.

If we engage a wider historical perspective, we may further note a remarkable decrease in societal violence over a period of several centuries. Intellectual historian Norbert Elias saw this as part of a civilizing process, observing that post-medieval European standards regarding violence, as well as norms regarding sexual behaviour, table manners, and forms of speech, were gradually transformed by increasing thresholds of shame and repugnance (Elias 1994, 1939). Restraint became a profound virtue, first manifested in court etiquette and later in the general populace.

Other historical factors were important to this transformation as well, most significantly the growth of nation-states and an increase in trade among them. As Steven Pinker observes, as the world becomes ever more intertwined by trade, foreigners are worth more alive than dead (Pinker 2011). In Europe, between the late Middle Ages and the twentieth century, a patchwork of feudal territories gradually transformed into larger kingdoms with centralized authority. As nation-states started to form, leaders sought to discourage internal conflict because it burdened the resources the state needed to produce goods for trading and also keep invading forces at bay. Law enforcement gradually came to supplant concepts such as honour and vengeance, which tended towards violent results.

The rise and fall of the duel might demonstrate this transformation. Formal duelling emerged during the Renaissance as a measure to “curtail assassinations, vendettas and street brawls among aristocrats and their retinues” (Pinker 2011, 27). When a nobleman felt his honour was attacked, he could challenge the attacker to a duel. (Earlier, similar conflicts commonly involved two opposing clans.) Duelling restricted the violence to the duellists, and honour could be restored with relatively little bloodshed. Interestingly, within a couple of centuries even this measure was seen as barbaric, and by 1850, duelling had been more or less discarded in the English-speaking part of the world. The rest of Europe followed suit in the following few decades (ibid, 28).

Though the rising nation-states gradually gained some kind of control over social violence, governmental violence remained a threat. Judicially supervised torture to extract confessions had been introduced (or reintroduced) during the thirteenth century in most European countries; the Catholic Inquisition and the revival of Roman law played key roles in this shift (Hunt 2007). Over the course of centuries, however, torture was gradually replaced by more humane penal systems (Foucault 1977). Imprisonment had already started to replace specific types of torture and mutilation for minor crimes in countries such as England and the Netherlands during the sixteenth century, though most countries practised some form of juridical torture into the seventeenth century. Early in the eighteenth century, England abandoned this practice, and Scotland followed suit some decades later, as did Prussia in 1754, Sweden in 1772, Austria in 1776, and then most of the rest of Europe in rapid succession (Hunt 2007, 76). By the middle of the nineteenth century, judicially supervised torture had been abolished.

Similar trajectories can be drawn for a host of other types of violence, albeit at different times and different paces. Think of the abolishment of slavery, the move away from capital punishment, and the general ascendance of the acknowledgment of both human and animal rights. Capital punishment was the norm in most Western countries until the middle of the previous century, when it came under considerable social pressure and was eventually abolished in several countries (Pinker 2011, 181).

Pinker estimates the chances of an average person being killed violently in the late Middle Ages was somewhere between ten and fifty times higher than it is today. Contrary to popular belief, then, we live in peaceful times. In this context, Kocurek’s observation about how the controversies surrounding Death Race could be seen as a disruption of the general societal acceptance of governmental monopoly on violence is not a new form of sensitivity but the continuation of a process that started centuries ago.

Media scholars often attribute media panics to technological changes and the invention of new media types, where, for example, the telegraph, railroad, and printing press in turn made news – and panics – travel faster. Cheaper printing technology and distribution allowed serialized novels with their alleged dubious content to be made easily available in the middle of the nineteenth century (Drotner 1999). More recently, cartoons, movies, radio and television, the Internet, and digital games have introduced new media habits (and attendant concerns) into society. From a historical perspective, we see the concern for media violence gradually becomes attached to new media types, but it does not explain why these concerns keep cropping up in the first place. A recurring claim is that media violence will lead to more violence in society, although research shows violence is in retreat. This may seem like an enigma or, as Drotner suggests, due to a historical amnesia, but it may also be part of a trend where concern for (our children’s) safety is increasing and acceptance of violence is decreasing correspondingly. If we apply Elias and Pinker’s perspectives, media panics do not reflect an increasingly violent society but simply a society that is increasingly interested in containing its violence.



CONCLUSION

As I have shown in this chapter, concern about violence in digital games has been a recurring topic for several decades. This is particularly the case for violence that appears to disrupt norms or otherwise advocate for a disruption of the government’s monopoly on violence. Nevertheless, there are also signs of change, as general concern has gradually shifted from children and youth as groups to particularly vulnerable individuals. Concern about violence has also given way to issues associated with newer genres like MMORPGs and worries about online game addiction.

More importantly, the public has now become more reflexive towards moral and media panics, allowing for more level-headed responses and more enlightened historical perspectives. As many game scholars know first hand, including the contributors of this book, it can be uncomfortable to take part in heated public debates but it is nevertheless vital game scholars contribute their knowledge and nuanced views as needed. Digital games, like all other media, can have problematic sides and it is important the game-studies community addresses real issues such as hate speech in online games and gender stereotypes in many popular games. We will, as a field, benefit from being more present in the public. But to be part of the public debate, and to represent the voice of reason, we must also be prepared to address concerns we do not necessarily share, such as the issues about media violence and other matters we tend to dismiss as media panics.
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3 Of Heroes and Henchmen

The Conventions of Killing Generic Expendables in Digital Games

René Glas

INTRODUCTION

Nathan Drake, the main character of the popular Uncharted digital game series (Naughty Dog 2007, 2009, 2011), is an adventurer savvy with weapons and one-liners. He travels the world raiding temples of their archeological treasures before the villains do. As such, Drake is portrayed as an archetypical action-adventure hero, a digital game version of cinema’s Indiana Jones who, in turn, is based on adventurous heroes of film serials and pulp entertainment of the 1930s and before. Still, Nathan Drake as a character has attracted some mocking remarks about his heroic stature by critical players and observers of digital games. These were aimed at the fact that the Uncharted games do not just put a few villains on Drake’s path but see him kill hundreds of generic adversaries during his adventures, seemingly without giving it a second thought. In order to progress through the game, players have no opportunity to decide for themselves whether or not they want to engage in this killing spree. As PennyArcade’s Jerry “Tycho” Holkins observed, Drake suffers from a “unique sociopathy, the one which allows him to crack wise between genocides” (2009).

The Uncharted games, of course, do not stand alone in this respect in the way they construct their heroes and deal with adversaries. Rather, it seems endemic for a whole slew of games within the popular action-adventure genre. In a discussion of similar problems with the inexplicable amount of killing in BioShock Infinite (Irrational Games 2013), gaming magazine EDGE remarks, “Gaming is a conservative business and [games with high production values] are built on digital blood, not the sweat of a mentally taxed brow”, somewhat begrudgingly noting “games can construct complex, rich spaces and tell affecting stories, but they’re often about killing lots of people” (2013, 93). These games, we can argue, ask players to engage in dark play while supposedly playing a hero.

Game developers are not unaware of the strange relation between playing the hero and going on killing sprees. When asked about Nathan Drake’s problematic nature as both hero and mass killer, Uncharted 2: Among Thieves’ creative director Amy Hennig, for instance, explained this conflicting situation:

         On one hand, I almost take it as a compliment, that we’ve done our characterization so well that people have that potential cognitive dissonance of, “I’m this character, yet I’m doing these things.” On the other hand, [sigh] you almost have to take the gameplay as a metaphor. Maybe that’s going to sound like a cop-out, but, we want the game to be fun at the end of the day. It’s not to be taken seriously.

(Nguyen 2010)



The psychological cognitive dissonance Hennig refers to is caused by what game designer and critic Clint Hocking has called “ludonarrative dissonance”: inconsistencies between a game’s narrative and gameplay leading to potential aesthetic but also ethical illogicalities in the way a game is designed and/or experienced (2007). As a hero, killing hundreds of generic adversaries is an ethical illogicality and is felt strongest with digital games such as Uncharted or BioShock Infinite, which try their best to remediate film. Such games showcase the fact that cinema remains an important reference point for digital games’ visual spectacle and storytelling ambitions (cf. King and Krzywinska 2002). As the Uncharted series’ lead game designer Richard Lemarchand puts it, the development of these games aimed to “push both cinematic gameplay and character-driven storytelling beyond anything seen in videogames before” (Davidson and Lemarchand 2011, 75). What we have seen before, though, is the way these games deal with generic adversaries by dehumanizing them to a point where they become mere objects rather than characters, to be killed en masse without players blinking an eye. Generic adversaries form a key convention in genre games like action-adventure, not the least because they also form a key convention in the films they remediate. The generic adversary has nevertheless received little critical attention. By investigating the often compulsory act of killing these generic characters in contemporary cinematic action-adventure games, this chapter seeks to answer the questions of how genre conventions give shape to the role and function of generic adversaries in the overall structure of such a game, and how these conventions lead to gameplay experiences in which dark play is a norm rather than a choice.

To answer these questions, the generic adversary is approached through an intermedial comparison of its role and function in digital games and the media they mimic, most notably film. As not all games remediate other media, my focus is on games with strong aesthetics and storytelling ambitions linked to film, as found within the contemporary action-adventure game genre. As I am dealing with narrative and gameplay conventions and expectations, a discussion of genre both in relation to film and digital games will play an essential part in investigating the role and function of generic adversaries. It is through genre analysis that the action-adventure game’s roots in classic melodrama are established. More specifically, I draw from film scholar Ben Singer’s work on the constitutive characteristics of the melodrama genre (2001) among which moral polarization, sensationalism, and non-classical narrative structures are still a foundation of both action-adventure film and indeed the action-adventure game. These characteristics, I will argue, inform the way dark-play-related ludonarrative dissonance functions in relation to generic, expendable adversaries, as well as how these characters can be read and understood as dehumanized objects with a specific role to play within genre conventions and expectations.

Textual analysis of contemporary games within the action-adventure genre, with a specific focus on the relation between game design patterns and the fictional role and purpose of generic adversaries, formed the basis of this investigation. These games included the aforementioned Uncharted and Bioshock Infinite, as well as Deus Ex: Human Revolution (Eidos Montreal 2011), Far Cry 3 (Ubisoft Montreal 2012), Dishonored (Arkane Studios 2012), Tomb Raider (Crystal Dynamics 2013), and The Last of Us (Naughty Dog 2013). This is not to say all these games display problematic moments of so-called ludonarrative dissonance per se. Rather the various games are employed to discuss generic adversaries as a distinct game design pattern and genre convention used to structure storytelling and gameplay.

Ultimately, I focus on how design choices made on the aesthetic level of game design (which includes the game world, its inhabitants but also its approach to storytelling) jar with the goals, challenges, and rule structures that afford but also limit certain gameplay experiences. I do not claim that players’ moral engagement is the result of the way a game’s fictional world is designed. As game scholar Jaroslav Švelch has pointed out in his study of players’ moral choices in single-player games, a player’s moral engagement depends on the complex interplay between fictional, gameplay-related and contextual concerns (2010, 63). This chapter focuses not on players but specifically on the role and function of generic adversaries as a key element of games as, in the words of game scholar Miguel Sicart, “designed ethical systems” (2009b). By showing there is a difference between how generic adversaries are designed and how players are allowed to engage with them, this chapter ends with a discussion on how games can alleviate potential situations of ludonarrative dissonance or at least give players the means to decide for themselves what their own (im)moral position in the game is.



THE GENERIC ADVERSARY AS GENRE CONVENTION AND PATTERN

As already mentioned, in the realm of digital games, generic adversaries as antagonists can be considered a well-known convention. When it comes to the production and design of games, they can be seen as game design patterns, defined by game researchers Staffan Björk and Jussi Holopainen as “semiformal interdependent descriptions of commonly reoccurring parts of the design of a game that concerns gameplay” (2005, 34). As a staple figure in many digital games, the generic adversary plays an important part on the level of the game system (as a challenge for the player) and game world (as an antagonist for the protagonist). When discussing a game such as Uncharted in relation to dark play, this distinction between system and world matters. As Sicart points out, “The ethics of games as designed objects can be found in the relations between these two elements” (2009b, 21–22). Before investigating generic adversaries as a conventional characteristic in the action-adventure game genre (and the often mimicked action-adventure film genre) and the subsequent ethics of the intended experiences resulting from adversary-related game design choices, I will first establish the generic adversary as a convention on the level of the game world, and design pattern on the level of game system.

In the game world, generic adversaries in games are very much alike their counterparts in other media. In fact, the generic adversary is a well-established convention in a variety of related genres across many media, including games and film, but also literature, comics, and so on. As a stock character, the generic adversary is part of the semantic elements that form a genre’s vocabulary. The notion of semantic elements comes from Rick Altman, who organizes genres along two axes: the semantic and syntactic (1984). As fellow film scholar Barry Langford explains: “If the semantic axis involves the ‘words’ spoken in a genre, the syntactic concerns the organisation of those ‘words’ into ‘sentences’ – into meaningful and intelligible shape” (2005, 16). I will go into the syntactic shape of the action-adventure game genre later, after I discuss the generic adversary as a more general genre element. But in general, we can say generic adversaries play a specific but at the same time trivial role in the hero’s journey of games with explicit narratives. While being adversaries for the hero, they are not like the archetypical villain, which is responsible for initiating a hero’s story and is the primary source for its conflict (cf. Propp 1968). Rather, generic adversaries support the main villain or villains. In the story, they usually form potential threats for the hero to overcome in his/her efforts to save the day, displaying his/her growing strength or resourcefulness in the process.

As a highly expendable stock character, the generic adversary has been recognized as a trope, which can be explained as genre conventions on the border of being over-used or clichéd. According to the popular wiki TV Tropes and Idioms (better known as TVTropes.org), for instance, the generic adversary is known under many names: “bad guys”, “minions”, “goons”, “henchmen”, “grunts”, “pawns”, “cannon fodder”, or, as the wiki calls them, “mooks” (TVTropes 2013). They form “the hordes of standard-issue, disposable bad guys whom the hero mows down with impunity” and who “serve as filler and a backdrop to the truly climactic moments of an action franchise while also ensuring that in-between things are kept lively” (ibid). In games, these characters might be filler; they are encountered by the main character in great numbers as they are part of the core gameplay experience. To look at adversaries in their various forms as fictional stock characters alone will therefore not suffice, which is where generic adversaries as gameplay-related game design patterns come in.

The generic adversary does not exist as a separate game design pattern in Björk and Holopainen’s taxonomy but, depending on its role and function in a game, can be recognized in other game design patterns, mainly in three key game design patterns: “enemies”, “boss monsters”, and “non-player characters”. I will discuss these patterns in relation to the form and function they have for structuring gameplay. The first design pattern in which we can recognize generic adversaries, enemies, sees them as game elements that “hinder the players trying to complete the goals”, often being portrayed as people or monsters (Björk and Holopainen 2005, 70). Enemies are put in place to “actively resist players’ intentions through actions or they can be an explanation for challenges or obstacles in the game world” (ibid).

When it comes to function, in most contemporary action-adventure games enemies play a role in the way the gameplay experience is segmented. Game scholars Zagal, Fernández-Vara, and Mateas refer to segmentation of gameplay as “the manner in which a game is broken down into smaller elements or chunks of gameplay” (2008, 176). Enemies are part of what they consider challenge segmentation, specifically in the form of a wave, a “group of usually similar enemy entities that must be avoided or destroyed as they approach the player” (2008, 187). Introduced through classic arcade games such as Space Invaders (Taito 1978), waves of enemies as a way to segment gameplay are still a typical characteristic of contemporary action-adventure games, often in relation to what Zagal et al. call spatial segmentation in the form of levels or spatial checkpoints (2008, 182–5). While some games do not feature clearly distinguishable or discrete levels (such as the Uncharted games) but opt for a more open, even sandbox approach (such as the Far Cry games), in many cases distinct waves of enemies have to be dispersed of in order to progress to the next (sub)location of the game space. The recent Tomb Raider game, for instance, emphasizes the beginning and end of a wave both visually – by switching the player character’s stance (upright in between waves, hunched during action) – and by providing audio cues through a sudden increase and decrease in tension in the soundtrack. Such audio-visual cues render the process of killing generic adversaries as a job well done for the player. He/she has met the challenge Lara Croft faced successfully and may proceed to the next one.

Another part of challenge segmentation Zagal et al. recognize is the boss challenge, which presents itself as “a milestone of a player’s progress in a game because it embodies a particularly difficult challenge that must be overcome to continue or finish the game” (2008, 189). As Björk and Holopainen point out, the primary design choice is whether or not boss monsters resemble regular enemies or should receive a unique design (2005, 73). The reason for bringing this up is that unique boss monsters are typically designed as non-player characters or NPCs. The distinction Björk and Holopainen make between enemies (regular or as bosses) and non-player characters as design patterns is that while an enemy can be a rather abstract game element, an NPC is a “fundamentally diegetic” game element (Game Design Patterns Wiki 2011). Where the function of enemies is to provide gameplay challenges for the player to overcome in order to progress, as NPCs they function as persons with a degree of agency and human-like qualities populating a fictional game world. Here, generic adversaries are elevated from purely a game system level to a game world level. As Björk and Holopainen argue, linking design patterns such as “initiative”, “own agendas”, and “unpredictable behavior” to NPCs can increase a sense with the player that they have human-like agency (ibid). The design of adversaries as characters rather than objects therefore depends on a series of choices on a ludic level (their role and range of actions as an enemy in relation to gameplay segmentation) and a fictional level (their uniqueness and degree of agency as a character populating a game world).

In theory, then, more emphasis on the fictional level lessens an adversary’s generic nature, rendering them more human, while more emphasis on the ludic level increases their generic nature, making them an almost abstract game object. In practice, however, this proves to be a challenge. Game researchers Petri Lankoski and Staffan Björk point out that enhancing believability by providing players with insight into the intentions and emotions of NPCs requires a game to have highly flexible and advanced AI, something that in reality is often lacking. This leads them to conclude “the objective of creating a fully believable NPC within a game may be an impossible one” (2007, 422). From a practical design standpoint, game writer Andrew S. Walsh remarks that in games featuring collectives of generic adversaries, “much of this horde will remain unnamed, unnumbered clones”, adding, “their purpose is to die, so to give them all individual characters would prove overwhelming [for the responsible game writer] and ultimately pointless” (2007, 115). From a practical design perspective, adversaries therefore tend to remain generic. What Lankoski and Björk nevertheless point out is the level of believability required of characters to satisfy expectations of players likely depends on genre (2007, 422). Situating generic adversaries as design patterns within genre conventions allows us to better judge their role and function in relation to ludonarrative dissonances and ethical game design matters. In the case of the action-adventure games under discussion in this chapter, this means looking at genre both in digital games and film.



CONNECTING GENRES

As a design pattern, the generic adversary is not just a building block for designers but also a key part of what players have come to expect when playing a game, especially when they are characteristic of the genre of which a particular game is a part. As media scholar Dominic Arsenault asserts, digital game genres can be thought of as “the codified usage of particular mechanics and game design patterns to express a range of intended play-experiences” (2009, 171). The notion that genre characteristics guide the subjective experience of its audience is not limited to digital games. In film theory, for instance, Stephen Neale has established genre as a fundamental part of cinema’s apparatus, providing “a means of regulating memory and expectation, a means of containing the possibilities of reading” (1980, 55). While there is a distinction between “reading” and playing a game – the first having to do primarily with interpretative processes, the latter also with explorative, (re)configurative, and modification processes (cf. Aarseth 1997; Ryan 2001) – my point here is that genre is an essential aspect of media, regulating both intended and expected experiences.

While genre labels might be similar for action-adventure games and films, it must be noted that genre as a concept is nevertheless different in the realm of digital games than in cinema or other narrative-based media, for that matter. To mark the difference, the general approach of various digital game genre taxonomies and approaches is that the interactive or ergodic nature of games prevails, or should prevail, over representational elements (Wolf 2001; Apperley 2006). The label “action-adventure” on a game not only communicates certain aesthetic experiences but also a certain range of intended gameplay experiences the player also has come to expect from the genre. As I aim to show, these expectations also directly relate to the way in which generic adversaries are dealt. It is through action-adventure genre conventions where the syntactic dimension of genre finds its shape, linking gameplay patterns to narrative conventions and remediating film in the process.

Within the game industry, the action-adventure genre is a relatively new hybrid of the action and adventure genre, which itself is a combination (or rather, as Arsenault points out, a conflation) of criteria concerning both gameplay and representation (2009, 155). Referring to Wolf’s game genre taxonomy (2001), we can for instance see a game such as Tomb Raider as a mixture between shoot ‘em up (destroying a series of opponents/objects), obstacle course (traversing a path with obstacles, usually linear), and puzzle (figuring out solutions to abstract problems), set in a fictional world often associated with the adventure genre, an open world with a sci-fi/fantasy/esponiage theme. As with games, the action-adventure film presents itself as a hybrid genre. At its core, it is part of the blockbuster action genre, a broad genre that nevertheless has its own recognizable characteristics. As Langford points out, “The bottom line of most action blockbusters is the decisive (usually violent) action taken against overwhelming odds by a ‘maverick’ individual, most often unsupported by or even in conflict with established authority, to restore order threatened by a large-scale threat” (2005, 234–35). When it comes to the action movie genre, we can recognize a divergence into two distinct strains in the 1980s. First, there is marriage between action-adventure and the fantastic, with the Indiana Jones films reviving the classic exotic quest narrative, “perhaps the action-adventure film’s most paradigmatic form” (2005, 247). Second, there is the “hard” action film that transports the “lone adventurer of the action-adventure film into contemporary urban and warzone settings, courting an R rating with extreme graphic violence” (ibid). One could argue the games discussed in this chapter combine the exotic quest narrative with an abundance of usually graphic violence.

Action and action-adventure blockbusters, however, are not merely discussed on a narrative level but also on a non-narrative level of sensation and spectacle. In film studies, this kinesthetic level is usually seen as a legacy from what is referred to as the “cinema of attractions”, early films where narrative is absent or primarily provides structural support for the spectacle on display (Gunning 1990; Strauven 2006). The link between the action blockbuster’s emphasis on spectacle over narrative and the way digital games seemingly excel in copying this emphasis have been pointed out and critically discussed before (Darley 2000; King 2002; Mactavish 2002). However, if we want to investigate generic adversaries, and especially the killing of such adversaries, we must not limit ourselves to the element of spectacle alone. Rather, investigating the action-adventure film’s genre roots offers insights on the level of narrative that help us to understand the role and function of contemporary generic adversaries in action-adventure games.



THE MELODRAMA OF ACTION-ADVENTURE

Within film studies, the action and action-adventure genres are increasingly traced back to the older, classic genre tradition of the melodrama (cf. Tasker 2004). This heritage is not limited to characteristics of production such as serialization but applies to film as well. As Langford points out, “In its combination of visual spectacle, sensational episodic storylines, performative and presentational excess, and starkly simplified, personalized narratives, the action blockbuster is umbilicaly linked to the foundational melodramatic tradition of the Hollywood film” (2005, 236). The melodrama genre might not resemble the contemporary action blockbuster when it comes to iconographic visuals. That is because melodrama’s generic nature primarily relies on its narrative structure. In his work on melodrama, film scholar Ben Singer presents five key constitutive factors that, in varying configurations, have defined melodrama since the early nineteenth century. These are pathos (“the elicitation of a powerful feeling of pity”); overwrought emotion (including “heightened states of emotive urgency, tension, and tribulation”); moral polarization (a “moral absolutism and transparency” between good and evil); the nonclassical narrative structure (“outrageous coincidence, implausibility, convoluted plotting, deus ex machina resolutions, and episodic strings of action”); and sensationalism (“an emphasis on action, violence, thrills, awesome sights, and spectacles or peril”) (2001, 44–9). These constitutive factors of melodrama do not just translate well to the action-adventure film. Singer points out that what is often thought of as Hollywood melodrama (that is, family melodrama and women’s films) primarily accentuates strong pathos and heightened emotion. Action and action-adventure films, however, rely on another configuration of melodrama, “blood-and-thunder or sensational melodrama” that “potentially combines all five elements, but absolutely requires moral polarization and sensational effects” (2001, 290–91). As should be clear, so do action-adventure digital games. I will therefore primarily follow up on moral polarization and sensationalism, with additional attention to the way action-adventure games deal with Singer’s notion of nonclassical narratives. Moral polarization will be discussed as a key approach to situate generic adversaries, and the options for dealing with them, within these games. First, however, I will discuss the other two factors, not by approaching them in terms of the “vicarious kinaesthesia” resulting from spectacle (Darley 2000, 157), but by looking at how they structure fiction in relation to gameplay.

While moral polarization – in other words, a clear distinction between good and bad – can quite easily be linked to the act of killing generic adversaries, it is the connection to sensationalism and nonclassical narrative structures that might explain why action-adventure games invite discussions on ludonarrative dissonance. The concept of situational dramaturgy, a term film scholar Scott Higgins borrows from theatre scholars Brewster and Jacobs and their work on early filmmaking (1997), is not just apt to describe how melodrama is structured but also the action-adventure game. For Higgins, sensationalism and nonclassical narrative structure fit well within this form of dramaturgy, as it is characterized by a “model of narrative as a series of pictorial, sensational moments, or situations” and can be considered a “critically disreputable, but extremely popular and practical, way of generating plots from stock elements” (Higgins 2008, 77). When transported to games, these stock elements or dramaturgical situations are not just plot-related genre conventions on a fictional level. On a gameplay level, we can recognize dramaturgical situations in the segmented structure of games (for instance, level structures), with enemies in their various forms (as part of waves or as boss monsters) being employed to fill these situations with the necessary sensational action. For the melodramatic film, argues Higgins, “rather than posing a conflict between spectacle and narrative, the [dramaturgical situation] acts as a bridge, a narrative element conceived independently as visually sensational” (2008, 78). For action cinema, but also action games, this also leads to moments that sometimes favour spectacular but potentially nonsensical situations “over strict plausibility or even character motivation” (2008, 79). Ludonarrative dissonance stems from this. It explains why we can have Lara Croft or Nathan Drake killing hundreds of generic adversaries without much thought in carefully constructed challenge segments doubling as dramaturgical situations, while in between such moments they are presented to us as a scared, emotional survivor and a jolly, wise-cracking adventurer. These moments sound as if they conflict with the action but are part of long-standing genre traditions and are thus rarely conceived as being problematic, especially when the protagonist/antagonist relation is framed through strong moral polarization, which will be discussed next.



GOOD VS. EVIL VS. THE PLAYER

Returning to Singer’s characteristics of the melodrama, the positioning of the player vis-à-vis generic adversaries can be found in the fact that the genre and its derivatives rely on moral polarization. As Singer points out, “Melodrama’s worldview is simplified; everyone’s ethical status is immediately legible” (2001, 46). This rings even more true for sensational melodrama, to which action-adventure games are related, which replace character complexity and emotion with a focus on action and violence. It “externalized psychology by proclaiming obvious, unequivocal dispositions of villainy, virtue, and valor” (ibid, 53). This means the hero is inherently good while his opponents, including generic adversaries, are unmistakably evil. Almost complete moral polarization can be achieved by dehumanizing the antagonists entirely, for instance by making them monstrous or alien. Langford discusses the human heroes and dinosaur villains of action-adventure blockbuster Jurassic Park (Spielberg 1993), remarking that “in a sense, this starkest possible – species-based – oppositional structure might be seen as a kind of reduction ad absurdum of melodrama’s habitually polar narrative and moral schemas” (2005, 246, emphasis in original). In games where generic adversaries are the furthest removed from being non-player characters, and thus almost abstract, indistinguishable enemy units, a similar sense of reduction takes place. For a game writer, argues Walsh, an antagonist’s motivation does not have to be complex, just explained; “be it a soldier driven by doctrine or zombies crazed by bloodlust, the player needs to know why the antagonist must be overcome” (2007, 114). When it comes to groups of antagonists, the same applies. As long as their motivation is understandable, “where there are many, they can be treated as one” (2007, 115). Using German soldiers as adversaries in a game with a World War II theme is a good example. Even though game designers often shy away from directly referring to Nazi symbolism, as Jonas Linderoth and Adam Chapman show elsewhere in this volume, the fact they could be, or resemble, Nazis is enough justification. This leaves the player to focus on gameplay. It becomes not a question of why a player should take down generic enemies but in what order and with what tactics and weaponry, foregoing any moral dilemma about individual takedowns. Some games try their best to substantiate motivation for generic adversaries. For those looking for it, the 2013 Tomb Raider game, for instance, explains the reason why the barbarian-looking goons attack Lara Croft on sight and without much hesitation or restraint. They are part of a religious sect, which puts its new (involuntary) recruits through harsh trials in the depths of a cavern filled with death and decay. When the player visits this location at a certain point in the game, they can find documents that reveal why these trials exist: “Initiation in the Brotherhood is brutal. We need to destroy their humanity, so they in turn can be inhumane” (Crystal Dynamics).

There is, however, a difference between the way generic adversaries are designed as being inherently bad versus the inherently good hero under the player’s control, and the agency players are afforded by a game’s design to actually engage such adversaries. The combination of dehumanizing adversaries into generic, pure villains and the dramaturgical, challenge-based structure of action-adventure games fits well with what Švelch defines as “fixed justice” scenarios, where “to fulfill the objectives of the game, the player often has to take moral or immoral actions within the fictional world of the game and has no choice but to do so” other than to stop playing (2010, 58–59). Sicart refers to such games as “closed ethical games”, where players cannot implement values beyond the constraints set up by a game’s design (2009b, 214). Whether or not games are ethically closed or more open in nature, or whether or not justice is fixed or flexible, thus depends on the amount of agency players get to deal with gameplay situations. In their discussion of enemies as a game design pattern, Björk and Holopainen point out, “The primary design choice when defining enemies is how players can overcome or evade them” (2005, 70). The distinction between overcoming or evading is of essence here, the first implying engaging the enemy, usually violently, while the latter means shunning, bypassing, or ignoring enemies. In games such as Tomb Raider or Uncharted, players receive no meaningful choice between engaging enemies or slipping past them unseen. The only way to progress is to take enemies down. I want to illustrate this with an example of Tomb Raider. At a certain point, the player is signalled through audio and Croft’s sudden hunched stance indicates she is approaching a group of adversaries. When the player decides not to immediately engage them, they can overhear a discussion the adversaries are having:

         ADVERSARY X: “Man, I am sick of this damned place – I just want out.”


         ADVERSARY Y: “Listen brother, we all do, but it’s not gonna happen. The storms will never let us leave.”


         ADVERSARY X: “But what if we …”


         ADVERSARY Y: “‘What if’ nothing: you want out of here, there’s a cliff, go ahead and jump. Now let my finish this bottle in peace” (Crystal Dynamics 2013).




This overheard discussion between generic adversaries might provide them with some humanity after all. The player, however, still cannot let the adversary finish his bottle in peace, at least not if they want to progress further into the game. There is no other route to follow in order to evade these adversaries, or even a way to take them down non-lethally. The only way onwards is killing them, for which the game does, in fact, offer a wide variety of ways.

There is, off course, an abundance of action-adventure games offering a more open approach to engaging adversaries. The so-called sandbox genre, popularized by games such as Grand Theft Auto III (DMA Design 2001) and Assassin’s Creed (Ubisoft Montreal 2007), offers the option of evading enemies through spatial means by featuring open-world level design. As such, games in the genre are far removed from the linear approach to level design we can recognize in games with overtly cinematic storytelling ambitions. Storytelling can include cinematic cut-scenes but is employed primarily to unlock more sandbox territory and more options within it for the player. Freedom to roam around and pick your battles (or not) with generic adversaries you might encounter in such open worlds does not, however, imply that when actually engaging adversaries, there is not always a choice to do so non-lethally. Far Cry 3 and The Last of Us, for instance, allow players take down enemies through stealth but the hero characters always uses lethal force, such as graphically stabbing enemies in the chest with a knife or strangling them to death. The stealth variety of action-adventure games can be more forgiving in its approach to overcoming or evading adversaries. This (sub)genre, which includes Thief: The Dark Project (Looking Glass Studios 1998), Hitman: Codename 47 (IO Interactive 2000), and their subsequent sequels, offer players the option to overcome enemies non-lethally. Some games even challenge players to finish the game without killing anyone, such as Deus Ex: Human Revolution and Dishonored, which award players who make the effort to finish the game in such a way, with achievements subsequently titled “Pacifist” and “Clean Hands”. Players can subsequently show off to their friends the fact they managed to reach these specific meta-goals of the game. We can, of course, wonder if playing the game in such a way results in the ethical experience such achievement titles suggest. The choice between lethal or non-lethal approaches to enemies becomes, as Sicart points out, a strategy rather than the result of moral reflections by the player (2009b, 211). Having the aforementioned achievements as part of your gamer profile therefore connotes great skill more than great moral reflection. Kristine Jørgensen’s chapter in this volume provides further in-depth discussions of Dishonored as an ethical game.

What sandbox and stealth genre games have in common, though, is they offer choice and thus a degree of player agency in ways their linear, cinematic, action-adventure peers do not. Letting players focus on spatial exploration (with sandbox games) or puzzle-solving (which stealth play amounts to) provide players with the means to stray from what Švelch calls the “blind follower model”, which suggests that “in games that lack narrative choices, the player tends to control the avatar based on what he is told by ‘the game’” (2010, 59). While games in, say, the Uncharted, Deus Ex, and Far Cry series are often put together in the action-adventure genre, in the way they structure space and segment challenges they are notably different. The more open approach to overcoming or evading generic adversaries also decreases its resemblance to characteristics of (cinematic) melodrama, most notably when it comes to dealing with morality and moral choice. With a shift in player agency when dealing with generic adversaries also comes a shift in moral polarization, from primarily a designer’s choice to at least partly the player’s choice. Even when generic adversaries themselves might still be represented as villainous, dealing with them is partly or wholly up to the player.

For game designers, designing a game in such a way that players can make their own choices in a meaningful, rather than instrumental, way can be challenging. As Sicart points out: “What is good in a game, what players consider good in that game, and what cultural beings consider good in general is a question of careful balance but it is a relevant way of achieving interesting ethical gameplay” (2009a, 200). While interesting ethical gameplay should not necessarily be the only design goal to strive for, finding such a balance does lead to dark play against generic adversaries being optional rather than unavoidable or questionable rather than merely challenging.

The Tomb Raider example mentioned earlier, where the player overhears generic adversaries discussing their predicament, aims to elevate generic adversaries to a more humane level. A more interesting example, which plays both with the notion of ludonarrative dissonance and the role of the player in killing generic expendables, can be found in Naughty Dog’s The Last of Us. This game, which is set in a post-apocalyptic world in which a plague has caused most of mankind to be either dead or turned into zombie-like creatures, is a blend of action-adventure (when the game deals with human adversaries) and survival horror (when the player faces the zombies). As such, it already deviates from the conventions discussed in this chapter. The game, however, investigates the conventional roles of both the hero and his generic foes. The first part of the game is played using the main male protagonist, rugged but traumatized survivor Joel. Halfway through the game, Joel is seriously wounded and the player is then suddenly asked to continue to play as Joel’s protectee, the fourteen-year-old girl Ellie. After some time, Ellie meets another survivor, David, who she reluctantly bonds with. As it turns out, David is actually part of the group of generic adversaries Joel and Ellie faced (and which the player mostly killed) earlier in the game. This suddenly (re)humanizes the generic adversaries slain earlier as it is explained they too were just trying to survive and were looking for food. The way David reveals this fact directly reflects back on the player’s previous actions in the game. “They said the others had been slaughtered by a crazy man”, says David when discussing the reports he received of those who survived Joel and Ellie’s earlier actions (Naughty Dog 2013). This crazy man, of course, is not just hero Joel but represents the player too.



CONCLUSION

In terms of gameplay, killing endless numbers of generic adversaries while playing a hero is recognizable, justifiable, and pleasurable behaviour for players. It has become conventional, with generic adversaries being an often-used game design pattern to provide challenges for players to overcome. It is, however, a convention that can lead to moments of potential ludonarrative dissonance, problematic from an aesthetic and/or questionable from an ethical point of view. In this chapter I have focused on conventions surrounding generic adversaries in action-adventure games, which use cinema as a reference point for their spectacle, storytelling ambitions, and characterization. As I have shown, these conventions can be traced back to the action/action-adventure film genre, which, in turn, relies on genre characteristics established in melodrama. This classic genre does not just form a basis for the emphasis on spectacle over narrative of action/action-adventure films and games alike but also for the way it establishes heroes and their opponents through moral polarization. As such, forms of ludonarrative dissonance dealing with killing generic adversaries can be situated in a long history of genre conventions established over a century ago.

This chapter does not aim to suggest that film or, more specifically, melodrama should not be a reference point for action-adventure games. Melodrama, for instance, has a strong tradition in telling stories and expressing characters’ emotion through the mise-en-scène, making them an interesting reference point for environmental storytelling (Jenkins 2004, 127–28). As Jenkins and Squire point out, a stronger focus on melodramatic pathos and emotion in relation with spectacle could also enhance character complexity, using generic characters’ reactions to emphasize the emotional state of the main characters (2008, 38). This applies more to generic good guys than generic adversaries, though, the latter having a distinctly different function in a game in terms of gameplay.

Judging from the commercial and, in most cases, also critical success of the titles discussed in this chapter, even without greater character complexity or options to shy away from killing hundreds of generic adversaries, action-adventure games seem to meet what players would like to see in games. As said, genre conventions do not just form a means to communicate intentions of the designers but also answer expectations of the players. The fact that play situations where hundreds of generic enemies are killed are not widely considered examples of dark play can be, at least partly, considered the result of ludic expectations on a game-play level. On the level of representation, moral polarization supports this ludic expectation, with dehumanization and objectification of generic adversaries making it much simpler to see generic adversaries as challenges to overcome rather than as people to kill. As I have shown, however, there are games that do provide players with more meaningful ways to shy away from killing hundreds of generic adversaries while supposedly playing the hero – or let them willingly engage in such dark play if they so please. Open world and stealth subgenres within action-adventure games, for instance, to a certain degree allow the player more agency to decide for him/herself what to do in a game. While this results in very different gameplay experiences than aiming for a more direct remediation of an action-adventure film, it might be preferred for a refreshing take on playing good or playing evil with game characters such as Nathan Drake or Lara Croft.
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4 Don’t Forget to Die

A Software Update is Available for the Death Drive

Emily Flynn-Jones

There is so much death in games. As a player, I am constantly playing with the possibility of death. I have been stomped by the Goomba Shoe in Super Mario Bros. 3 (Nintendo R&D4 1988), exploded into a shower of cogs and bricks in Lego Star Wars (Traveller’s Tales/LucasArts 2007), and seen the first-person camera swoon to the ground, simulating a crumpling corpse, in many a first-person shooter. I have puzzled over the “right” way to die in Karoshi (Karoshi 2008), taken young girls on a journey to their demise in The Path, and solved cases of grisly murder in the board game Cluedo (Pratt 1949). I have also done my share of killing in games. I have tormented entire families to death in the card game Gloom (Baker 2004) and dispatched zombie hordes in Dead Rising (Capcom 2006). I have shamefully conquered noble beasts in Shadow of the Colossus (Team Ico 2005) and picked up my father’s gun for a mission of vengeance in Red Dead Redemption (Rockstar 2010). This is only a fraction of my many, many deaths in games and these are dark matters indeed.

In the contested space of digital games, death is often the most effective method of finishing the game, whether killing your way to the goal or using up extra lives in an attempt to beat the game. In terms of the avatar, there is no cause of death more common than player failure, and death as failure is the subject of this article. Much of the literature on in-game death tends to focus on the visual and contextual aspects to locate intrinsic and extrinsic meaning in virtual death, but the death of the avatar, your representation in the game, is often the graphic, and graphically violent, skin that failure is wrapped up in. Death is a dark matter, and the design decision to frame failure as death represents the darkness of the death with which we play. Looking at the underlying structures of in-game death, this article will examine how the design of in-game death constructs play that consists of repetition and an incremental progress towards mastery, which steers our play into the realms of the death drive. Though using a psychoanalytical framework, it is not my intention to pathologize play. Rather the aim of this article is to show how the tenets of the death drive illuminate dark patterns in our gameplay, point to complicated and even contrary pleasures, and how the death of the avatar is central to this.

THE FIRST AND LAST GAME YOU WILL EVER PLAY

The death drive was first described by Sigmund Freud (1920) in Beyond the Pleasure Principle. In this essay he explores paradoxical human behaviour and tries to comprehend why individuals might be motivated to act in ways that are perceptibly unpleasurable or revisit a negative experience from their past. Ultimately, Freud attributes such behaviour to death’s presence in life, the harbinger of death that manifests due to a traumatic experience that makes a person confront his/her own mortality. Interestingly, the inspiration for the death drive came from observing a child at play.

Beyond the Pleasure Principle presents three case studies, each detailing an aspect of the death drive. The most substantial focuses on what is termed the “repetition compulsion”, a symptom of the death drive that is demonstrated through the play of a game called fort-da (gone-there). Freud describes the game and play at length:

         The child had a wooden reel with a piece of string around it. It never occurred to him to pull it along the floor behind him, for instance, and play at its being a carriage. What he did was hold the reel by the string and very skilfully throw it over the edge of his curtained cot, so that it disappeared into it, at the same time uttering his expressive “o-o-o-o”. Then he pulled the reel out of the cot again by the string and hailed the reappearance with a joyful “da” [there]. This then was the complete game – disappearance and return. As a rule one only witnessed its first act, which was repeated untiringly as a game in itself, though there is no doubt that the greater pleasure was attached to the second act.

(Freud 1922, 15)



In Freud’s account, the child repeats this over and over, learning to master the conditions of presence and absence. At its core, the game is an exchange of signifiers in which the toy stands in for the mother whose presence the child cannot control. In this way, the playing of the game is an intervention, an attempt on the part of the player to have some agency in an unpleasant scenario over which they have no control. Through repetition, the child is attempting to gain a sense of mastery over the conditions of presence and absence as well as that which those states symbolize. In Freud’s words, the infant “was overpowered by the experience; but by repeating it, unpleasurable though it was, as a game, he took on an active part” (Freud 1922, 15). In games, this type of ability to act and effect is referred to as agency.

In the example of the fort-da game, three crucial aspects of the Freudian death drive are described: repetition, agency, and mastery. These are familiar subjects in game studies, although they are rarely collectively explored or explicitly engaged with in the death drive. Mastery, repetition, and agency are being tied to the played experience, and I am interested in exploring how these phenomena of play resonate with the features of the death-drive game with particular attention to the effect the death of the avatar has on the structure of gameplay.

The “save-die-restart” structure James Newman (2004) describes is useful in this respect as a conventional rule for in-game death. While the name is somewhat self-explanatory, the trope can be traced through a number of digital gaming conventions, beginning with the familiar three-life provision established in arcade-generation games such as Pac-Man (Namco 1980) and Space Invaders (Taito 1978). This format includes extra life rewards and continuance awards, which, in games such as the Sonic the Hedgehog (Sonic Team 1991) series, serve to reward for good or effective play and are only available to players who have discovered hidden objects through exploration or accrued high scores. This then expands to incorporate save-states and respawn points, which have become a tenet of contemporary digital games, whether this is executed in the locating of single-use save-points such as the typewriters in Resident Evil (Capcom 1996) or in the form of auto-saves and unlimited lives as used in the Lego Star Wars Saga (Traveller’s Tales 2007).

Embedded in this one-game feature are issues of agency, mastery, and repetition. At the moment of avatar death, the game is temporarily over and the player has control taken away from him/her while another screen loads, but the avatar respawns, play is restored, control returned (agency) to the player, and they have another turn (repetition) to beat the scenario that bested them previously (mastery). Though deeply connected, I will address these issues individually in the following sections, attending to the pleasures tied to their presence in the played experience and returning these readings back to the death drive.



TWO EXPERIENCES OF DOOM

For the first order of the death drive, I will address mastery and discussions of the first-person shooter Doom (id Software 1993).

First, Espen Aarseth’s (1997) discussion of aporia and epiphany. Her work extends concepts from literary theory, with aporia referring to an obstacle of some sort “that must be overcome by some unknown combination of actions” (Aarseth 1997, 38). In overcoming such a challenge, aporia becomes epiphany, “a sudden, often unexpected solution to the impasse of the event space” (ibid, 38). In the simplest terms, aporia represents a problem and epiphany the discovery of the solution. To provide greater context for this dialogic, Aarseth provides a post-play narrative from the original Doom title. In this scenario, the player is faced with a room filled with monsters. After multiple attempts to negotiate the space, various strategies employed, numerous failures made, and several deaths experienced, the player determines they have an aporia and asks: How do I progress? The epiphany lies in the corner of the room where there are cylinders of toxic waste that explode when shot at. Overcoming this particular aporia may be the result of close exploration of the game space, complete accident, or sudden realization. Once the epiphany is reached and the solution executed, play proceeds.

The second perspective is provided by Jesper Juul (1999), who presents a different reading of his gameplay experience and death in Doom. Juul observes: “Doom … introduced that after the moment of death, the screen continued to display the view from the eyes of the dead body. In a classical game, the word ‘GAME OVER’ is displayed, after which one is sent back to the title screen” (1999, 55). This first-person perspective offers an informative view that potentially represents the moments between aporia and epiphany. He continues: “In Doom, the view from the dead body is kept until you click to play again – automatically directed towards the opponent that killed you. So death gives you information, both on how you died and what happened afterwards” (ibid, 55). For Juul, in-game death is “the death you survive and learn from” (1999, 56).

Both cases of Doom implicate the death of the avatar and the failure of the player as part of the learning process of play and as something experienced on the route to mastery. As in fort-da, the player fumbles with the mechanics while they try to gain control over the situation and produce a more satisfying outcome. Juul (2005) calls this learning curve “repertoire”, referring to the relationship the player builds with a game and the strategies a player develops based on their knowledge and experience. Juul offers this summary of the player’s repertoire:

         Games are learning experiences, where the player improves his or her skills at playing the game. At any given point, the player will have a specific repertoire of skills and methods for overcoming the challenges of the game. Part of the attraction of a good game is that it continually challenges and makes new demands on the player’s repertoire.

(Juul 2005, 56)



A game that makes the player’s process of repertoire abundantly clear is Super Meat Boy (Team Meat 2010). In this game the completion of a level is followed by an action replay of every turn taken. These scenes display all attempts simultaneously. The appearance can be quite chaotic. I have had up to fifty Meat Boy sprites on screen at once, some jumping directly to their death and leaving bright red splatter patterns in their place, others inching further and further forward, and one, finally, reaching the goal. The composite presentation of the lives of the avatar depicts the player’s repertoire in progress from multiple failures through to the successful play, at which point it could be claimed the player has attained mastery. This screen is essentially a map of aporia and epiphanies and of the player’s building repertoire with the game.

This notion of repertoire-building undergirds both readings of Doom and in this regard, player failure and the death of the avatar can be understood simultaneously as a point of frustration and a rewarding part of the play experience as one replays scenarios in order to master them. The mingling of pleasure and displeasure recalls fort-da and the death drive as the player repeats and grapples for mastery, replaying, unpleasant though it may be, in order to change the outcome, transforming failure into successful play.

Further evidence of the desire for and pleasure in mastering games takes the shape of extra gamic texts that allow a player to exhibit his/her play prowess in the form of Let’s Play videos, FAQs, and walkthroughs. These also demonstrate a desire for mastery, both in their authors and their users. Daniel Ashton and James Newman (Ashton and Newman 2011) describe walkthroughs as “prefigurative” texts for prefigurative play performance. In this they conceived of gameplay as a “configurative” performance as the player carves a path through (and within) the game structure. Post-play documents such as the walkthrough, guides, and FAQs are reproductions of the game structure and not of the played experience, in that they only represent successful play scenarios delivered by a voice with advanced (or mastered) repertoire. These are then used by other players as strategy guides or during the stages of aporia. Consulting a walkthrough produces prefigured play, play configured by one and reproduced by another. Relatedly, Mia Consalvo (2007) offers this description of walkthroughs:

         Walkthroughs are detailed guides to how a player should play a game sequentially to find all the hidden bonuses and surprises, how to avoid certain death, and how to advance past difficult puzzles or trouble spots to best play and win the game.

(Consalvo 2007, 327–28)



Consalvo also suggests the walkthrough is a significant demonstration of “gaming capital” because through these texts, players can display their intimate knowledge of a game’s structure and essentially their mastery of the text. Consalvo also explicitly refers to the use of walkthroughs as a way of avoiding in-game death. These documents hide the process of building repertoire and the possibly many avatar deaths of the author’s personal gameplay experience, which presents them as masters over in-game death. This is a quality the gaming opportunist can sell on to other players by offering a document that prefiguratively removes death from the played experience. The player that uses the walkthrough or game guide is prefiguring their mastery and expediting their progress and proficiency. This is why such documents occupy a shady ethical position in game culture.



DEATH LOOPS AND DEAD ENDS

While most certainly about mastery, there is another element of the death-drive game implied in the preceding examples and concepts: repetition. Long states of aporia experienced in Aarseth’s game (Aarseth 1997, 38) and death due to failure (Juul 1999, 55–56) on Juul’s part both resulted in substantial repetition of in-game scenarios and actions. In fact, Torben Grodal (2003) describes games as an “aesthetic of repetition”. He says, “The videogame experience consists of different phases. The first time a game is played, it is experienced with a certain unfamiliarity; the world is new and salient and poses challenges and mystery. By playing the game numerous times, the game world will become increasingly familiar” (Grodal 2003, 148). The aesthetics of repetition apply to more than replay scenarios. It is present, for instance, in the finite mechanics assigned to an avatar. The player does not have complete freedom of movement in a game space. They are limited by the afforded actions ascribed to the avatar and the actions available are used and reused throughout a game. This specific repetitive property is perhaps most apparent in hack ‘n’ slash gameplay and fighting genres, where a small avatar skill set, such as punching, kicking, or stabbing, are the primary mechanics the player activates repeatedly, although perhaps in nuanced combinations throughout the game. The spatial structure of a game may also involve repetition. In The Legend of Zelda: Phantom Hourglass (Nintendo 2007), the player is continuously directed back to dungeon locations that gradually open up, allowing the player access to additional quadrants of the map as they progress by repeatedly traversing spaces. Repetition is also used in boss battles to establish an attack pattern the player must execute in order to defeat the enemy. This is true from the eight-phase jump attacks in Sonic the Hedgehog 2 (Sonic Team 1992) to the final boss rush in House of the Dead 2 (Wow Entertainment 1998), which recycles the attacks of all previous bosses in waves so the player has some idea how to approach the rise in difficulty. Ultimately, the aesthetics of repetition in game design seem to be a communicative design tool that speaks to the player as they familiarize themselves with a game space, rules, and mechanics, or build their repertoire. Repetition may seem tedious but there are potential pleasures to repetitive play. Surprising, unconventional, and even punishing forms of pleasure are key to the death drive and it is this connection I explore in this section.

Geoffrey R. Loftus and Elizabeth F. Loftus (1983) offer three features of the play experience, which suggest the aesthetics of repetition might well be an attractive aspect of play. He says games work by imbuing the player with three successive feelings: partial reinforcement, cognitive dissonance, and regret. The first refers to the reward systems in games the player finds gratifying, such as point-accumulation and collecting items that reward them with an extra life. Cognitive dissonance is the assumption a player will act to rectify wrongs, so the player will repeat game states trying to do better. Penalties, such as the avatar’s death, keep the player returning in the hope of doing better next time and ultimately minimize the third emotion, their regret. This thinking frames the save-die-restart structure of games as part of a pleasurable feedback loop in which the unpleasant feeling of having to repeat play is simultaneously the relief of having an additional life and an opportunity to reassess, try a new strategy, and overwrite their failure. The feelings tied to in-game death also reflect the fort-da game in which repetitive action is part of the long game of mastery and every turn at the game an act of taking agency as the players toil for the pleasant while playing with the unpleasant repetition.

Of course, digital games are computational systems and their code does not always execute properly. In the save-die-restart structure, this can mean the player is not always afforded the important cognitive dissonance or redemptive possibility after the avatar dies. Olli Tapio Leino (2012) describes such an occurrence in a post-play narrative of Fallout: New Vegas (Obsidian Entertainment 2010) where he experienced a “death loop”. A death loop describes the execution of the respawn function that places the avatar in an impassable context. This has happened to me numerous times in the Lego Star Wars Saga (Traveller’s Tales 2007). In this instance, my avatar fell (to its death) from a platform, then the body would repeatedly respawn in mid-air, just shy of the collision box on the platform, and so fall and die over and over, sometimes until I reset the game. Leino’s case put him in an advanced mission, beyond his current level of skill, meaning every time he failed the mission he respawned at a save-point that only allowed him to retry (and re-fail) the same scenario, still without the means to progress. This left him with two options and two significant paths of repetition from which to choose. He could either reload a previous game state and replay hours of content, choosing a different path to equip him with the skills to complete the current mission, or continue playing from his most recent save-state, indefinitely, hoping to somehow overcome the death loop.

The problem here is that death should make sense to the player and be something they can overcome. As Adams and Rollings (2003) say, the death of the avatar must be part of a balanced design rule-set to produce a clear system of cause and effect. If in-game death has no logic in this way, then it is “meaningless” to the player. Understanding how and why the avatar died is a crucial form of feedback for the player. Without sensible cause of death or an identifiable way to proceed, the player is in a state of aporia without chance of epiphany. They are missing knowledge for their repertoire and they are stuck. In the case of the death loop, there is no agency-based opportunity for redemption (according to Loftus and Loftus) or mastery (according to Freud’s fort-da) and so no pleasure in the repetition.

The death loop represents a limit of the game system as well as the pleasures associated with fort-da present in the playing of digital games. Rather than the player failing, the machine has failed. As a type of bug, the death loop is not the only deadly, and deathly, reference to game-halting system failure. There is also the kill screen. Perhaps the most infamous in digital game history occurs at level 256 of Pac-Man (Namco 1980). Here the graphics glitch, making the game space impossible to see while the level and point counters reset, undoing the player’s progress and making it impossible to proceed with play. The kill screen and the death loop are not just the death of the avatar, they are the death of the game itself.

The difference between these two deaths is of importance to the death drive. Slavoj Žižek (1989) uses digital games rather than fort-da to demonstrate the death drive and two types of death. His two deaths of the death drive are “natural” and “absolute”. Natural death belongs to the Symbolic and is the “natural cycle of generation and corruption” (Žižek 1989, 134), while absolute death is the real death and the “radical annihilation of the symbolic texture through which the so-called reality is constituted” (ibid, 132). He continues: “The existence of the symbolic order implies the possibility of its radical effacement, of ‘symbolic death’ – not the death of the so-called ‘real object’ in its symbol, but the obliteration of its signifying network” (Žižek 1989, 132). Using the example of a generic and hypothetical save-die-restart game structure, Žižek describes the two deaths. He says:

         Take the example of video games, in which we deal, literally, with the difference between the two deaths: the usual rule of such games is that the player (or, more precisely, the figure representing him in the game) possesses several lives, usually three, he is threatened by some danger – a monster who can eat him, for example, and if the monster catches him he loses a life – but if he reaches his goal very swiftly he earns one or several supplementary lives. … The entire logic of such games is therefore based on the difference between the two deaths: between the death in which I lose one of my lives and the ultimate death in which I lose the game itself.

(Žižek 1989, 150)



Distinguishing between natural or “symbolic” and absolute or “real” deaths is comparable to the difference between the death of the avatar and the death of the game in the form of the kill screen or death loop. The pleasures of repetition are also highlighted by this distinction, specifically by the player’s inability to find the gratifying redemption in repeated play when confronted with an absolute game over.



THERE AND GONE AGAIN

In fort-da, the player takes up the game in order to acquire a sense of agency in a situation that stands in for the trauma of loss. That agency is crucial to the overall goal, which is mastery. Agency as a term in game studies is mobilised in much the same manner, although largely deprived of the psychological angle. Janet Murray, for example, offers agency as “the satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and choices” (1998, 126). In fort-da as well as game studies, agency is constructed as a powerful proponent of pleasure in playing games. However, this discussion of in-game death and failure has focused a great deal on moments in which the player is doing very well, struggling to use their agency effectively, or without agency entirely at the moment the avatar dies. This is precisely the position from which Helen Kennedy and Seth Giddings (2008) write to challenge the notion that mastery is a central pleasure or even a possibility in games.

In Little Jesuses and *@#? – off Robots: On Cybernetics, Aesthetics, and Not Being Very Good at Lego Star Wars, Kennedy and Giddings level a Lacanian criticism at Freud’s notion that the pleasure in fort-da is located in the da (there) state of play, the point at which the player has mastered the game. What is presented is a case for pleasure in the dynamic presence (there) and absence (gone) of control, and thus agency, which occurs in the avatar’s death.

First, there is the contextualising argument against mastery. Kennedy and Giddings, like Lacan, query the subject/object relationship of mastery in games. Using the example of veteran game designer John Romero, who was also an expert at Pac-Man (Namco 1980), they describe how mastery is incorrectly assigned to the player and turn the argument about. “Romero could play Pac-Man with his eyes closed because the game had thoroughly and completely mastered him, it had taught his fingers the precise micro-movements needed to fulfill its intentions (continued play), and had imprinted on his brain cognitive analogue of its virtually mapped game world” (Kennedy & Giddings 2008, 19). By this token, it is not the player who can claim mastery. Instead “the player is mastered by the machine” (ibid). The illusion of mastery segues into a discussion of the over-estimation of agency and the role it plays in the pleasure of games.

Employing the idea of “flux of agency” (Carr 2006), which is “characterized by a rippling of control, affordances, and being acted-on across human and non-human agents” (Kennedy and Giddings 2008, 26), Kennedy and Giddings argue that as opposed to mastery and full agency, it is varying states of control and ability that are key to a satisfying game experience.

         Death/Life is not a structural opposition in all games’ mobalization of agency. Rather, “death” in Lego Star Wars is one end of the spectrum of agency negotiation. At the other end might be the tactic of a player in a two-player Lego Star Wars game of temporarily “dropping out” in a particularly tricky situation until the obstacle is overcome by the other player. Here the game suggests the player temporarily hand back his or her (limited) agency to the game itself. But it is a spectrum and the player’s relationship to the avatar and the world is responsive/possessive, containing complex elements of both a passive responsive “being acted-upon” and a sense of possession of that action – a performative possession: “I am doing,” “I am being.” As well as “I am being made to do.”

(Kennedy and Giddings 2008, 28)



The “there” and “gone” in digital games are embedded in the design of in-game death to which agency is also attached. The live avatar acting as an agent in the game represents “there” and then failure occurs, the avatar dies, and agency is lost. This is the “gone” stage of fort-da. The avatar quickly respawns in the diegesis, however, and the “there” is restored. This repeats throughout gameplay. There are numerous accounts in game-studies literature that agree mastery and the pleasures located purely in the “there” state of play are not strictly opposed to the “gone” state and instead emphasise the dynamic between the two states.

Diane Carr also talks about in-game death in terms of flux of agency, with particular reference to Lara Croft of the Tomb Raider (Core Design 1996-present) series. Thinking of the avatar as a vehicle, Carr observes, “Lara is watched, while she is driven” (Carr 2006, 176). This splits the player’s relationship to the avatar between “looking” and “identification”. She elucidates with a comparison to cinema, saying: “[w]atching a film may of course involve shifts in processes of looking and identification, but driving an avatar involves utilizing a console, identification is occupation, literal and mechanized” (Carr 2006, 176). When the avatar dies, one aspect of the relationship is lost, the vehicle cannot be driven, and the player can only be looking. Carr continues: “[t]his flux in agency is the price we pay to play. When Lara dies her temporary mortality returns the role of subject to her operator. She exerts violence with us, and then she dies for us, over and over” (ibid, 176).

This is perhaps why elsewhere, Carr (2003) has referred to the avatar as the “harbinger of death”, an analogy that neatly maps onto the concept of flux of agency and reveals dark traces of the death-drive game. In this instance, Carr sees the avatar not as a tool but as the player’s double. In the context of the uncanny, the double or doppelgänger can represent immortality as a mirror image or act as a reminder of one’s mortality, so becoming death’s presence in life – the harbinger of death. Carr says that because digital games “display a preoccupation with survival, attack, resurrection, fatal injury and repetition” (2003), the avatar can take the form of “both the anti-death and the deadly double” (ibid). With the examples of Planescape Torment (Black Isle Studios 1999) and Silent Hill 2 (Konami 2001), Carr distinguishes between the two types of double. In the former, the avatar has the immortalizing effect because the player has agency to customise the character, producing the appearance of life and building an identity for the body. The avatar Harry in Silent Hill 2, on the other hand, evokes the deadly double due to the everyman representation set against a highly contested game space in which death, or failure, is an ever-present possibility. Carr says in the highly anxious, horror environment, “the doubling between player and avatar in Silent Hill is not channelled and purged via a superhuman avatar. It remains disconcertingly present; Freud’s ‘harbinger of death’ shadows us, and stokes the game’s dark vision” (Carr 2003).

It could, however, be contended that in games that feature death as failure, the avatar fluctuates constantly between these two manifestations. Dark, violent settings are not a requisite for the appearance of the deadly double. Rather, it is the possibility of avatar death and the flux of agency that occur across the states of dead and not-dead avatar, which conjures the harbinger of death. Take, for example, the game LittleBigPlanet (Media Molecule 2008), a cute patchwork world with conventional platform gameplay and little direct conflict, where the player controls a ragdoll avatar. In this game, there is a type of save-die-restart structure. Here there are limited-use checkpoints in operation, and if the avatar dies more than three times, the player will be sent back to the beginning of the level. There is also a self-destruct function that can be activated through a pop-up menu. This design provision seems to exist in an effort to avoid death loops, although during my play, the only instance of such an event occurred in tutorial mode. The very presence of death as a possibility or, in this case an option, regardless of explicitly dark context, suggests the avatar will oscillate between the two kinds of double. That the player could fail and the avatar could die at any moment conjure the deathly double, while the provision of extra lives represents the immortal double. The double represented by the avatar fluctuates with the player’s agency. In death they are the deathly double and when respawned, they are the immortal double. The point being that wherever death is a possibility for the avatar, the harbinger of death is evoked and its presence in life is at the core of the death drive.

In terms of a pleasurable flux of agency it is important to state that when the avatar dies, there is a break in interaction, though not necessarily a break in play. James Newman (2004) addresses flux as modes of play that he terms “on-line” and “off-line”. Death as failure results in the triggering of off-line mode, which may be filled with game over text, stat display, or a loading screen that is a non-interactive break for the player. Newman says this pause importantly allows the player to reflect on their play, because the “player’s attention is critically focused on past events and performance” (Newman 2004, 88) and the nature of the non-interactive display screens “either encourage replay or indicate the reasons for the particular situation in which the player now finds themselves” (ibid, 88). Much like Grodal (2003), the off-line time after the death of the avatar is conceived of as an opportunity, a pneumatic breath, a moment in which the player may collect themselves, reassess, and strategize before continuing or, more literally, the composing exhale before returning to the action.

The flux of agency, the shift between subject and operator, agent and observer is the nature of play in digital games. In this respect, the relative normalcy of the avatar’s death is important to state. Souvik Mukherjee (2009) declares death is both “immanent and imminent”, that it is “an intrinsic part of gameplay” (Mukherjee 2009). As Barry Atkins (2008) points out, in-game death is often constructed as “an aberrant departure from the normal state of play, or even as not play at all” (Atkins 2008, 249) when, in fact, it is part of the player’s negotiation with agency, which is, indeed, playing the game. As part of the played experience, in-game death as it sits within the flux of agency and as an off-line moment of gameplay can also be figured as essential to the pleasurable flow of a game.



GAME OVER: LE PETITE MORT

Throughout this article, the elements of the death-drive game, which are present in digital games, have been discussed discretely. In concluding, I would like to reconnect them and reinforce the dark reasons for looking at digital games through the lens of fort-da, particularly in terms of locating the pleasure of playing when death is at stake.

Jesper Juul (2009) has conducted studies on failure in games and, specifically, players’ responses to failure, the findings of which have particularly strong implications for this inquiry. Juul concludes that while players may have paradoxical feelings regarding failing – frustration, determination – failure is fundamental to the overall satisfaction of the game experience. He summarises his findings in four crucial points: “1) The player does not want to fail (feels sad or inadequate), 2) failing makes the player reconsider his/her strategy (which makes the game more interesting), 3) winning provides gratification and 4) winning without failing leads to dissatisfaction” (Juul 2009, 248). Or, to put this into a narrative where in-game death is the representation of failure, players do not want to die because it is at odds with the in-game goals and imperatives. However, the loss of agency at the point of the avatar’s death allows a moment of evaluation in which the player can reflect on their mistakes and calculate how to wield their agency more effectively when they replay or repeat the game. Yet the experience of death as failure is also rewarding in the overall play experience because winning, or mastering the game, is not satisfying if the player has not been presented with enough of a challenge to have failed along the way.

This narrative entwines agency, repetition, and mastery, and echoes the various perspectives and complex pleasures of playing presented in this article. From this pleasure model we can see how the aesthetics of repetition are essential to the building of player repertoire, how repertoire then builds the player’s sense of agency and approaching mastery, how flux of agency plays into the space between aporia and epiphany, and how mastery is meaningless without failure. Softer than the fort-da in appearance, the underlying structure and themes are much the same: an agent vying for control and eventual mastery of a scenario by way of repeated play.

As long as the death of the avatar is a possibility, fort-da will stalk the played experience, providing complicated pleasures for players, inserting repetition into the play structure, and dangling the dream of mastery before the player and agent. Much like the fort-da games of the toddler, digital games are haunted by the death drive and the death of the avatar is the harbinger of this doom.
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Part III
Dark Play or Darkly Played?


5 Killing Digital Children

Design, Discourse, and Player Agency

Björn Sjöblom

Why are there no children in Grand Theft Auto (GTA)? To most readers, this question probably comes as a surprise. In the vast, immersive worlds of the GTA series, players are, in all probability, too engrossed in the satire, the ultra-violence, or the spectacular simulation of American life to even notice that children, making up a substantial part of the US’s population, are missing entirely from the game. While this chapter will not provide a definitive answer to its opening question, it deals with the topic of the design and play of violent open-world games with child NPCs. The chapter deals with two sets of questions. First, in what ways are representations of children featured in games with open-world environments and high levels of violence? Second, in what ways do players discuss the relationship between representations of children, violence, and player agency in digital games? Given the theme of this volume, the question of how children and childhood are represented can provide ample opportunity to discuss issues of taboo, moral order, and transgressive play in digital games.

Children are in many ways a specific category of persons and society holds very special conceptions of childhood. One such conception, maybe even the most important, may be that the child is a non-adult and therefore he/she does not fully take part in the political, economic, or cultural domains of the adult world (cf. Jenks 2005, 77). This being said, children and representations of children are subjected to discourses of what they can and should be. Children are seen as a category in society distinct from adults and framed by distinct discourses. These discourses are highly influential in our understanding of what children and childhood can and should be, as well as how children and childhood are imagined in various representational formats. In media, this includes not only visual aesthetics (e.g. what child characters are allowed look like) but also the rules governing their behaviour (e.g. what child characters are allowed to do).

Naturally, the idea of the child and childhood has been at the centre of the debate surrounding digital media in general and digital games specifically (Buckingham 2000). That said, children in digital games have been studied a lot less than children in front of digital games. While the child player is a frequent topic in academic discourse, the child avatar or NPC is all but invisible in game studies. One exception is Williams et al. (2009), who found that in relation to their percentage of the population, children were severely underrepresented with regards to in-game characters. This is something they share with women, the elderly, and ethnic minorities (a conjecture would be that this may also be true for other groups such as people with disabilities). This is a trait that is consistent across several media formats, such as television. In games, as elsewhere in media, it seems as if the white, male adult is the norm and other populations are inadequately represented. Therefore the way in which representations of children are studied here may find parallels in studies of other groups that are either largely missing from digital games or are forced into stereotypical positions.

It should be noted this chapter deals with representations of children in digital games, especially the way in which children are inscribed in the rules of the games, and the discourses that support these ways of designing and discussing games. The topic of representations of children in digital games is broad, and I limit the discussion to violence against child NPCs in open-world games. In doing so, it is first and foremost the rules governing violence that are of interest, rather than the visual appearance of children in the games.

This study first employs a content analysis of three well-known open-world games – Grand Theft Auto, Fallout, and Bully – followed by a discourse analysis of online forums where in-game children are discussed. The three games described in this chapter should in no way be seen as an exhaustive list but rather as cases selected for how they demonstrate various design strategies when it comes to combining children with high levels of violence and open-world gameplay. The excerpts and analysis of the online discussions are selected in order to show some the variance in the positions players take on the issue of violence towards digital children.

I will argue that in most visual media, graphic visualizations of violence against children are scarce, often just implied, and often included in order to make a moral point. This is consistent with dominating discourses of children and childhood, where children are often seen as innocent and even sacred beings. In digital games, especially open-world games with many degrees of freedom given to the player, violence towards children becomes troublesome for both the designer and the player. For the designer, introducing children into an open world with near limitless violence against NPCs may clash with ethics, regulation, and economy. In this chapter, I outline three strategies used for solving this dilemma. The effects of all of these strategies are, in a general sense, to decrease violence towards children, sometimes through excising them from the game entirely. However, the players of these games discuss violence towards children in games in several different ways, ranging from condemning violence against children in games altogether to those who find enjoyment and exhilaration in massacres against digital children. Through analysing these discussions, the relationship between the discourses of children and childhood and moral restrictions to player agency are examined.

THE INNOCENT, THE VULNERABLE, AND THE VIOLENT CHILD

Even though there are practically no prior studies of representations of children in digital games, there have been several studies discussing how children are represented in other visual media. In the analysis of various forms of visual media, the “image of the child” has been an ongoing topic, at least since Philippe Ariès started discussing the depiction of children in seventeenth-century paintings in his seminal work Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life (1962). Studying how children and childhood are represented in any sort of medium almost necessarily entails an exploration of the ideology and discourse that frame these representations. This has been explored in studies of paintings and photography (Higonnet 1998; Holland 2004), film (Lury 2005; Jansson 2007), and theatre (Helander 2003), and a common denominator of these studies is that “[m]uch analysis of images of children and childhood in the media operates with a basic premise: that the representation of ‘the child’ or children has mythological or ideological connotations beyond the actual representations of the infant in question” (Davis 2010, 97). In some of these studies, children are found to be positioned as a cultural exception, in a dichotomous relationship to adults (James, Jenks, and Prout 1998; Prout 2005). The child is the “cultural other” in relation to the adult (Christensen 1994). Where the adult is considered rational, the child is irrational; where the adult is concerned with work, the child is concerned with play; where the adult is seen as an independent actor, the child is seen as dependent on the adult for care, nurture, and socialization (naturally, competing and complementary discourses exist, such as that of the competent child). This can be considered a fundamental tenet on which representations of children can be constructed.

Historically one of the main themes in pictures of children and childhood has been that of the innocent child (Higonnet 1998). This resonates with the view that children in many ways are separated from adult society, and children and adults only partially share the same set of cultural rules, norms, and conventions for how they can be represented visually. One way of seeing this, Higonnet argues, is in how children are not portrayed. They are systematically excluded from themes of sex and violence and are thereby depicted as excluded from social life. Jansson (2007) makes a similar point about Swedish children’s films. It is as much in what is not shown as in what is shown that the dominant discourse on representations of children is revealed. In a Foucauldian tradition, the invisible is as important as the visible (Rose 2007), and the trope of the innocent child underlies their routine exclusion from many adult themes in visual media. The innocent, romantic child, often both class- and sexless, has been a constant theme in depictions of children, and they “project and imply the idea of childhood’s natural state: childhood as a time of innocence, free of cares and responsibilities” (Prout 2005, 11). Meyer expands this notion and claims:

         Through this discourse of innocence, children are reproduced as possessing an essentially virtuous and innocent nature. This nature makes them naïve and vulnerable, and turns them into helpless victims in constant need of adult protection. This discourse of innocence is extremely resistant to challenges, whether logical, experiential, evidential or otherwise.

(Meyer 2007, 89)



The notion of innocence is thus intimately related to the notion of vulnerability, which is also one of the cornerstones in the social construction of childhood in Western societies (Christensen 2000). Meyer (2007) separates vulnerability into two categories: innate vulnerability, related to children’s lack of physical and social capabilities, and structural vulnerability, related to the asymmetry of power relations between children and adults.

There are, naturally, complementary and competing discourses of children and childhood. The savage and violent child, geared towards ill deeds through his irresistible compulsions, is one of these (James, Jenks, and Prout 1998; Jenks 2005). Indeed, the torture and murder of the toddler Jamie Bulger in 1993 by two slightly older boys triggered a resurgence in the understanding of children as capable of predatory, violent, and lethal behaviour (Jenks 2005).



GAMES AS IDEOLOGICAL ARTEFACTS

As we know, games feature rules and fictional worlds (Juul 2005). This being the case, it is possible to examine these two aspects of games for the way they are permeated with ideology. Most studies, for example, of how women (Jenkins and Cassell 1999; Kafai et al. 2008) or non-white populations (Everett and Watkins 2008) are represented in games do this, but usually only with regard to the visual and narrative features of the game. This study, on the other hand, focuses on the ways the games’ rules are ideological in themselves, with respect to how the relation between child NPCs and violence is handled. In this sense, this paper builds on Bogost’s notion that games use simulation for persuasive purposes, rather than relying solely on text or images (Bogost 2007). In digital games, designers (in contrast to film directors) have limited control over events in the game, and this is especially true for sandbox games. The rules create a space in which certain types of actions are made possible, and there is little possibility of making a visual “cut” to exclude violence against children from the screen. This space is far from politically neutral. Games are permeated with ideology (Bogost 2006, 2007; Sicart 2003, 2009) in that the design of the rules makes certain types of representations of actions possible. It is up to the designer to create the limits of the player’s actions, and even though there may be unforeseen emergent behaviour among players, it is still the prerogative of the game designer to create a world in which certain actions are possible and others impossible. Sandbox games create representations of worlds, and even though they may be in a fantasy setting (Skyrim, Bethesda 2010) or a comical and satirical version of a modern city (Saints Row, Volition, Inc. 2006), they contain recognizable elements of our own everyday world in one way or another. These worlds are far from exempt from morals, but rather show their morals in the way their action spaces are constructed. A feature of all simulations is the choice of what to include and what to leave out, especially what actions should be possible. These choices are deeply entrenched with ideology, with Manovich (2002), Lindtner, and Dourish (2011, 22) claiming “cultural logics are embedded within these coded artifacts”.

Whether or not a game is designed to display its ideological foundation, games work with what Bogost (2007) calls a “procedural rhetoric”. Even though the concept is used mostly in the analysis of openly political games, this does not mean they are unique in this regard. “Commercial games may be less deliberate in their rhetoric, but they are not necessarily free from ideological framing” (Bogost 2006, 176). This is a branch of rhetoric that differs from both verbal and visual modes of persuasion. Instead of relying on the contents of a written or oral message, or the composition and constitution of images, it relies on persuading the player through engaging in a rule-based simulation (Bogost 2007). Procedural rhetoric is not descriptive but through simulating rule-based processes, it attempts to demonstrate to the player something about how the simulated domain works or ought to work. Sicart expresses a similar point about games presenting a structural ideology, in that “ideology lies beneath the plot on a game, it lies in the relationship it establishes with its user, in what is allowed to do and why” (2003, 11). The ideology of a computer game lies, then, not only in the narrative and visual imagery it presents but, more significantly, in the framework of rules it sets up. It is about what the player can do, and is thus intimately linked to the game as a rule-driven environment for action.



DATA AND SELECTION OF CASES

As mentioned, this study uses two separate methods. First is the analysis of three different open-world games featuring violence towards children, namely the Fallout series, Grand Theft Auto, and Bully. These three series of games were selected on the basis they allow a great deal of player freedom in choosing how to go about playing the game. Even though the plots of both GTA and Bully are more or less linear, they both present an open world to the player to be explored. Violence is featured heavily in all of these games, and is one of the primary (but often not the only) way of progressing through the game. The games are chosen as representatives of certain strategies for representing children in sandbox games. There are other games that utilize these strategies as well. The second part of the study consists of an analysis of online forums where the issue of violence against children in digital games is discussed. Thus the designers’ perspective (albeit not their own accounts) is highlighted in the first part of the study, while the second part deals with the players’ perspectives on this issue.



THREE WAYS OF MANAGING VIOLENCE TOWARDS DIGITAL CHILDREN

Exclusion: Grand Theft Auto’s Missing Children



The first case presented here is the most well-known sandbox game, Grand Theft Auto. Its violent content has been a primary target of criticism, and it could be said to be the epitome of games depicting not just violence (lots of games do this) but also letting the player engage in criminal activities, effecting heists, joining gangs, and being part of organized crime. GTA has been praised for its realistic yet satirical simulation of an urban cityscape, and as a simulation, the city is immersive and immensely detailed.

Yet strangely enough, as mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, there are no children included in the GTA-games. According to the GTA Wiki (http://gta.wikia.com/Pedestrians), children and school busses were included in the beta version of GTA III but were scrapped before the final release of the game. Compared to any normal city, where children will at least be seen accompanied by their parents, the GTA cities are devoid of anyone of a child-like appearance. Clearly, this is a conscious design decision. All the characters in the game are killable, and there is a plethora of weapons, from flamethrowers to giant pink dildos. On the surface of things, it may seem as if GTA has very little in the way of a moral code (precisely why it was so controversial), but when it comes to children there is a clear border the designers have refused to cross. Even in a game series as notorious as GTA, children have been excluded from the game. Exclusion as a strategy for handling children in violent games is a simple but effective way of removing a potential problem. To even discover the lack of children in GTA requires something of a gestalt shift. The simulation is so convincing in most other respects that it almost takes a perceptual readjustment to realize a large part of the population of the GTA world is missing. Exclusion of children is the way in which the designers of GTA solve the dilemma of unlimited violence in an open-world sandbox game. Through pretending children do not exist, they pre-empt any player from engaging in violence towards them. Naturally, it is possible to argue the world of GTA is not designed to be a realistic and convincing simulation of urban landscapes. There are, after all, a lot of things that are not represented in GTA. Any simulation will be an interactive representation of selected features of the phenomenon being simulated, but this selection will be rooted in ideology. Just as children’s exclusion from many adult themes in other media formats reveals commonly held notions regarding appropriate activities and positions for children in society (Higgonet 1998), the exclusion of children from GTA continues along the same lines. Children are excluded from violence but thereby also from a part of society. Society’s view of children as largely innocent and vulnerable, while at the same time being placed by design in a disempowered position in relation to a player armed and prone to violence, is something that becomes so troublesome that excluding children altogether is the chosen solution to the problem.

From acceptance to Segregation: The Evolution of Violence Against Children in Fallout



In the Fallout series, children go from being vulnerable to invincible. Fallout has had several installments from 1997 to 2011. The two first games in the series (Fallout, Interplay Entertainment 1997 and Fallout 2, Black Isle Studios 1998) allow unlimited violence against children. A player can walk up to any child NPC and commence to kill him or her in any possible way. Killing a child also gives the “child-killer” title, incurring negative modifiers when interacting with NPCs, as well as bad karma, one way in which the game traces the player’s play style. These games are played in an isometric perspective, and therefore only provide limited graphic realism. The acceptance of violence against children can be done only under specific circumstances, here through its non-realistic graphics.

In 2008, Bethesda Game Studios released Fallout 3, which was a major revamp of the series. One of the main changes was that it featured full 3D-graphics, but it was still a very violent open-world sandbox game. The transformation to 3D means the level of realism in the graphics goes up considerably. This creates a dilemma for the designers. In contrast to the previous installments, the solution is segregation. In Fallout 3, child NPCs are made invincible and cannot be killed in any way. When attacked, children run away and call the attention of guards and other NPCs. By treating children differently from all other characters in the game, the simulated Fallout world can include children but avoids any ethical and commercial issues resulting from letting children be killable in the game. In Fallout, there is a procedural rhetoric (Bogost 2008) concerning children at work. The segregation lies not in how children are represented visually but in how they are handled by the rules of the game. Through these procedures, the player is shown the limits of play.

Adaptation: Child-on-Child Violence in Bully



Bully, like GTA, is made by Rockstar (2006) and also incurred major controversy in the media on its release. The milieu is very different from GTA. In Bully, the setting is a boarding school and the township in which it is located. The player’s character is a student of the school. The story is based on the player navigating the social landscape of the school, forming alliances with the different groups (e.g. jocks, nerds, and greasers), and rising to the top of the local hierarchy. The player can play a number of pranks on other students, including more serious cases of bullying such as toilet-dunking. As the game is set in a school, there is no shortage of children in the game

The violence in Bully leads to a specific dilemma in the design: how to include combat, with game mechanics that are very similar to GTA’s, in a setting where the player interacts with child NPCs. In order for the design to be able to incorporate child-on-child violence, it is kept within certain limits. This is managed through adaptation. Bully is a very violent game but the combat is adapted to the norms for child-on-child violence. Where GTA has pistols and submachine guns, Bully has a slingshot and a potato-shooting spud gun. In Bully, there are no knives or other sharp weapons ;only blunt trauma is allowed, despite knives being a common weapon among real-life juveniles. A character hit by these weapons loses health like any similar foe in GTA but when it reaches zero, the NPC drops to the ground, physically hurt (moaning on the floor) but definitely alive. Functionally, the NPC is dead. It is not revived for this fight but will return to the school or town sometime later. Through adaptation, Bully allows a great deal of violence but dressed in a costume that diffuses and normalizes it. While real-life children can be extremely violent to each other, and even small children occasionally kill each other, this in-game violence is reframed to fit into an idea of more appropriate violence among children. The moral line, in Bully at least, seems to be drawn just before children are killing children in the game. While Bully certainly depicts violence towards children, it never crosses the line and turns the protagonist/player into a child who murders his or her peers.



PLAYER DISCOURSE ON VIOLENCE AND DIGITAL CHILDREN

Having seen several ways in which designers handle violence towards children, it is time to turn to the second section of this chapter, which deals with the question of how players discuss the ways in which designers handle the issue of violence towards children. Mainly, it revolves around the way designers use the strategy of segregation in order to be able to include children.

For this section of the chapter, several searches were conducted using standard online search engines, using search strings such as “killing children in video games” as well as various combinations of search words such as “child”, “kid”, “violence”, “kill”, “video games”, and “digital games”. In all, this procedure amounted to ten forum threads, ranging in length from seventeen posts to around 450.

What is striking in the data is that much of the material reiterates a limited range of viewpoints, which I will discuss below. In addition, much of the discussion revolves around a select few games. The searches did not contain the names of specific games, but the discussion revolved mainly around the Fallout series, the Elder Scrolls series, Deus Ex, GTA, and The Sims, as well as questions on a more general level. The repetitiveness of the themes discussed and the positions taken, as well as what games were mentioned, leads me to believe the data corpus is a representative selection of the available discussion on these matters and I had reached saturation for the collection of data. The data was grouped into categories according to the positions taken towards children, violence, and player agency by the contributors to the forums. These categories were refined iteratively, rather than working with a predetermined coding scheme. Importantly, the posts were not seen as isolated utterances but rather as contributions to an on-going interaction. In other words, each post was seen in relation to the context of its production. However, the way citations from forums are used here does not give justice to the multimodality and the interactive nature of on-going forum discussion. Each excerpt is used as an example of the positions taken by several discussants.

The type of data used corresponds to what Kozinets (2010) calls “archival netnographic data”. In online ethnograhic research (“netnography” in Kozinets’ terminology), this type of data is usually supplementary to the long-term participant observation in online communities. In the present case, archival data in the form of dead discussions in forums – threads no one had posted in for some time – were the only sort of data available. One risk of using such data is that too much is collected, making qualitative analyses infeasible. In this study, in the line of Kozinets’ (2010) recommendations, this has been avoided through a narrowly focused subject for the research, ongoing thematization of the data, and being observant of saturation.

I have arranged the themes discussed along a scale, ranging from the most conformist to the most radical positions. All aliases have been changed, and the citations have been altered in order to hinder tracing its origins without compromising the analytical points I want to make in relation to each excerpt, a method for masking the identities of the interactants discussed by Kozinets (2010). I have chosen to use male pronouns for all interactants here.



THE TABOO OF KILLING CHILDREN

On the side of the spectrum conforming to the discourse of the innocent child can be found the idea that killing children in games can be compared to violence against children in real-life situations. That is, the violence against in-game children should be surrounded with the same taboo as other child abuse and worthy of the same level of scorn.




	     Meatface:

	“Even GTA4 does not have any children. Neither does Manhunt. Not to mention Hitman. Not necessary in my opinion. You can have bloody brutal game without having to resort to featuring the death of kids. It’s taboo, IMHO.”






Notice how Meatface markedly disassociates himself from a position in which all in-game violence should be suppressed. Rather, he presents a list of three games well known for their violent content, using these as examples of a “bloody brutal game” that fulfills that role without having to feature killable children. This line of argumentation can be said to follow a game-design discourse, rather than claiming children have some innate quality such as innocence that should leave them out of the set of killable entities in the game. However, this position is also possible to take, as shown below.




	     Megafun:

	“I reckon that you are young, and that you don’t have any kids to be able to make a thread like this one. When you have kids yourself you might understand more.”






Parental instincts are often cited as a reason for not being able to bear the thought of killing children in games. Not harming even in-game children is understood as part of a natural order, connected to both parenthood and adulthood. As in the citation above, those who question the scarcity of killable children in games will often have their own age questioned, and wanting to kill children in games boils down to pubescent behaviour without moral or reflection. A generational divide is invoked in this sort of discursive position.

In some cases, those wanting killable children in games are pointed out as being so far away from any sense of mainstream morality that they have their mental health questioned.




	     Keci:

	“I think everyone who really would enjoy killing virtual children should go and see a psychiatrist.”






These sorts of utterances often follow those that claim killable children not only improves immersion but is also a exhilarating activity in itself, as shall be shown below.

There is also a pragmatic line of argument that can be invoked, one that cites the ways games are rated and marketed, especially in the US. It is claimed a mainstream, AAA title featuring killable children would never survive the moral panic that would ensue, and such a game would be given an Adult Only label, meaning it would not be sold at major retailers and suffer radically lessened sales. Here, including killable children may be seen as an interesting but ultimately impossible feature of a digital game.



CHILDREN CREATING AND RUINING IMMERSION

As shown above, the resistance to killable children is strong, even among many players themselves, as the discourse of the innocent child is very dominant in Western society and violence against children is generally frowned upon (Jenks 2005). It may therefore be difficult to provide a valid argument for why killable children should be included. There are, however, several ways in which this is attempted.

The main line of argumentation contends that including children in games creates a more realistic and immersive experience for the player. Games simulating worlds inhabited by people with whom the player can interact in all sorts of ways are described as less entertaining, engaging, and immersive if children are not included. In such games, environments such as schools and playgrounds remain unpopulated, leading to a sense of a virtual world deprived of one of its core features. That is, a game designed along the principles of exclusion of children, outlined above, can be seen as unrealistic.

However, in games featuring unkillable children, their inclusion counteracts the sense of realism they could otherwise bring.




	     Dumbler:

	So to enhance the game kids get added, right? But killing children is wrong, so let’s make them unkillable. Now we have a nice atmospheric city with kids playing in the streets and it’s all good, until a stray grenade hits a kid sending her 3 meters in the air and she gets up like it hadn’t happened ... immersion ruined.






Notice how Dumbler refrains from describing an attack on an in-game child as a voluntary act. Rather, the child is hit with “a stray grenade” and when this turns out to not be able to hurt the child, this in itself breaks the coherence of the virtual world for the player. The theme of wanting killable children but refraining from killing them voluntarily is a prominent line of argument. Having children being part of the collateral damage of in-game violence is one way of solving the dilemma of including realistically simulated children while still upholding some sort of moral standard. It adds a dimension of believability if the player’s actions have consequences, such as creating animosity among NPCs or, as in Fallout 2, the child-killer title and the associated detrimental effects this has.

From a game-design perspective, some players want to include killable children because of the possibilities it may bring to the narrative of the game.




	     Sidewinder:

	I want a game that has as many possibilities as possible. If I hold a sword at a child and ask for something from his parents, they would do it. If I’d kill someone, I’d want their child to run over and start weeping. Kidnapping, getting the child back from the villains – and a million other things that can include kids, with their deaths they can provide more depth. I want parents seeking revenge running after me down the street with a steak knife.




	     Squirrel66:

	Killing a child is a big expression of evil and if you remove that possibility from the hands of creative people then you have made our society poorer because of it.






Here, these two players are careful to maintain that including killable children improves games not because of anything innately entertaining about killing children but that doing so could lead to games with greater depth. Through designing the games with more possibilities for action as well as the consequences thereof, playing the games would be a more fulfilling experience.



KILLING CHILDREN FOR THE FUN OF IT

The last of these ways of discussing killable children in digital games is the position that killing children can be a fun, exhilarating, and thoroughly enjoyable experience. This may be called a more radical view, where child-killing becomes part of the players’ set of hedonistic and morally questionable (and perhaps therefore enjoyable) practices.




	     George the reaper:

	I especially enjoyed killing the kids in Deus Ex because of the stupid way the characters ran and the silly little ‘eek’ sounds they made. I also killed all of the prostitutes, junkies and hoboes. No-one could hide from my deadly blade.




	     CopperCage12:

	And in The Sims, I got fed up with one of the kids messing up the bathroom. I put him into a small shack in the garden, and then nailed all the doors and windows shut. He died of starvation while everyone else was acting normal. It was funny.




	     Bomberjack:

	There are mods to let you kill children, it’s unbelievably hilarious to go in there and slaughter the annoying little buggers






All of these ways of describing killing children can seem cruel and even sadistic. The position taken by most of these players include qualifications maintaining real children are different from their digital counterparts. Some of these also put forward the idea that players should have as many degrees of freedom as possible in a game, not necessarily because it makes it a better game (like the comment made by Sidewinder above) but because it is their right as a player to be able to do whatever they please with the inhabitants of the virtual world they have purchased. This line of reasoning can sometimes be reminiscent of ideas of consumer rights, and that a game in which the player’s agency is hampered for reasons of ethical standards is a faulty product.

One common theme among players, evident in Bomberjack’s comment, is the way children in games are seen as a nuisance, and there are plenty of comments calling in-game children “annoying”, describing their way of talking or acting or even their very presence in the game as something the player dislikes. Often, specific children the player has found especially irritating are mentioned. This is often accompanied by wishes for possibilities of killing them outright or, as in the case above, by descriptions of how a player has managed to do so.



DISCUSSION

Real-life children are subjected to the control and regulation of the adult world. Ranging from parents, to teachers and legislators, rules are set up in order to ensure children behave in prescribed and appropriate ways. Jenks (2005) describes how this regulation follows the Foucauldian pattern of first being one of external force and discipline but then gradually transforming into one of self-regulation and thereby of the production of managed subjects.

At first glance, the ways children feature in digital games may seem to be one of control as well. Child NPCs are, as demonstrated, excluded in the first place, given a segregated rule set, or placed in world with an “appropriate” level of violence. The child’s presence in digital games is, more so than representations of adults, a regulated affair. However, looking more closely at how children feature in violent contexts in games, it can be discerned that it is not the child being regulated but rather the player. By setting up restrictions regarding the interaction between player and child, the game functions as a guardian of the innocence of the child, of the child’s untouchability. Through the rules the players are disciplined to become a specific kind of player that upholds the sanctity of the in-game child.

Through these practices, the player is given the sense the child is not someone who has a natural place in the virtual world of these games but rather someone who sits at odds with the dominating logic of these places. The way that interactions with child NPCs are restricted in open-world sandbox games is, I would argue, a way of circumscribing the ways children in general can feature in the game worlds. Disallowing some interactions with children risks reducing them to tokens in the game, part of the decoration. Even though they might play a part in the unfolding narrative of a game, which is the case in, for example, Fallout, they are restricted in the ways they can become part of the player’s interaction with the game, and this depends on the player’s own choice and agency. Sicart turns against the view of game-players as “moral zombies” (2009, 18), instead insisting players are ethical beings making morally informed choices in the game world. At the same time, these game-play ethics rely on the possibility of choice in somewhat simple terms. Moral choice requires free will. It is the degrees of freedom within the structure set by the rules of the game that choices become meaningful. If the game requires the player to progress through using violent means, we cannot claim the player is making a morally deficient choice by doing so. Rather, he/she is doing those things the game requires. When given the choice of how to overcome an in-game obstacle, morals and ethics can come into effect. By restricting the possible range of actions the game allows, the designers are thereby depriving the player of a chance to utilize his own moral judgement.

In the players’ online discussion regarding killable children in sandbox games, players take a variety of positions. One of these is agreeing with the ways in which children are represented in games and with the idea players need to be regulated and their agency circumscribed in order for the games (as well as the players) to not completely lose their moral bearing. In this book, there are many examples of how both designers and players, as well as the rest of society, set up limits for play (see, for instance, Chapman and Linderoth, this volume), and of deeming certain actions problematic to include in digital games. Whether or not child NPCs are included or excluded from a sandbox game, ideology and discourse regarding the place of children in society come into play. Ultimately, the limits of play shown in how children are both represented visually as well as given a procedural expression in the rules of the game tells us something about society’s ambiguous relationship to children. There are dominant discourses both of children as innocent and in need of protection as well as competent and independent. Perhaps, the child NPC in a sandbox game is just another child at risk who can be protected through a segregated rule set (Fallout) or by removal from the game altogether (GTA). Alternatively, in an opposite direction of thought, a digital game provides a space in which children could truly find themselves equal to adults, governed by the same rules and equally at the mercy of the players whims. Ironically, it seems as if most design strategies, as well as player discussions, revolve around perpetuating the idea of the child as the cultural other while those who want to include killable children in games represent a more egalitarian approach. Whether or not we feel children should be killable in these games, whatever way these games are designed and played will always provide us with a looking glass that will refract our notions of children and childhood.
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6 Little Evils

Subversive Uses of Children’s Games

Frans Mäyrä

INTRODUCTION: EVIL AND THE LITTLE ONES

There are strict protective practices and classification systems in most countries that aim to restrict children’s use of some games. For example, games with violence, sex, and that feature adult language are kept away from the hands of children. Children, however, are often quite capable of coming up with politically incorrect uses of “safe” children’s games themselves. Every parent can bear witness to the rough and sometimes rather violent events that take place in children’s play, and the playful uses of digital games are no exception in this regard. Some of the reference works on child development today also include rough and tumble play as an important element for social skills development, and emphasize children are capable of knowing the difference between, for example, play-fighting and real aggression (e.g. Barbarin and Wasik 2009; Brown 2010; Pellegrini 2009). However, the aggressive and destructive elements in children’s digital game-play have mostly not been approached from a perspective similar to rough physical play, and the cultural study of children’s dark-play practices in computer games is almost non-existant.

This chapter will discuss how the potential for dark elements in children’s play has been addressed in existing play research, and then move to analyze contemporary examples, first through analyses of Lego play videos created and shared by children and young persons and then by investigating the transmedial adaptation of dark themes in Star Wars and Lord of the Rings narratives into the children-targeting Lego series video games. These discussions will provide an opening into children’s digital dark-play studies and suggest directions for further research.



DARK PLAY IN THE STUDIES OF PLAY

Brian Sutton-Smith (1997, 2004), a leading scholar of play, has noted there is no consensus on play theory and study of this area is situated in the field of tension dominated by ideological bias derived from the Puritan work ethic and Enlightenment rationalism. For many theorists and researchers, play needs to be explained as something useful and uplifting before it can make sense. The examples Sutton-Smith (2004) provides are play as flexibility (Bruner), improvisation (Sawyer), metacommunications (Bateson/Garvey), emotional regulation (Carson/Parks), conflict mediation (Freud), enhancing imagination (Singer), increasing eco mastery (Erikson), facilitating abstraction (Vygotsky), and consolidating cognitions (Piaget). There are many different forms of play and not all of them fit equally well within the same theory or explanation of play. Some play forms are based on competition, even aggression, while others are oriented towards social collaboration and others simply turn play into fun and nonsense. Thus Sutton-Smith has also written about the inherent “ambiguity of play” (Sutton-Smith 1997).

In the field of child psychology, the style of play has been used as a source of information about the personality, developmental state, learning styles, and potential problems of children, among other things. For example, Albert Bandura’s classic study of children learning aggressive behaviours through imitation used a large size “Bobo doll”, which was first treated violently by an adult, then by the imitating children, thereby giving evidence to the social learning hypothesis (Bandura 1965). In early education, observation of children’s play is a standard way to learn about individual children and how their learning and development progresses (Gronlund and James 2013). There are nevertheless aspects of children’s play that divide the views of educators and researchers.

Jean Piaget’s cognitive theory of play is among the most influential approaches in the field of developmental psychology. Piaget approaches play from his dialectic of assimilation and accommodation. Rather than rationally accommodating the operations of the external world, a playing child assimilates reality to his/her own needs. Piaget’s classification of play is based on the idea of development, so the child progresses from practice play to symbolic play and then finally to playing games with rules (Piaget 1962, 105–46). In this view, play is essentially primitive behaviour and thought, and like Ageliki Nicolopoulou (1993, 6) has noted, Piaget’s theory does not explain play behaviours among those who are older than three years. Nicolopoulou, a sociocultural developmental psychologist, further criticises play researchers who follow Piaget for failing to study play on its own terms as a vehicle for children’s expressive imagination. Taking into consideration the full depth of play in emotional and intellectual as well as social life means approaching play not only as an interactive activity but also as a cultural and imaginative one (ibid, 13). When play is approached as an expressive, imaginative, and cultural activity, its contents become framed differently, as contrasted to the more purely utilitarian and rational approaches to play.

Play fighting and rough-and-tumble play are some of the more conflict-oriented forms of children’s play, and also forms of play that parents and educators sometimes have trouble tolerating. Pam Jarvis and Jane George (2010) have studied rough-and-tumble play and the narratives children attach to these activities. They noted there are specific characteristics – reciprocal, physically active behaviours with positive emotional engagement that promote friendship formation – that differentiate rough-and-tumble play from real aggression and fighting. Yet teachers, for example, often notice nothing but “bad behaviour” when witnessing rough-and-tumble play (Jarvis and George 2010, 171). Rough-and-tumble play is often hybrid play, which includes running, chasing, jumping, and play-fighting, which children then attach in their talk about “battle” or “superhero” themes, for example, that are drawn from the surrounding media culture. This kind of physically assertive and aggressive style of play is particularly popular among boys (ibid, 165–87).

Violently themed play behaviours and associated violent fantasies are sometimes taken up in public discussion as potential sources for real violence. In the field of psychiatry, where real violence is sometimes very much an issue, it is defined as “forceful infliction of physical injury” (Blackburn 1993, 210) and aggression more generally as activities involving harmful, threatening, or antagonistic behaviour (Berkowitz 1993). When a child or young person is being evaluated by a psychiatrist due to violent acts they have carried out, a number of factors are being considered. A possibility of specific mental disorders or personality disorders is examined, as well as violence witnessed by or perpetrated against the child and other situational factors such as repeated loss and rejection in relationships (Bailey 2002). The difference is crucial. Whereas violently themed play is regarded as a normal part of socialization and important for developing healthy self-conception, the development of actually harmful, violent behavioural patterns relates to a complex network of interrelated factors such as negative family features, antisocial or psychopathic personality features as well as other possible negative situational factors in a child’s life (Bailey 2002; Goldstein 2005).

The study of dark themes is not a major area in the research of children’s play. When play on violent or, for example, death-related themes is explored in research about children’s play, it is often from the perspective of psychological coping. There are reports of pre-school children “playing out” their grief after the death of family members or close friends (Smith 1991). The foundation of play therapy as a method relies on the concept that play is a way of making sense of the world and sometimes also of tragic life experiences, and that play can be actively used in the healing processes of abused children (Cattanach 2008, 29–46). Not only serious traumas but also the common frustrations related to the powerlessness of being a child have been linked with the needs and pleasures of engaging in dark play. Psychiatrist Lenore Terr has argued that play gives children new perspectives on their frustrations, and fantasy play enables children to “express sexual and aggressive feelings, hopes, and terrible frustrations with past or present realities” (Terr 2000, 106). Author and media educator Gerard Jones (2002) has written about various “monster killing” and dark fantasy-related forms of play as empowering fantasies, fuelled by feelings of frustration, rage, or fear.

There are games and toys that are deliberately designed for conflict-oriented and violent play styles and themes. War toys are among the oldest examples of these. Psychologist and toy scholar Jeffrey Goldstein has studied the history and cultural character of war play, and he has pointed out that toy soldiers are among the oldest and most commonly known toys. Miniature weapons and soldiers have been discovered from ruins throughout the ancient world, and mass-manufactured tin soldiers have been produced in Germany from 1760 onwards. The popularity of play-fighting extends apparently to young males in all primate species, and Goldstein refers to a long-standing argument in which some researchers claim war play diminishes the imagination of children, promotes imitative violence, and perpetuates war, whereas the opposite arguments hold that play-fighting and war toys heighten imagination, teach role-taking, and provide the children with opportunities to come to terms with war, violence, and death (Goldstein 1998, 55–57).

While shunned by many adults, play-fighting and war toys appear to enjoy lasting popularity. Goldstein has categorized the dozens of reasons that research has suggested for children’s play with war toys into three main groups: biological and physiological reasons, psychological reasons, and social or cultural reasons. The physiological reasons focus on the biological needs of discharging energy or achieving the desired level of stimulation, as well as on the hard-wired tendency to practice adult skills and roles. The obvious gender imbalance of predominantly boys playing with war toys is, in these theories, related to hormonal and genetic influences. The psychological studies have suggested the need for intense and intimate, emotional, and social experiences as some of the key attractions in war play and war toys, but they also point towards the importance of a need for gaining the sense of controlling and resolving conflicts, as well as achieving the experience of mastery from goal-setting and effective action this style of play entails. Some studies suggest that popularity of violently themed toys correlates with periods of war or heightened public support for military expenditures. The social and cultural theories of war-themed play take into account both the direct as well as indirect influences from family, media, and surrounding society, and more generally the role of cultural values such as dominance, aggression, and assertion and the character of male roles in the culture in particular (Goldstein 1998, 61). Thus there appear to be several, complex reasons why children enjoy war toys and killing-themed dark play.



GAMES AS DIGITAL TOYS

The play enabled by digital games – console video games, computer games, as well as games on mobile and other electronic devices – has grown into a mainstream area of play culture in just a few decades. While being in mainstream popular culture and part of millions of people’s daily lives, digital games continue to evoke controversy, particularly when the game-play of children is concerned. There is disagreement even on the fundamental character of game-playing. For example, what constitutes a violent game and what is violence in a game context divides opinions. There are studies that claim a clear majority of commercially available digital games contains violence of various kinds and degrees (e.g. Haninger and Thompson 2004; Lachlan, Smith, and Tamborini 2003; Thompson and Haninger 2001). On the other hand, the game industry is eager to publish statistics that point out shooter and action games are in a clear minority (at a c. ten percentage share) in computer games sold, as compared to casual games (twenty-seven percent) or strategy games (twenty-five percent, Entertainment Software Association 2013).

These kinds of debate can easily overlook the deeper issue of how the violent contents are used in actual game-play, and whether players experience those elements as violence in the first place. Researchers have, for example, witnessed completely non-violent, as well as highly aggressive, play sessions in supposedly violence-focused Grand Theft Auto 3 (Lachlan and Maloney 2008). Rather than seeing digital games as pre-scripted environments that force players to follow certain lines of action, it is important to take player freedom into account (Juul 2002). It also makes sense to view digital games as toys, playthings that stimulate different kinds of behaviours and experiences depending on how they are used by different players. While adults and adolescents also explore and express playful creativity, playfulness is amore visible in the lives of children (Barnett 2007). Toys are generally perceived as a children’s domain and active engagement with them appears to require a more active and creative mind-set than games. In his early work on computer game design and theory, Chris Crawford (1984) suggested games and toys differ regarding the degree of influence design has over actual use. While game designers have set the rules that regulate how the game operates, “the toy user is free to manipulate it in any manner that strikes his fancy” (Crawford 1984).

A toy is, however, never a completely blank slate. Commercial toys in particular are just like digital games-designed products, and they carry messages of various kinds that guide the child to use them in certain ways. Stephen Kline (1999) has studied toys as media, and he has noted a toy does not operate in isolation but rather in the context of extensive cultural knowledge involving media and fantasy worlds as well as knowledge about the everyday world. According to Kline, children make sense of toys primarily through their design-for-action. Figuring a new toy out involves finding out what it can do. Kline’s case study involved observing Canadian boys aged three to six who were provided with new Rescue Heroes toys, designed as a non-violent and pro-social line of action toys and as alternatives to the common fighting-oriented superhero toys. When the boys engaged in free play with the Rescue Heroes toys, they quickly divided the action toys into ‘good and bad guys’ and started play-fighting with them, using rescue tools such as a fireman’s axe or the grappling catapult as weapons. Only after they had been provided with an ad and a video to watch that explained the names, traits, equipment use, and rescue roles that define the Rescue Hero universe were the intended pro-social play scenarios included in boys’ play behaviours. Kline emphasises “we cannot comprehend how action toys communicate to children without understanding first what the film or TV series and ads communicate about that toy’s meaning to them” (Kline 1999).

Next, the Lego video games will be addressed as interesting examples of hybrid toy-game products that rely both on pre-existing action scripts as well as on user creativity in inviting a rich variety of different and possible play behaviours.



LEGO: STUDYING TRANSMEDIAL TOYS

Lego Star Wars: The Complete Saga (Traveller’s Tales 2007; LSW) and Lego The Lord of the Rings (Traveller’s Tales 2012; LLotR) are both examples of “transmedia storytelling” (Jenkins 2007, 96) as well as cross-media franchise products. A transmedial storyworld is an assemblage of characters, storylines, and milieus that extends beyond the boundaries of a single medium. Marsha Kinder, who coined the transmedia concept, referred to a “dual form of spectatorship” (Kinder 1993, 3) that is at the root of the popularity of transmedial phenomena. For example, in the storyworld of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, children are positioned both in passive and interactive modes as they are provided with television series, commercials, movies, and video games that fuel their ambiguous “consumerist interactivity” (ibid, 1–5). Henry Jenkins (2006) has most vocally touted the empowering aspects of transmedial storytelling. Jenkins emphasises that narrative-inflected play is nothing new, and points towards several examples from literature in which children’s play is based on characters and events picked up from books, myths, and fairy tales (Jenkins 2013). What is novel in the contemporary transmedia franchises is they actively invite their audience into playful and creative participation, as well as into buying and consuming toys, media, and merchandise of various kinds. Jenkins (2006, 95) argues the fragmentary, dispersed character of transmedia storytelling makes it intellectually stimulating and social, due to requiring collective intelligence to figure it out. More critically, development of transmedia franchises such as Star Wars has been seen as a particularly efficient marketing strategy, contributing to the rapid increase of toy and video-game sales from the late 1970s onwards (Kline, Dyer-Witheford, and de Peuter 2003, 102).

Lego bricks have been celebrated as creative and educational toys that have also been used for various therapeutic purposes (LeGoff 2004; Owens et al. 2008). In his analysis of the evolution of Lego toy products, Stig Hjarvard (2004) has discussed the immaterialization and mediatisation of these toys. In recent years, Lego has gone through the interrelated processes of imaginarization, narrativization, and virtualization. As covered by Hjarvard, among others, the classic plastic brick, originally introduced in 1949, was an open-ended construction toy and the different Lego brick boxes sold in the 1970s and 1980s were still largely lacking any ready-made narratives. This changed during the 1990s when Lego not only started producing toy products that were essentially imitations of specific, high-profile fictional universes such as the worlds of Star Wars, Disney, or Harry Potter movies but also started producing video games and movies based on Lego toy lines such as the Bionicle. Hjarvard emphasises this transition towards mediatisation of toys is also a move deeper into consumer culture, as consumer values, rather than engineering values, start to dominate the content of play (Hjarvard 2004, 60). The move also led to a controversy inside the company. According to media reports (Widdicombe 2004), there was resistance from company traditionalists against both the story-based, multichannel brand approach adopted as well as towards the war-like appearance of toys such as the Bionicle characters, which ran against the Lego company values: “high-quality products, an emphasis on free play and encouraging the imagination, and no modern warfare or violence” (ibid).

Since construction toys are open for play behaviours of various kinds, there is naturally nothing to stop children from using classic Lego bricks to construct guns or play out violent or war-like scenarios. As noted in play research literature, this is also exactly what commonly happens in kindergartens (Holland 2003). The difference in playing with Lego Star Wars bricks, for example, is that such narrativized toys carry with them links to characters, situations, and storylines that are derived from the war-like mythology of Star Wars. Regardless of the violent or confrontational themes, this transition can be interpreted as lessening opportunities for creativity or, as Maaike Lauwaert (2009, 59) has written, as a transition from play as construction process to “play with finished product”. Nevertheless it remains questionable whether the changes in the toy design and product-branding are enough to change the character of Lego play so the imitation of pre-scripted media narratives would automatically replace children’s own creativity and constructive play. The more likely outcome is the mediatized Lego play will take different, additional forms that will co-exist with, and extend, traditional forms of play. The children who create and share online videos that use Lego as tools and media themes as an inspiration provide one way of having a closer look into this development.

Such user-created videos are not emerging from a cultural vacuum, of course. To point towards the wider background in popular culture, it is important to note the fictional universe of the Star Wars films, games, and other franchise products are based on the conflict between forces of good and evil, and focused on the life-changing adventures of their protagonists. The close links between the main storyline of Star Wars and Joseph Campbell’s famous monomyth study, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949), has been often commented on. Mary Henderson has discussed the “jedi philosophy” and the mystical “force” that underlie and tie together the Star Wars universe, noting that it incorporates many elements from Eastern philosophies while maintaining the Western emphasis on the importance of the individual (Henderson 1997, 34). The mythic or archetypal quality of Star Wars may have played a role in its rise to popularity as an important element not only in children’s culture but also in Western popular culture more generally. As described by Henry Jenkins, Star Wars quickly became the focal point of enormous amounts of grassroots media production, extending and sometimes also going against the attempts of control by George Lucas and his Lucasfilm corporation – most notably in the case of the controversy surrounding the cease-and-desist letters issued by Lucasfilm’s attorneys aimed at shutting down Star Wars websites and fanzines that were publishing sexually explicit stories set in the Star Wars universe (Jenkins 2003).



FROM TOY PLAY TO CHILDREN-CREATED VIDEOS

The production of user-created videos with Lego toys and games is not a new phenomenon. As noted in Wikipedia and elsewhere in fan-updated web pages, the earliest known Lego stop-motion videos were apparently created in the 1970s with Super 8 film cameras. Today known as brickfilms, the Lego animations have developed into a full-grown hobby, with dedicated discussion forums, tutorials, and video-sharing archives (see www.brickfilms.com and www.bricksinmotion.com). With sophisticated scripts, camerawork, voice-acting, editing, and sometimes CGI (digital special effects), many of these animated short films are clearly produced by adult Lego fans or adolescent, aspiring moviemakers. Many films are nevertheless made by young children, as is evident from the voice-acting and camera work, and the Lego corporation has also actively encouraged and marketed the hobby of Lego movie-making to children by releasing its own product line, Lego Studios (marketed in 2000–2003), which included a toy-like video camera, video-editing software, and models designed for amateur movie-making.

Collecting a sample of Lego Star Wars videos produced by children is relatively easy. There are over 280,000 videos shared on YouTube that fit the “Lego Star Wars” search description. Many of the most viewed videos are either commercially produced trailers, cartoons, or high-quality videos created by older fans. However, when the English-language videos are excluded, most of the remaining Lego videos are made by children. In my sample I focused on videos created by children using my native Finnish language. Rather than the millions of views gained by the most popular Lego videos, these small-scale productions have typically gained only a few dozen or hundred views maximum. Sometimes the video creators reveal their age in the video-description texts or in the comment discussions, and in these animated Lego videos it appeared to be typically around ten years old. The videos feature the toy Star Wars characters, vehicles, and weaponry familiar from the games and films, and generally focus on play-acted battles. Smaller-scale videos present animated lightsaber battles between a few of the key characters and often display severed heads, limbs, and bodies cut in half in their finale. Sometimes red Play-Doh has been applied generously to simulate splatters of blood or intestines. The more ambitious productions have required the patient stop-motion animation of tens of droid and clone-trooper minifigurines and their weaponry, often culminating in sizable animated massacres of Lego figurines.

The dominant stylistic features of such children’s videos include exaggerated violence, combined with a slapstick variety of comedy. The Lego body parts fly all over the place, bigger and bigger guns are brought into the battle, and the sound track is filled with curse words at moments of heated battle or at surprising turns of events. This characteristic of children’s Lego videos is also something the older brickfilm fans have commented on. For example, in the Bricksinmotion.com discussion forum, in “Things you don’t want to see in a brickfilm thread”, the top sources of irritation are listed as unoriginal videos, videos that contain nothing but violence, and “swearing for the sake of swearing”. As one member commented: “The violence in so many brickifilms come across to me as a little kid shouting: ‘lol, killing people is kewl, right?! right?!’. This usually happens in the aforementioned Starwars/Indiana Jones/Batman brickfilms”. More generally, whether all content produced using Lego toys should be suitable for everyone appears to be one that divides the views of Brickfilms members, particularly since the films that belong to action, horror, or war genres appear to be among the most popular in this community.1

The design of Lego video games relates to similar kinds of negotiations. On the one hand, violence or play-fighting is obviously something many of the younger players are interested in. On the other, the Lego brand is carefully controlled to stay as child-safe and predominantly non-violent. There is nevertheless an on-going change in the expressive range Lego products are allowed to occupy. A study (Bartneck, Obaid, and Zawieska 2013) that compared and statistically analysed the facial expressions of all Lego minifigurines released between 1975 and 2010 found that since 1989, the classic smiling Lego face has been partially displaced by other expressions such as disdain, confidence, concern, fear, and anger. The researchers’ interpretations of this finding are related both to commercial reasons and Lego including increasingly conflict-oriented themes in its product portfolio, as well as the world of toy design becoming a progressively complex design space, “in which the imaginary world of play does not only consist of a simple division of good versus evil, but a world in which heroes are scared and villains can have superior smile” (Bartneck, Obaid, and Zawieska 2013).



DEATH AND EVIL IN LEGO STAR WARS

The tension between non-violent or neutral play space and violently themed, conflict-oriented narrativized toy play is also apparent when the designs of digital Lego game products are examined more closely. Lego Star Wars: The Complete Saga (LSW) was developed by the British game studio Traveller’s Tales and is commonly classified as belonging to a puzzle-platformer genre. The player is provided with a story-based framework in which each of the six Star Wars episodes is divided into six playable missions. There are various challenges designed to navigate the game world, and getting into another game area might require both skilful jumping as well as using some special object or skill. Much of the environment and all the game characters are made of Lego bricks and can be broken as well as put back together. The destructive play of hitting and shooting almost everything in the game is rewarded with Lego studs that can be gathered in a manner that provides a similar continuous stream of achievements as in Nintendo’s games: Mario collecting coins or Sega’s Sonic the Hedgehog collecting golden rings. The continuous score feedback provided for collecting Lego studs or coins, and the associated sound effects, can be related to the techniques used in casinos, where the clanking sound of coins falling into the metal slot is designed not only to provide engaging auditory stimulation but also to psychologically impact the player with the constant evidence of winning (Lucas 2003; Griffiths 1999; Schüll 2012, 63). Similarly, the Lego studs have money-like value in the Lego video games, where studs can be used to buy new items. While there are also several opportunities for engaging in construction play in LSW, the main emphasis in the digital game design is clearly tilted towards the pleasure of breaking things, as well as enjoying the speedy movement and combat-style action. The ability to manipulate characters who are famous from movies and other media in the format of playable, animated Lego minifigurines creates also a distinctive parodic style that pervades Lego games. Rather than focusing on realistic simulated violence, these games provide opportunities for playfully anarchistic smashing of animated Lego toy characters and surroundings.

In the original Star Wars movies, despite their “Universal” rating, there are several elements that are not necessarily meant for small children. As the storylines developed, there were tragic and violent turns of events such as the death of Obi-Wan Kenobi and Luke Skywalker losing his hand while fighting Darth Vader. Taking the latter event as an example, it is interesting to have a look at the gameplay in LSW “Episode V – The Empire Strikes Back” mission, “Cloud City Trap”, which is based on the Star Wars storyline in which Luke battles with Darth Vader and, after losing, is told by Vader he is Luke’s father. A moment of high drama in the film, the experience of the game version is obviously very different. The Cloud City mission consists of navigating through several platform levels, solving the jumping, door-opening, and bridge-building challenges while simultaneously fighting with Darth Vader and many storm trooper enemies. Successful single-player gameplay requires simultaneous co-ordination of two playable characters, Luke and the droid R2–D2, and skilful use of their special abilities. While Luke can fight with the lightsaber and use the Force to assemble Lego bricks into bridges, tools, and weapons, R2–D2 can fly short distances and use access panels to open doors. In the heat of the action, the player needs to manoeuvre his/her characters next to each other repeatedly to switch the control from one to another and then back, in order to proceed using another set of abilities. In LSW, Luke losing his hand is not a gameplay event but part of an animated cutscene, where the hand pops off at the touch of Vader’s lightsaber and then the mumbling Vader character produces a family photograph to convey the message of him being Luke’s father – the Lego figurines do not use intelligible speech in this game.

The death of a player character in LSW does not lead to game over, as the “death” of a Lego figurine results in them just breaking apart and then being regenerated or automatically put back together again. In difficult situations, the chaos of Lego figurines stumbling against each other, hitting, fighting, and breaking apart is likely to produce comic or frustrating effects rather than the lofty drama or tragedy to which the original Star Wars movies aspired. The excitement of mastering complex gameplay challenges is clearly different from the character and storyline-immersed mode dominating the movie experience (Ermi and Mäyrä 2007). Yet, the presence of “evil” characters such as Darth Vader decidedly has an effect on the LSW gameplay experience. Furthermore, after solving an episode in the Story Mode, it is possible to replay the levels using other playable characters, which also include evil Sith Lords such as Darth Maul and Darth Vader. From a gameplay perspective, both Sith and Jedi can use lightsabers and similarly command the Force to move objects. Their differences relate more to the character design, aesthetics, and undertones that characters carry in the Star Wars mythology. The moral or ethical issues involved in playing an evil character are not actively promoted in LSW, and there are only a few unique abilities in Sith characters that make them special, such as Darth Maul using a double-bladed lightsaber that improves his defence a bit. When interpreting the player reactions, it is worth noticing the discussions about the “Cloud City Trap” mission in gamer forums do not focus on Luke’s hand or Vader’s father revelation. Instead, the common player questions relate to solving particularly complex puzzles or finding the power brick of this mission. The dark potential of playing evil characters or even the anarchic pleasures of breaking and smashing become subordinate to the goals of gameplay achievements.



LAUGHTER AND DARKNESS IN LEGO THE LORD OF THE RINGS

Moving to the analysis of our second example, it is first important to note that J.R.R. Tolkien, the creator of Middle-earth and author of The Lord of the Rings (1954), had personally experienced World War I and these experiences, as well as his religious and philosophical views, have been considered to have had an influence on his writing. The fundamental struggle between light and darkness, good and evil is apparent in the manners and appearance of races such as orcs or trolls versus elves and men. Like Sauron, most notably, some of the evil beings in Tolkien’s mythos appear almost Satanic due to their supernatural origin and never-ending pursuit of power, destruction, and suffering. Some adversaries are marked by clearly demonic traits such as the shadow-winged, fire-wielding Balrog who takes wizard Gandalf down on the Bridge of Khazad-Dûm. In my earlier research, I have pointed out how demonic monsters allow us to exhibit behaviours we deny ourselves but which we find at the same time ambiguously attractive or tempting (Mäyrä 1999, 2011). Lego: The Lord of the Rings (LLotR) is not directly based on Tolkien’s novel trilogy but rather makes use of the dual franchise licences, including director Peter Jackson’s movie series, as well as the Lego toys and brand. Tolkien himself resisted the conventional association of fantasy and fairy stories with children, and argued that when “adapted” for children, works of fantasy will be likely ruined as works of art (Tolkien 1982, 39). It is interesting to consider what effect the adaptation of the books into a Lego game has had on the dark fantasy elements in Tolkien’s mythos.

Also Lego: The Lord of the Rings was developed by Traveller’s Tales and keeps to the similar basic game design principles as the earlier Lego video games. There are, though, a few important design and gameplay changes in LLotR. The most noticeable is the extensive use of cutscenes with the original voice acting from Lord of the Rings movies. This changes the tone of the game considerably, and it also makes it less interesting to small children, particularly in non-English-speaking countries. There is no Finnish-language soundtrack available, for example, and the ability to read subtitles is required. The PEGI age rating for this game is seven as compared to three-plus of LSW. The puzzle and battle-oriented platformer-style play still is at the heart of LLotR, but with character item inventories, there are also elements that are familiar from role-playing games. Tolkien’s world is one the favourites of fantasy role-players, so the game design of LLotR appears to cater to two audiences: the young players of Lego games as well as the mostly older Tolkien and role-playing game fans.

In addition, the player is rewarded with explosive bursts of Lego studs for going around hitting and breaking the surroundings and the enemy characters in similar manner to LSW. However, this time attacking and breaking the friendly minifigurine characters is disabled. This was one of the key sources of improvised, slapstick-style fun in the multiplayer mode of LSW, also documented in some earlier research (Giddings and Kennedy 2008; Giddings 2009). The hybrid gameplay design and a very close link with the movie narrative do not allow similar degrees of anarchistic or “childish” freedom in play that was the case in earlier Lego digital games such as LSW. However, there are still some minor elements of humour in the game design when, for example, the gameplay interpretation of the Mines of Moria episode is given closer scrutiny.

The game sequence that leads to the fall of Gandalf starts from the tomb of Balin, the Lord of Moria, a sombre sight that prods Gandalf to take off his wizard’s hat in a cutscene. Unfortunately, he places the large hat on top of poor Pippin, who then walks around blindly and then accidentally falls down a well, producing loud noises that eventually alert orcs, trolls, and the Balrog to their presence. This episode plays up the slapstick comedy aspect from the original story version, as in the novel and the movie, Pippin only drops a stone into the old Dwarven well – though to the same unfortunate effect. It is the first gameplay challenge after this cutscene to go around breaking objects to retrieve Lego bricks that can be used to construct the cranking mechanism needed to lift Pippin out of the well. In the ensuing battle, the game design follows the movie versions quite faithfully, for example requiring the player to use a small hobbit-figurine character to climb on top of a huge cave troll and then switch over to Legolas, the elf, and shoot the cave troll in the mouth with an arrow. This feat has to be accomplished successfully three times in the game before the cave troll finally dies. Apart from small touches of humour, the overall tone in LLotR is sombre and violent. The almost ritualistic repetition of game challenges in LLotR converts the epic events from the Lord of the Rings storyline into prolonged play episodes. The fall of Gandalf at the climax of the Mines of Moria sequence is a good example of this. Gandalf will fall into the almost infinitely deep chasm beneath Moria, and the player is required to dive with a sword in hand to attack the falling Balrog in mid-air, and repeatedly keep on hacking at the demonic enemy while dodging its fiery breath attacks – then lose his grip, dive again, and repeat the attack and dodge manoeuvres until finally victorious. Apart from the toy-like Lego character design and few comic scripted elements, few clear markers would signal this game to be designed primarily for children.



GOOD AND EVIL IN CHILDHOOD PLAY

The exploration of the intersections of children’s games and dark play reveals a field that is energized and torn by tensions. The problematic dualism of childhood as either a period of danger, ruled by destructive or amoral impulses, or a time of innocence and spirituality, uncorrupted by the adult world, can be traced back to the Romantic period (McGavran 1998, 12). The scholarly discourse of play research is partly participating in upholding this split image of a child. On the other end are those who are involved in the project of protecting or educating the child in order to steer him/her away from the dangers of aggressive or otherwise questionable play. From the opposing corner herald those who may subscribe to the words of Bruno Bettelheim:

         Although these feelings toward violence are most understandable, when a parent prohibits or severely criticizes his child’s gun play, whatever his conscious reasons for doing so, he is acting not for his child’s benefit but solely out of adult concerns or anxieties. Some parents even fear that such play may make a future killer of the child who thoroughly enjoys it, but the pitfalls of such thinking are many and serious.

(Bettelheim 1987)



There is an obvious need for empirical studies of the culture and social uses surrounding the actual dark-play practices of today’s children, inhabiting the powerfully commercialized and (trans)mediated world of digital play and franchise toys. This chapter has aimed to open up certain lines of inquiry for such further work. The observations made from Lego videos created by children and the commercially produced Lego video games point towards two alternative directions that such inquiry could adopt. First, it appears clear children are indeed quite capable of exaggerated and violent uses of toys, characters, and story elements adopted from commercial media and products. Some of their YouTube creations display the classic features of “carnivalesque form”, with their emphasis on laughter, violence, and hyperbole (Bakhtin 1984). The commercial Lego video-game products, on the other hand, display a much more muted approach to such opportunities for transgression, most clearly in the evident desire to remove overt or realistic violence from products targeting children. There remain, nevertheless, traces and opportunities of free or anarchistic play within the polished game designs implemented in Lego Star Wars and Lego: the Lord of the Rings. The emphasis on the playful destruction of surroundings, humorous disregard for the life or safety of toy-like characters, and the combination of (play) violence with slapstick comedy are primary opportunities. Seth Giddings has emphasised how observation-based, microethnographic studies on children’s play do not only open up new perspectives into what he calls “bad play” (Giddings 2014, 139) but also for setting up the “protopolitics of play” (ibid, 157), demonstrating how the ambiguities of power and transgression in play are intertwined in complex renegotiations of (active or passive) agency and of new realities generated in play.

There are obvious alternative directions the design of a digital-game version of Lego bricks could have taken, most notably the one provided by the popular indie game Minecraft (Mojang 2011). Described by Sean Duncan (2011) as successfully striking a balance between two play modes, construction and survival, Minecraft originally gained popularity as an open-world, sandbox-style construction game. Duncan, as well as many others, has commented on the obvious similarities to Lego, as the world of Minecraft consists of bricks or blocks of various materials that can be mined and recombined freely into new, player-created constructions. As such, Minecraft has invited the attention of parents and educators as a digital toy suitable for children with much educational potential. The contrast with the pre-scripted, violent, and conflict-oriented gameplay of Lego video games is clear. However, the freedom of user-created content is a double-edged sword, as it will allow children to use the game for their own fantasies in morally questionable ways, as well as in those do-good ways most parents would prefer. Like one anonymous parent wrote in The Parent’s Guide to Video Games website comment section about the Minecraft review:

         There is violence. My son played it for a short while and there is ‘killing’ and the person comes back. There is violence, vandalizm [sic], they kill animals, steal from each other. There were some good things to it but perpahs [sic] it is just now more popular and the innocence has been taken out of it. There are instructional videos that are extremely vulgar. This needs to be updated. I am not sure if I would recommend this.

(Safevideogames 2012)



The tensions and conflicts surrounding children’s behaviours, their toys, and games and the directions in which children’s culture generally is heading are not going to vanish any time soon. Most likely, the adult concern for the moral character of children’s play is eternal, as it is fundamentally based on our distrust and concern over our own character.



NOTE

  1. See: http://www.bricksinmotion.com/forums/topic/13849/things-you-dont-want-to-see-in-a-brickfilm/.
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7 Darkly Playing Others

Miguel Sicart

INTRODUCTION

One of the visual trademarks of Takeshi Kitano’s films consists of extending the duration of conventional shots, creating strings of long takes in which very little action happens. While Kitano has used this technique for poetic effect, it is also a source of the deadpan humour that characterises Kitano’s filmography. To be able to reach the ending in Kitano’s first and only video game, Takeshi no Chousenjou (Taito Corporation 1986; henceforth Takeshi’s Challenge, the player is at one point demanded not to touch the controls for one hour. Any kind of input will break the progression of the game and the player will have to start waiting again. As in his movies, Kitano added inaction and contemplation as a rhetorical device. Takeshi’s Challenge is structured around outrageous challenges that articulate a radically different computer gameplay experience.

Games such as Takeshi’s Challenge provide insights on an aspect of the aesthetics of play that has been neglected in game studies: the aesthetics of abusive game design. Abusive game design applies dark-play principles to create a possibility space fabricated not by a technological facilitation but by a contrived technological resistance.

In this chapter I trace a genealogy of dark play as a playful aesthetic practice, relating it to art movements of the twentieth century. Even though abusive game design is a close relative to artistic practices like unpleasant design (Savicic and Savic 2012) and critical engineering (Oliver, Savicic and Vasiliev 2011), the experience created by abusive game design is part of a tradition that can be traced back to Dada, Fluxus, happenings, and performance art.

Abusive game design creates experiences of dark play (Schechner 1988, 2006). Dark play is both a type of ludic experience and a creative practice with roots in the performance arts. This chapter is not about dark play from a moral or social perspective but from an aesthetic perspective. To enforce this approach, I defend phenomenological aesthetics based on Gadamer (2004) but complemented with more contemporary work (Jansen, O’Connor and Halsall 2009).



DEFINITIONS

Takeshi’s Challenge is not a game for quitters. It’s outrageous, extreme, punishing, unfair, inconsequential, insulting, absurd, and essentially different from anything you might have played. Takeshi’s Challenge forces a specific relation with players, an aesthetic abusive relationship (Wilson and Sicart 2010).

The player who engages with Takeshi’s Challenge at some moments in the game will have to wait for one hour before giving input, actually sing karaoke, or even watch the commercials for the game so he/she understands how to get the crucial map that will help reach the ending.Takeshi’s Challenge pushes the boundaries of what can be accepted by players, testing the limits of the lusory attitude (Suits 2005). Why is Takeshi’s Challenge a good example of what abusive game design can produce? Isn’t it just another complicated artistic game with a mission, even if that mission is to present, with deadpan humour, the absurdity of caring about playing?

Let’s start with the approach Kitano took to game design. Instead of proposing a setting for pleasurable interaction, Kitano’s design makes players engage in a conversation with the very experience of playing the game. Players are forced to understand the pleasures, reasons, and intentions of the game and its designer. At the same time, the game is designed to actively resist that process. Any game or piece of software establishes a conversation between user and designer (Norman 2002, 2010). However, abusive game design results in a game system and a game experience that actively negate the conventional spaces of conversation. This forces players to a more intimate conversation, beyond usability and within the realm of aesthetics.

But what is abusive game design? I will start with the definition provided in Wilson and Sicart (2010):

         One: There are no “abusive games,” only abusive game design. … Our claim is that there exist abusive game design practices that may lead to abusive gameplay experiences. The game, as designed object, is of secondary interest. Two: Abusive game design should be understood as an aesthetic position or move by the designer. Three: Abusive game design subverts the systems-centric design paradigm and calls for an approach to game design that aims to establish a personal dialogue between player and designer, by means of a game. The game is only the mediator in this dialogue. … As such, abusive game design understands games as a personal affair between individuals. Abusive games recast play as a dialogic interplay between player and designer.

(Wilson and Sicart 2010)



Abusive game design as an aesthetic technique is not focused on the creation of an object but of a context. Abusive game design breaks the conventional settings of a dialogue between the system image (Norman 1986, 2002, 2010) and the user. Abusive game design does not want to create a system image but a situation, an event, an opening.

Abusive game design has some relatives in Human Computer Interaction (HCI). For instance, dark patterns (Brignull 2010) are also abusive types of interaction design, intended to trick audiences and sometimes offend them. However, dark patterns as described in HCI are malevolent techniques that want to cheat users into harming them. Abusive game design does not have a commercial purpose but an aesthetic one. Abusive game design wants to lure players into a designed aesthetic, experiential context. In fact, abusive game design is the opposite of dark patterns. It doesn’t want to engage users in the mechanized pleasures of compulsion in play. Abusive game design wants to break those pleasures and so give a meaning and a purpose to the activity of playing other than interacting with a system.

Abusive game design is close to Anthony Dunne’s ideas on critical design (Dunne 2006). For Dunne, design can be created to resist conventions, to be post-optimal: “In a world where practicality and functionality can be taken for granted, the aesthetics of the post-optimal object could provide new experiences of everyday life, new poetic dimensions” (2006, 20). These post-optimal devices would be user un-friendly, shifting the emphasis “from optimizing the fit between people and electronic objects through transparent communication, to providing aesthetic experiences through the electronic objects themselves” (Dunne 2006, 35).

Another important area of overlap between Dunne’s work and abusive game design is the focus on the context created at the expense of the object: “Designers could become more like authors, drawing from the narrative space of electronic object misuse and abuse to create alternative contexts of use and need” (Dunne 2006, 75). In the case of abusive game design, the potential experiences of games created to abuse players have meaning in the contexts they facilitate by resisting being authoritative. Abusive game design wants at all moments to focus on the situation created rather than on the object.

Dunne’s work diverges on the importance of the ideological. Critical design has a critical, theory-inspired political ambition. He writes, “The subversion of function relates to a breakdown of order; something else becomes visible, unnamable, unable to find a correspondence in the material world. This subversion … leads to a subversion of the environment creating an opportunity to reconfigure it to suit our ‘illegitimate’ needs, establishing new and unofficial narratives” (ibid, 73). Abusive game design is mostly not ideological, and for those non-digital examples in which ideology might be important (such as in the case of Jeepen games or Nordic LARPs (Stenros 2011a), the game only works as a very broad frame for political activity). The actions take place in the context of the game but not thanks to the game – in fact, they happen because the game appeals to the political core of players, allowing them to act politically without proposing an ideological apparatus of their own.

In a similar way, Gaver’s call for designing for homo ludens (Gaver 2009) also appeals to the plasticity of play to create user experiences that are more open to interpretation. He writes, “Designing for uncommon activities and strange orientations is attractive in expanding the repertoire of computing beyond comfortable assumptions about people and their concerns” (ibid, 170). Gaver’s ideas challenge the design community to move away from the needs of functionalism and towards Huizingan ideas of pleasure and the benefits of play. Similarly, abusive game design wants to depart from systems-centric thinking to focus more on the situation of play than on the object we play with.

Gaver’s ideas come from a very particular understanding of Huizinga (1938, 1992). This concept of play is central to some of the main Western rhetoric of play (Sutton-Smith 1997): play as a constructor of meaning from which we learn and with which we have fun (see also Dekoven 2002). However, there are more mischievous and unruly sides to play (Henricks 2006, 2009). Abusive game design is a way of exploring those unruly rhetorics of play. Abusive game design is an exercise in creating contexts for dark play. But what is dark play? Our starting point is Schechner’s definition:

         Dark play involves fantasy, risk, luck, daring, invention, and deception. Dark play may be entirely private, known to the player alone. Or it can erupt suddenly, a bit of microplay, seizing the player(s) and then quickly subsiding. A wisecrack, burst of frenzy, delirium, or deadly risk. Dark play subverts order, dissolves frames, and breaks its own rules – so much so that the playing itself is in danger of being destroyed, as in spying, double-agentry, con games, and stings. Unlike carnivals or ritual clowns whose inversions of established order are sanctioned by the authorities, dark play is truly subversive, its agendas always hidden. Dark play rewards its players by means of deceit, disruption, and excess. (2006, 119)



Dark play breaks frames by daring players and creating a fragile situation of play. Unlike conventional games, abusive game design creates objects that resist appropriation, and in that resistance they create the space of possibility in which the very point of playing is questioned. In this questioning, a very specific type of experience is created, one that is excessive in its form of interaction (pain, challenge) but also resistive in the way it presents itself to players.

According to Schechner, dark play “occurs when contradictory realities coexist, each seemingly capable of cancelling the other out” (Schechner 1988, 12). By doing so, dark play questions the very existence of play: “The play frame may be so disturbed or disrupted that the players themselves are not sure if they are playing or not – their actions become play retroactively: the events are what they are, but it is in the telling of these event, their reperformance as narratives, that they are cast as play” (Schechner 1988, 14). What does this mean for abusive game design?

Instead of feeding a lusory attitude that will lead to fun or engaging experiences, abusive game design’s type of dark play wants to resist play, to deny it, to force it outside of its conventional rhetorics. It is that focus on resistance, that dark-play space created by abusive game design, where we can find an aesthetic experience.

In order to understand the importance of the aesthetic experience, I first need to address aesthetics. I am not going to define or discuss aesthetics more than instrumentally, as a theoretical concept that helps understand why particular design approaches are taken and how the dark-play experiences created through those designs relate to a larger aesthetic discourse on playfulness and technology. In other words, the use of the philosophical concept of aesthetics allows me to both understand the experience that abusive game design creates and how that experience can be understood as part of a tradition of design artistic practices.

Our understanding of aesthetics starts with Kant’s essays on beauty and art (Kant 1951 [1790]). Aesthetics is the branch of philosophy determined to explain the pleasures derived from particular objects and experiences in the world that we consider as art. Aesthetics was used to explain the fundamental qualities of objects that pleased our senses with the experience of beauty.

Kant’s concept of aesthetics focused on the question of how beauty is judged and what experiences it creates. The latter question yielded probably the most influential contribution of Kant to the discussion of aesthetics, which is the notion of the sublime. The sublime describes those experiences that overwhelm us, and by doing so they create a pleasurable feeling. In fact, much of our modern understanding of art, particularly from a more colloquial perspective, is related to this Romantic understanding of the concept.

Kant’s ideas dominated modern discourses on aesthetics for centuries and are still very present in some form, both in art history and philosophy debates. However, as influential as they might be, they will not be the basis for my arguments on aesthetics. A focus on the particular experience that dark play creates calls for a different understanding. In order to better connect the concept of aesthetics with dark play and contemporary art practices, I will propose a particular reading of Gadamer’s hermeneutical aesthetics.

Gadamer provides an interpretation of aesthetics through the lens of phenomenology that is particularly interesting for the study of games and playful practices. For Gadamer, the aesthetic experience cannot be reduced to the simple experience of the spectator or participant, nor to formal properties or qualities of a particular object. The aesthetic experience happens in the interplay between the object and the spectator, in the interpretational process that takes place when engaging with a work of art and in the way the work of art responses to interpretative moves.

         We have seen that it is not aesthetic consciousness but the experience of art and thus the question of the mode of being of the work of art that must be the object of our examination. But this was precisely the experience of the work of art that I maintained in opposition to the levelling process of aesthetic consciousness: namely that the work of art is not an object that stands over against a subject for itself. Instead the work of art has its true being in the fact that it becomes an experience that changes the person who experiences it.

(Gadamer 2004, 103)



The hermeneutic aesthetic experience is to-and-fro but, more importantly, it takes place in a space in between opened by the very existence of the work of art as perceived and experienced. There is an “importance of defining play as a process that takes place ‘in between’” (ibid, 109). The change “in which human play comes to its true consummation in being art” is defined by Gadamer as a “transformation into structure” (ibid, 110). This transformation is a “transformation into the true … redemption and transformation back into true being” (ibid, 112).

This transformation creates an experience – a space of possibility derived from the to-and-fro movement of the aesthetic experience. This space can be understood as a conversational one, in which the art form and the spectator perform successive interpretive moves that disclose the meaning and significance of the art piece. It is in that space where the work of art presents itself, establishing the view of art as a communication process. This communication process defines the space created as a conversational one. The work of art is completed both by the actions of the active spectators and by the artist who created it. The aesthetic experience is hermeneutic in nature. In words of Bishop (2012, Kindle loc. 5787), “We need to recognise art as a form of experimental activity overlapping with the world”.

Why is this a conversational space and not a dialogical one? It has been argued that design is the establishment of a dialogue between a designer and a user through an object (Norman 1988; Lawson 2009, 2007). Yet there is a difference between the concepts of conversation and dialogue that can be used to understand why dark play does not create dialogic spaces but conversational ones.

The use of dialogue appeals to a Socratic idea in which one of the interlocutors, in this case the designer or creator, is already aware of a truth or truths and the dialogue itself, the conversation, is just a part of the elenctic (Socratic) method of achieving a form of knowledge and truth through discussion. However, this method is guided by a participant with increasingly more final knowledge than the other, and the method is teleological: it reaches a conclusion, an end.

Conversational processes set all participants on the same level. It is true that one or more of the participants has created the devices that trigger the situation, but even so, that participant is only one part of the conversational space. The designer or creator does not have an authorial role but more the role of an explanation, of giving a reason, of setting up a context. From that context, the aesthetics of the experience will take place. But it is in a conversational space of peers where the object is no longer central but just one element, perhaps even the least important, in the network of actions and meanings that takes place when experiencing the aesthetics of dark play.

This idea ties in with some contemporary takes on aesthetics and the digital humanities, and while this connection will be left unexplored in this article, Drucker (2009, 180) provides an appropriate summary of the idea of aesthetics I am presenting here, as related to digital technologies.

         Aesthetic objects create a space for reflection, through experience. They break the unity of object as product and thing as self that are the hallmarks of a consumerist culture. They do this through their conceptual structure and execution, in the play between idea and expression. An aesthetic object may be simple or complex, but it inserts itself into a historical continuum of ideas in such a way as to register. Aesthetic objects make an argument about the nature of art as expression and experience. They perform that argument about what art is and can be, and what can be expressed and in what ways, at any given moment.”

(Drucker 2009, 180)



To summarize: abusive game design is a creative strategy that creates a dark-play experience by setting up a conversational space that resists typical playful appropriation. Engaging with that resistance makes the act of playing these games dark play, and that engagement is also aesthetic.

Abusive game design connects dark play and conversational aesthetics (Kester 2004). Conversational aesthetics describe and define the aesthetic experiences created by those works of art in which participation of the audience is a requirement to establish a context in which political and creative discourses are interwoven and defined. Conversational aesthetics define those works of art that voluntarily refuse the classic, modernistic take on the idea of the object and focus more on the creation of a setting that opens a possibility space that did not exist before.

As a strategy for game and play design, abusive game design is probably the most radical strategy in dark-play creation. By forcing the implicit pact of play between players and creators, and by actively, even explicitly, denying the importance or coherence of the object with which we play, abusive game design is fixated in creating a dark-play experience. The space created in and for and by this experience justifies our consideration of abusive game design as an aesthetic practice. Before going deeper into the understanding of abusive game design and dark play as aesthetic strategies, I will briefly take a detour through art history, establishing a tradition of dark play.



AN ART HISTORY OF ABUSE

The idea of dark play as a source of aesthetic experiences has an interesting history in the arts. Even though in the history of literature there are examples of carnivalesque humour that resembles the type of experiences created by dark play, a more explicit appeal to the destructive, chaotic side of play can be found in the twentieth-century avant-garde (Krauss 1986; Bürger 1984), particularly in Dada (Prager 2013; Richter 1997). The purpose of Dada was to shock culture and the establishment by proposing performances and actions that challenged spectators by exposing their taboos. “The technique of disturbing, molesting, and openly insulting the public, pioneered with such skill and gusto in the meetings, manifestos and hoaxes of the Zurich movement, was later developed into an independent art-form in Berlin and Paris” (Richter 1997, 66). Dada was actively intent on destroying the cultural establishment by means of playful but socially dangerous activities. The purpose of Dada was to create through destruction and chaos, through unruly playfulness.

Similarly, the Surrealists were obsessed with the power of games and play to excite creativity and explore new forms of expression. While Surrealist games such as exquisite corpse are well-documented aesthetic practices, it is also possible to argue Surrealism is a playful, abusive take on some of the classical, romantic ideas of the artist and the process of creation (Flanagan 2009). By opening up to randomness, humour, and the subconscious, the Surrealists trolled the art establishment while opening up the possibility of understanding creation and creativity as a play between spectators and artists, and between the conscious and unconscious.

Surrealism and its interest in play have two direct heirs: Fluxus and Situationism. The Fluxus movement took the idea of play and games as creative, aesthetic strategies quite literally, and in its exploration of conceptual expression and material thinking, games and play have a central role. Fluxus artists created games but they also appropriated the idea of play, the aesthetic experience created in the space between the spectator and the work of art, to create forms of expression that actively required the spectator to “play along”, to be a part of the work of art (Friedman 1998).

The other heir of surrealism is Situationism (Knabb 2007; Wark 2011), which brings an ideological turn to the act of playfully engaging with the world with an aesthetic purpose. The Situationists wanted to make use of the appropriative nature of play to take over the world and enact the revolution. This critical approach to the aesthetics of play explains the inherent politics of the act of playing in public.

         For the S(ituationst) I(nternational), a good détournement reversed the ideological function of the effluvia of spectacle culture, but without adopting the form of a simple inversion of the original, since this would keep the latter’s identity securely in its place (Debord gives the example of a black mass: it inverts the Catholic service but sustains its metaphysical structure). This theory of détournement clearly builds upon Dada photomontage and Surrealist assemblage that sought to unravel meaning, be this through gender subversion (Duchamp’s moustachioed Mona Lisa, L.H.O.O.Q., 1919) or biting political critique (John Heartfield’s numerous anti-Hitler photomontages of the early 1930s). A good détournement seems to harness both types of strategy, combining subversive irrationality and caustic political topicality.

(Bishop 2012, Kindle loc. 1811)



This overview of the art history of play as an aesthetic strategy needs to mention two paradigms that have had a great influence in the understanding of dark play: happenings and the invisible theatre of Augusto Boal. Happenings, particularly in their original formulation by Alan Kaprow (2003, 1966), propose play as an antiformalist approach to art that did not depend on the work of art or the artist but on the situation in which the happening takes place. This would break the classic modernist approach to aesthetics by favouring a darkly playful take on what the artist produces and how it is experienced. More than any other form of art, happenings exploit the experience of aesthetics as that of a (playful) to-and-fro between spectators and audiences, between a work of art and those who engage with it.

         The fine arts traditionally demand for their appreciation physically passive observers, working with their minds to get at what their senses register. But the Happenings are an active art, requiring that creation and realization, artwork and appreciator, artwork and life be inseparable. ... But the importance given to purposive action also suggest the Happenings’ affinities with practices marginal to the fine arts, such as parades, carnivals, games. ... Each of these plays with the materials of the tangible world, and the results are partly conscious ceremonies acted out from day to day. ... The Happenings do not merely allude to what is going on in our bedrooms, in the drugstores, and at the airports; they are right there. How poignant that as far as the arts are concerned, this life above ground is underground.

(Kaprow 2003, 64–5)



Similarly, Boal’s invisible theatre (2002, 2008) wanted to use the conventions of theatre and those of dark play to incite the creation of social spaces for reflection and discussion, in which the assumed values and politics of daily life are taken into consideration within the free space created by the experience of art. Invisible theatre created a space for participants, actors and non-actors, to reflect on those assumptions that might guide their daily routines, exploring politics and ideology within the framework of conversation. By creating that space of possibilities, Boal opens a critical conversation. He wrote that in Invisible Theatre, “Spectators would see the show, without seeing it as a show” (as cited in Bishop 2012, Kindle loc. 2611).

Finally, it is necessary to mention the contemporary art movements of relational aesthetics (Bourriaud 2002), conversational aesthetics (Kester 2011, 2004), and participatory art (Bishop 2012, 2004). Without going into the battlefields of art history, what these three movements have in common is the shift of focus from the work of art as a form that, through its presence, creates a particular, sublime experience to the art creating a space in which the aesthetic experience takes place, facilitated but not necessarily mediated by a form. “This catalyzation of the viewer, the movement toward direct interaction, decisively shifts the locus of aesthetic meaning from the moment of creative plenitude in the solitary act of making (or the viewer’s imaginative reconstruction of this act) to a social and discursive realm of shared experience, dialogue, and physical movement” (Kester 2004, 54).

Conversational aesthetics and participatory art share an ideological substrate: they are both aesthetic operations in the world with the purpose of furthering a particular ideological discussion. The art practice, using its own rhetorical and cultural weight as art, is utilized to allow discussions about topics otherwise impossible to address. Theoreticians of these art forms argue they do so because the art piece opens a space in which conversation is possible and participation is needed for the work of art to exist. Bishop writes, “The artist delegates power to the performer (entrusting them with agency while also affirming hierarchy), delegation is not just a one-way, downward gesture. In turn, the performers also delegate something to the artist: a guarantee of authenticity, through their proximity to everyday social reality, conventionally denied to the artist who deals merely in representations” (Bishop 2012, Kindle loc. 4871).

The similarities between this discourse and my previous definitions of dark play and abusive game design are not casual. Abusive game design shares an approach to the creation of contexts and situations with conversational aesthetics, even though they differ on the ideology. While most participatory art pieces have a political content, this ideological layer is not present in the digital incarnation of abusive game design for reasons beyond the scope of this article.



DARKLY PLAYING OTHERS

It is time now to propose an aesthetic reading of abusive game design through the lens of dark play. For that purpose, let’s return to Takeshi’s Challenge. When a player engages in the experience proposed by Kitano, when he/she is challenged beyond conventions, a particular play process is established. It’s not a process of reading the conventional markers of computer games, nor of processing the affordances and signifiers of the game in order to learn to proceed and maximize chances of winning the game. On the contrary, playing Takeshi’s Challenge is a process of figuring out not only what we are supposed to do but also why conventions do not apply. That hermeneutic process opens a space for conversations, which are the source of the aesthetic. But isn’t all design, among other things, the establishing of a dialogue between a designer, an object, and the users?

What design theory proposes is not the creation of a conversational space but of a dialogue. As discussed above, a dialogue in the design sense is a Socratic type of knowledge acquisition. The designer, already in possession of a model of intended uses, translates that into an object from which the user should extract precisely those intended uses. There is authority in design. In conversations, though, authority is not implied. It shifts, it evolves and is negotiated.

Abusive game design does not create dialogues between a creator and a user by means of a system in which the author holds no conventional authority.

         To put it simply: the artist is conceived less as an individual producer of discrete objects than as a collaborator and producer of situations; the work of art as a finite, portable, commodifiable product is reconceived as an ongoing or long-term project with an unclear beginning and end; while the audience, previously conceived as a “viewer” or “beholder”, is now repositioned as a co-producer or participant.

(Bishop 2012, Kindle loc. 91)



The created conversational space both questions and highlights the nature of the object that started the conversation and the purpose of the conversation itself: “Why are you taking this game so seriously?”

Unlike the conventional dialogue of design, dark-play aesthetics propose a conversation, started by an object and its processes. Bishop states: “Participatory art demands that we find new ways of analysing art that are no longer linked solely to visuality, even though form remains a crucial vessel for communicating meaning” (2012, Kindle loc. 91). Dark-play aesthetics are a form of resistance to the conventions of play, encouraging players to engage with a space of resistance.

This is precisely why dark play has a central role in the aesthetic experiences created by abusive game design. Dark play is not a rhetoric of play that privileges its positive, communal traits (Dekoven 2002), nor its autotelic nature (Huizinga 1992; Suits 2005), but is fuelled by its unruly nature (Henricks 2009). Dark play is mischievous, chaotic, fragile, and the very act of submitting to it implies the establishment of a dialogue for reasons others than those of conventional play.

Dark play does not create order and does not facilitate the creation of order. Dark play thrives in chaos and the unstable, fragile, and often harming context of play. The space of possibility of dark play is never clearly presented, never quite clearly bound, and its very purpose is always hidden. Why should this experience exist? Why should we play, or keep on playing, in the context of dark play?

Desert Bus (Amateur Pixels 2011) is the most famous (and the only officially released) game of Penn & Teller’s Smoke and Mirrors (Imagineering 2005) ill-fated, never-released compilation of games. Desert Bus simulates a bus trip from Tucson to Las Vegas. It takes eight hours to complete the trip. Once completed the player is awarded one point and given the choice of driving back to Tucson. If the player takes too long to decide, the game ends. Desert Bus is a challenge of its own. The road is empty and straight and the bus is empty, too. The bus steers slightly to the right, so players have to pay constant attention since any accident will mean being towed back to Tucson – in real time.

Desert Bus is a challenge to the act of play, a game designed not to facilitate the compulsive loops of play but to prevent them from happening. It’s a game about boredom, about the triviality of realistic interaction, even a mordant avant la lettre critique of gamification. And it’s all through the creation of a dark-play experience that challenges players to remain engaged, even if it makes no sense, for no reason, against all odds. This is a game designed as a prank.

The type of dark play created by abusive game design takes a stand against the pleasures of usable systems and dialogic conventions. It is a denying of the conventional patterns of entertaining interaction. This dark play resists the appropriation of play (Henricks 2006). It creates a conversation by resisting to be played conventionally. Abusive game design upsets the players’ formalized knowledge developed while interacting with a playful system or game and instead encourages disorderly play (Henricks 2009). This experience thrives in chaos and destruction and discomfort, but at the same time creates a space for a conversation (Bishop 2012). The purpose of that conversation is to make the experience of a particular game or playful technology an aesthetic experience.

What is the geography of this conversational space? If the act of playing is that of hermeneutically deciphering the context and actions proposed and suggested by a game or playful technology, and comply with those actions, what is the space that is created? In conventional games and technologies, the space of playful interpretation is designed to be traversed fast, to be a highway of interpretation in which the to-and-fro, the movement, is what matters (Dunne 2006). We call that usability, user experience design, and game design: the creation of back-and-forth movements between actions and reactions with a technology that provides fundamental pleasures, even at the expense of a variable amount of frustration. In this sense, the act of inhabiting the space in play is secondary to the performing of the actions requested by the game or technology.

In the case of abusive game design, the situation is opposite. What is more important is the space itself, the situation in which we voluntarily engage in an interpretive motion between technology and user. Play is not important. The dark-play experience, fragile and potentially harming, is what matters. In abusive game design the most important element of the experience is the being in the space of play, the conscious subjugation to the experience of these technologies – hence the term “abusive” game design.

The prime example of a game that breaks conventions from an abusive design perspective is Kaizo Mario, a ROM hack of Super Mario World (Nintendo 1991) designed as a challenge from one highly skilled player to another. Kaizo Mario is well known to have a wide array of abusive techniques that make playing the game a challenge to skills and patience. But what makes this hack interesting is not its difficulty but the way the design choice is framed. The challenges are complicated but not random. They all respond to a particular logic, an authorial style if you will. Kaizo Mario presents itself as space to get to establish a conversation with the designer.

This conversation is unstable. Because the game is so difficult, so punishing, sometimes so unfair, the risk of breaking the interaction is always present. Furthermore, sometimes players might doubt the purpose of engaging with this game. This is precisely why Kaizo Mario, by subverting and challenging conventional design modes, is an example of dark play. It seeks not gratification but complicity in the act of playing, submission to these punishing processes. And if the player submits and becomes complicit, then a conversation starts – on playing the game, on Super Mario World, on the challenges faced, and on the very nature of these challenges.

This process gives considerable fragility to the very action of playing. By exploring boundaries, dark-play aesthetics are always on the verge of breaking down, not establishing a space for the experience to take place. Playing with the risk of harming oneself or others makes the activity of engaging in the aesthetic pleasures of dark play fragile. In the case of games designed with abusive game design intentions, players might decide not to play any more, not to subject themselves to the pains of exploration and suffering and unease.

Abusive game design does not depend on punishing difficulty to become effective. Flywrench (Messhof 2007), a classic indie game, is a brutal arcade cabinet that punishes the slightest flaw in skill and precision. Flywrench is abusive because of the way it uses sounds. This game has a corrosive soundtrack of whirring sounds and metallic rhythms that pump out of another world. The gameplay, while difficult, is very engaging. But playing the game as intended, with the sound playing, becomes an act of aureal masochism. The game wants to be played but the music punishes that very act, continuously. That tension, that back and forth between the pleasures of the interaction and the discomfort of the sound, is what makes Flywrench a dark-play experience: pleasurable through pain and enriching as an aesthetic trance.

The Flywrench example shows how the audiovisual rhetorics of video games, not only their mechanics or context of play, can be used to explore the expressive capacities of dark play by forcing the players’ attitude and activity within and towards the game object. The abusive design of Flywrench poses contradictory terms, a pleasurable interaction with a jarring audiovisual experience. It’s rewarding to play Flywrench, yet it’s imposingly difficult to withstand its sound. The combination of difficulty, extreme soundscape, and pleasure in repetition makes this game a self-abusive pleasure. It is an exploration of the boundaries of what we want to explore and how we subject ourselves to the rigors of abusive, excessive play.

Why do we need to understand abusive game design as an aesthetic practice? There are three arguments. First, understanding abusive game design as an aesthetic practice provides us with an analytical framework that allows for the analysis and interpretation of certain creative practices. Abusive game design as an aesthetic practice gives us an interpretive framework to understand the reasons behind this type of design. Second, it connects these design practices with an arts tradition. While this can be taken as one further argument towards understanding video games as art, the more interesting argument is to see the evolution through media of particular aesthetic practices, particularly how the sociotechnical conditions of production and reception have affected the scope of these practices – for instance, why abusive game design is, as opposed to almost all the other dark-play aesthetic practices that precede it, highly non-ideological. Third, understanding abusive game design as an aesthetic practice enriches our understanding of game design as a creative practice that can effectively engage with multiple rhetorics of play, not just those derived from Western-centric types of play. Beyond the essential forms of play described by Huizinga (1992, 1938) and Caillois (2001, 1958), game design can also embrace and explore other rhetorics proposed by Sutton-Smith (1998) and other contemporary play theorists. And furthermore, game design can also be seen as a creative practice of exploring the boundaries of these rhetorics of play and their expressive capacities.

But if abusive game design is a practice of creating dark play, connected to a tradition and a history of art practices, why is it not ideological? Why do the creators of abusive game design refuse to engage with politics or ideological topics? Specifically, it is only computer games that can be described as the outcome of an abusive game design practice that can be considered non-ideological.

Abusive computer game design is non-ideological. We should therefore try to understand it not within the paradigms of critical interaction design or even of conversational aesthetics but as a form of aesthetic expression and exploration that shares its roots with different aesthetic approaches. The tempting argument is to blame the computational medium. However, there is nothing in those machines that prevents the realisation of ideologically loaded dark-play practices. Interactive dark-play systems such as those produced by Critical Engineering (criticalengineering.org) give us proper counter-examples to this claim.

Why then are computer games shying away from the application of abusive game design as an ideological instrument? The scope of this question is beyond this chapter, but I would suggest political video-game design has been primarily preoccupied with the idea of representing and/or simulating political conflicts with persuasive purposes, rather than using the act of play as a political action in itself. This is, perhaps, one potential outcome of this chapter. By identifying abusive game design as an aesthetic practice, we might be able to conceive ways in which dark play can become political in the context of computer games.

Summarizing, abusive game design is the practice of creating video games that purposefully create a conversational space between players and creators. This experience is that of dark play, of a game that challenges and wants to break the process of playful appropriation in order to generate a conversational space between designer and players. This conversation makes abusive game design aesthetic. Abusive game design is aesthetic because it uses dark play to resist playful appropriation. This resistance forces players to a position in which conventional interpretive and experiential tools are no longer useful, and the only interpretive mode possible is aesthetic.



CONCLUSION

I am well aware the number of questions unanswered is large and some of my claims will need more detailed validation, both by means of analysis and by creating games and evaluating their impact. However, let me end this chapter with a summary of ideas that might give readers an idea of my actual agenda.

It all starts with the avant-garde’s use of play to both create new forms of artistic expression and to demolish those they considered as passé. Play then becomes not just a pastime but a creative strategy, both for artists as authors and for the audiences. This idea of play evolved through time, displacing the importance of the object created and focusing, finally, on the contexts created and facilitated by the art piece.

Abusive game design could be considered a relative of this type of aesthetic creative strategy. Abusive game design wants to displace the importance of the game as the focus of play by making it reject the very activity of play, by abusing its players. This displacement creates a space in which a conversation takes place, a back and forth in a space of possibility between creators and players with the game as a background, a horizon. This created space is both fragile in its constitution as a play space and to some extent harmful or offensive for players – hence we should consider defining the results of abusive game design as an example of dark play.

Dark play, then, can be seen as an aesthetic strategy for appropriating the rhetoric of play and games for expressive uses. Dark play is interesting because it gives us one way of understanding the aesthetic experience of games from a non-formalist point of view, anchored in play rhetoric other than those of the foundation of play studies. By including the elements of chaos, resistance, and harm, dark play opens up the expressive capacities of play and how these can be harnessed by games. In fact, what dark play affords is a focus on the space created by games rather than games themselves, asking us, rightfully, why do we take these particular games so seriously?
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Part IV
Dark Play and Situated Meaning


8 Three Defences for the Fourteen-Inch Barbed Penis

Darkly Playing with Morals, Ethics, and Sexual Violence

Ashley ML Brown

INTRODUCTION

Games have a normative cultural association with light-hearted frivolity and fun, which is occasionally called into question when dark themes and concepts enter play. The introduction to White Wolf’s adult-only role-playing guide Freak Legion: A Guide to the Fomori (Bridges 1995) is one such example. The book opens with a reader advisory. The first line of the first paragraph states: “It is only fair to warn you that this book is gross” (Bridges 1995, 13). Having warned players, the book carries on to unapologetically outline rules for including not just violent but sexually violent character abilities, traits, and themes to be used in tabletop role-playing. This is loosely justified by the fact the titular Fomori are half monster, half science-experiment creatures who, in the background lore of the game, are considered to be abominations of nature. Although Freak Legion is a player guide about Fomori, it runs on the same system as other World of Darkness games. Freak Legion includes the ability Savage Genitalia, which augments a Fomori character, regardless of gender, with “genitals with some menacing feature. Male variations include excessive length (fourteen-inches+) or hardness, thorns, sandpaper texture or curved barbs” (Bridges 1995, 37). This particular ability and its description represent a dark intersection of play, sexuality, and violence that is rarely crossed in games.

In this chapter I focus on the Savage Genitalia ability. In particular, I ask whether or not the employment of sexually dark themes, as exemplified through the fourteen-inch barbed penis, can be defended as playful and what the inclusion of such abilities and themes can tell us about the ethics of dark sexual play. In focusing on this ability, questions are raised about how normative ethics regarding sexuality function within and outside game worlds, and how players might justify these acts within their own sense of morality. To answer these questions, and to defend the fourteen-inch barbed penis as playful, I have utilised focus-group data and conducted an analysis of game text in order to show how dark, sexual themes can enter playful environments and how players morally justify the inclusion of such themes. The study I report here aims to contribute to the understanding of how troubling concepts can be played with.

Although this anthology mainly focuses on dark themes present in digital games, this chapter focuses on a particular example of dark play that stems from a tabletop game. The main reason for doing so is twofold. First, role-playing with or without the use of computer hardware follows a similar form and style. The act of role-playing an avatar through text on a screen, mechanically speaking, differs only slightly from verbally role-playing a character that exists only on a sheet of paper. Several studies have examined role-playing within MMORPGs and noted the similarities between rule systems and styles of play between digital and non-digital platforms (Copier 2007; Linderoth 2012; MacCallum-Stewart and Parsler 2008). Second, sexual content, as written into a game’s story and functional mechanics, is arguably more prevalent in tabletop formats. Although there are notable digital examples of sexual themes involved in game-play, such as the soft, panning shots of characters having sex in Mass Effect 3 (BioWare 2012) or the bawdy dialogue and romance of the Dragon Age series (BioWare 2009, 2011), these examples are both controversial and restricted in content and depth. Because digital games must adhere to regulatory boards that deem their age-appropriateness for concerned parents, there are heavy penalties for showing explicit sexuality in digital games that do not seem to hinder their tabletop counterparts.

The Pan European Game Information (PEGI) rating system in Europe and the Entertainment Software Review Board (ESRB) in North America are likely to place age restrictions on the sale of games with explicit sexual content. Consumers make purchasing choices based on these restrictions (Bushman and Cantor 2003), and the inclusion of sexuality has been found to warrant higher age restrictions (Haninger and Thompson 2004). Higher age restrictions on games are often seen as a marketability penalty, and thus projected profitability, if a game becomes restricted since certain demographics are prohibited. The unintended result of such ratings is either an absence of sexual content, even as violence is graphically depicted, or an immature treatment of sexuality (Gallagher 2012). Tabletop games and their rulebooks are not subjected to such heavy restrictions and thus are able to more freely include explicit sexual content. This does not, however, mean tabletop games have been exempt from moral panic. The fears that Dungeons and Dragons (Gygax and Arneson 1974) might confuse or harm youngsters has been well documented in previous research (Martin and Fine 1991; Montola 2012). However, in terms of sexual content, the paradox between restricting access to explicit visuals while not censoring text is not limited to games. In writing about the differences in legislation between pornography and erotic literature, Erving Goffman notes: “What is offensive in a movie might not be offensive in a novel” (1974, 55). So there is a cultural precedent within other forms of media wherein fewer restrictions are placed on erotic texts than on graphic depictions.

The main argument I put forth in this chapter is that dark, sexual themes can ethically enter role-playing games through rules, and in doing so, can create enjoyable moral quandaries for players. To do this, first a theoretical background is needed to define the nature of games and how it relates to the formation of ethics within game worlds. For this chapter, games represent an alternate reality that allows for an alternate construction of an ethical self subjected to the alternate ethics, or rules, of a game world. After a theoretical background has been established, I discuss the methods of data collection. Information about the focus group and participants as well as my own involvement in role-playing will be provided. Finally, the analysis will consist of focus-group excerpts and observational data read thematically for insight into how the fourteen-inch barbed penis entered game-play for one group of tabletop role-players. The thematic analysis of participant responses is organized into three defences that make up the heart of the chapter. The conclusion assesses whether or not the fourteen-inch barbed penis can be defended as a playful ability contained within the ethics of a game world or whether the dark nature of a rule such as Savage Genitalia transcends the boundaries of play.



GAMES, FRAMES, ETHICS, AND EXTREME ROLE-PLAYING

In order to assess how the fourteen-inch barbed penis causes ethical reflection through its use in role-play, an understanding of the nature of games must first be deconstructed. As stated earlier, games are often associated with fun, frivolity, and light-hearted themes and topics. In the popular imagination, this association likely stems from games’ association with leisure pursuits. Likewise, academic attempts to define games have often relied on descriptors such as “recreation” (Kelley 1988), “not serious” (Huizinga 1949), and “voluntary” (Caillois 1961). Although not explicit in the previous definitions, such descriptors easily lend themselves to imagining games as spaces for light-hearted interactions with silly or fun themes. However, as this anthology attests, there are games that provoke players into engaging with dark themes that might be considered the antithesis of light-hearted and silly fun.

Present in most games, digital or tabletop, are prompts to make moral choices and actions within ethical frameworks that, while being unique to each game, make reference to certain assumptions about cultural norms and appropriate behaviour. We know, for example, that killing people is wrong, but certain games tell us that killing certain people under certain circumstances can be morally justifiable. In a nuanced and intricate way, most games invite the player to inhabit what Michel Foucault (1984, 32–35) terms the “third aspect of morality”. Succinctly summarising what Foucault’s third aspect encompasses, Timothy O’Leary writes that it “concerns behaviour in relation to oneself ... [It] is the realm of the way in which one, literally, ‘brings oneself’ to either obey or transgress a moral code” (2002, 41). So while we understand moral codes as they are ascribed by a society or a game, and our behaviour is undoubtedly modified in one way or another by that understanding, it is in the third aspect of morality, where we reflect on moral codes and our responses to them, that we develop an ethical self-constitution.

However, as argued in this chapter, reflections on moral choices in games do not seem to affect ethical self-constitution. The nature of play and the structure of games, it would seem, allow flexibility in the interpretation of moral codes and behaviour, and the overall significance both hold for conceptions of the self as an ethical being. Jesper Juul (2005) describes such a process in terms of games’ ability to play with identity. He writes: “A game is a play with identities, where the player at one moment performs an action considered morally sound, and the next moment tries something he or she considers indefensible” (2005, 193). But whether or not these actions are truly without defence is questionable. The fact a player may choose to act reprehensibly during play in an imaginary world provides a degree of leeway for moral judgements. Some theorists, such as Mark Poster (1995), have argued the Internet and virtual worlds have created multiple realities that have contributed to multiple identities. In order to reach a deeper understanding of how role-players can oscillate between making morally sound and “indefensible” decisions, and what this means to their ethical self-constitution, a more nuanced understanding is needed of how identity functions in games. To do this, Erving Goffman’s (1974) frame analysis will be used to explain the experience of playing within multiple realities.

The primary social framework, as defined by Goffman, represents the socio-cultural frame of reference people rely on to interpret and synthesize their everyday experiences. In his definition of the primary framework, Goffman writes:

         “The primary frameworks of a particular social group constitute a central element of its culture, especially insofar as understandings emerge concerning principal classes of schemata, the relations of these classes to one another, and the sum total of forces and agents that these interpretive designs acknowledge to be loose in the world. One must try to form an image of a group’s framework of frameworks – its belief system, its ‘cosmology’.”

(Goffman 1974, 27)



The primary social framework, as it is used here, accounts for a system of normative ethics possessed by players before they enter game worlds. As Miguel Sicart (2009) notes in his work on ethics and computer games: “The player-subject is not an isolated moral agent but an agent in constant dialogue, evaluation, and interpretation within the experience of the game situated in a world and in a culture” (2009, 73). The primary social framework accounts for players’ normative ideas of morality as they enter game worlds and provides a frame of reference. Without the primary social frame to dictate acceptable behaviour, dark play would not necessarily be defined as dark.

As much research has observed (cf. Chapman and Linderoth, this volume), people act differently and make ethical choices they might not otherwise choose while at play. Juul points out: “Games are playgrounds where players can experiment with doing things they would or would not normally do” (2005, 193). One way to read players’ break from “normal” or routine behaviour when at play is through a process Goffman termed “keying”. According to Goffman, keying refers to “the set of conventions by which a given activity, one already meaningful in terms of some primary framework, is transformed into something patterned on this activity but seen by the participants to be something quite else” (1974, 43–44). Keying relies on a tacit understanding between players and observers that acts committed during play are done so for fun, frivolity, or in jest and have a different meaning than might otherwise be attributed outside play.

Working from this idea that play operates under a different ethical framework than normative behaviour, Gary Alan Fine (1983) built a secondary framework from observations of tabletop role-players to simultaneously account for play’s segregation from the everyday and to provide a way to study the specific level of interaction present in tabletop role-playing. The secondary framework, or the player frame, encompasses players’ knowledge of the rules, mechanics, story, and other nuances of the game being played. In his words, players “manipulate their characters, having knowledge of the structure of the game, and having approximately the same knowledge that other players have. Players do not operate in light of their primary frameworks – in terms of what is physically possible – but in light of the conventions of the game” (Fine 1983, 186). The observation of a secondary player frame illuminates a switch in the active knowledge and behaviour employed during the play activity. Rather than being limited by what is possible in the real world or primary framework, players choose their actions based on specific knowledge relevant to the game and their understanding of it. It is through the player frame that themes understood as indefensible, such as sexual violence, can emerge under a different ethical framework within a game world. Additionally, this shift in frames of experience represents a change in the subjectivisation of an individual to the ethics inherent in such experiences.

This shift in frames can be understood as a shift in ontology. Sicart (2009) writes: “A game operates as an event that creates a subject, a subject that needs to be faithful to the event’s constitution to come into being. The constitution of the game as event is its ontology: the rules of the game and its game world” (2009, 71). Rules take on a particular importance when discussing the ethics of games. Whatever individual players may think of Savage Genitalia, it exists as a rule in a game. Its existence as a rule not only details its existence within the game world but also provides justification for players wishing to employ it in their role-play. While the concept of excessively long or barbed genitals may be distasteful in the primary social framework, its inclusion in the games’ text gives it diegetic viability in the game world. Indeed, this inclusion provides players with both impetus and sanction to play with such a concept. When read in this way, playing with such abilities, even if they lend themselves to sexual violence, can be seen as a “faithful” use of concepts within the diegetic framework.

Even within the player framework, ethical questions trouble playing with dark concepts. Players can find the existence of rules that allow for Savage Genitalia, or the act of playing with sexual violence, questionable or inappropriate. Previous research has looked at extreme role-playing, which consciously invokes troubling concepts that push the boundaries of taste to elicit emotional responses. In his research into live action role-play (larp) titled Gang Rape, Markus Montola (2010) discusses the “positive negative” experience of playing with difficult concepts. In larp, players take turns playing the role of victim and rapist and, without physical contact, verbally describe their actions and reactions. Montola notes the players he studied did not participate in this larp for fun but rather to push themselves to their emotional limits (2010). The participants’ reaction to the larp is described as a positive negative experience, in that it was stressful, emotionally challenging, but ultimately viewed as a worthwhile experience.

Gang Rape provides an extreme example of how sexual violence can be used as a theme for role-playing. However, ethical questions and reflections on such a game are limited, as part of the game’s rules requires players to treat the topic matter as serious and arguably within the sensibilities of their primary social frame (Montola 2010). Within the player framework, no opportunities for frivolity or jest are made in Gang Rape. The game’s intended function was to make a political demonstration about the difficulties in convicting gang rapists under Swedish law (Montola 2010), and so it might be argued that players’ experiences of larp are encouraged to remain grounded in the reality of sexual violence within their primary social framework. In contrast, the tone of Freak Legion invites players to develop their own tone for including sexual violence in game-play. As the opening line warns, the book is “gross” and it alludes to the fact that players will find many of the concepts found within the book distasteful. The following sections detail a study with a focus group of three players. The study examined how distasteful and troubling concepts were employed in play and the role rules had in directing how these concepts were employed within the player frame.



THE PLAYERS AND METHODOLOGY

The data for this chapter comes from nine months of participant observation and a focus group with three tabletop role-players that was part of a larger study on erotic role-play. Joe, Scott, and Dan are all in their mid-twenties and live in the northwest of England. They had played tabletop games together for several years before I joined their group as a player and then later as a researcher. During the fieldwork, participants met most Sundays for upwards of six hours at a time to role-play. Although they used several role-playing systems and settings during observation, they favoured World of Darkness. Vampire: The Masquerade and Werewolf: The Apocalypse were favoured settings, although rule books from other World of Darkness games, such as Freak Legion, were often utilised during role-play. Whilst the fourteen-inch barbed penis was used in one of the role-playing sessions observed for research, during the focus group references were made to past examples of the ability’s use, which the author was not present for. Data coming from both the observations and focus group are included in this chapter.

Before fieldwork began, an open-ended focus group guide was developed that asked about participants’ use of sexual or erotic content in role-play. The focus group was conducted in the middle of fieldwork. This allowed time to experience the games first hand and to ask follow-up questions and compare focus group responses to observations. During fieldwork, rule books used by participants were borrowed and carefully read. After the focus group, the specific rules mentioned by participants were revisited and notes were made about their practical employment in-game. Before analysis was conducted, the data was anonymised through the use of pseudonyms. Additionally, any identifying details, such as character names, have been anonymised. Through the combination of participant responses, observations, and textual support, insight is provided for how Savage Genitalia entered role-play as well as how its employment in play might be read as theoretically defensible.

The three defences for the fourteen-inch barbed penis and other dark sexual themes and abilities come from analysing participant responses in three key ways. First, participant reflections on the role of rules and character creation in shaping the diegetic acceptability of dark themes in role-play are analysed through the idea that players connect to the rules of a game world (Sicart 2009) and this is a form of ethical subjectivisation. Next I discuss the ways in which rules are used by participants to include dark themes in both silly and serious ways. As previous studies have focused only on the inclusion of violent sexuality in emotionally serious contexts (Montola 2010), this chapter provides examples of a game rule interpreted as both silly, in which the fourteen-inch barbed penis was employed as a jape, and serious, in an example where a character committed suicide as a result of sexual violence. Here, keying (Goffman 1974) is used to account for the difference in tone between the two examples, as well as provide insight into the social processes behind involving dark and violent sexual themes in games. Finally, the role of rules in setting boundaries and limits on the appropriateness of dark play will be analysed through an excerpt in which Dan, the game master, felt uncomfortable with concepts brought into the game by a player. In this final section of analysis, the functionality of rules in maintaining boundaries of comfort and acceptability will be explored using frame analysis (Goffman 1974).



DARK RULES, DARK PLAY

The analysis of focus group data outlines how rules create moral codes within the game world. As the excerpt below shows, players primarily process and filter experiences of dark and violent sexuality in their games through rules. From this reliance on rules comes the first defence for including dark sexual themes and concepts in play.

A follow-up question to the original focus group guide asked participants if they ever reflected on the sexual, and often violent, themes that emerged in game-play. The question had been designed to hopefully inspire conversation about how the participants feel, in their primary social frame, about engaging with otherwise indefensible acts. In response, however, the participants pointed to rule books to justify their dark play. Using the game Werewolf: The Apocalypse as an example, the participants spoke of werewolf characters as being designed to rely on primal, violent, and sexual energy. In the focus group excerpt below, Dan and Scott emphasise the importance of rule books and game texts.

         DAN: To an extent, I’m playing in a playground [the game developers] created and if they say this is what Black Spirals do, and I make a Black Spiral character which does that –


         SCOTT: It’s following a lead.


         DAN: For example, a Black Spiral metis ahroun of high rank is going to be really fucking nasty. If the metis has fallen to the Wyrm, they will stop a fight to fuck a corpse of whatever they just killed. That is in the core Werewolf book.




Both Scott and Dan point to the published texts as justification for their character’s design and behaviour, and indeed the justification is there. According to the core book they reference, the Black Spiral Dancers “are loathsome and evil, delighting in torture and pain” (Rein-Hagen et al. 1994, 46). From this excerpt we learn that if sex were to be included for Black Spiral Dancer players, it would only be included in a violent form. In picking apart Dan’s example character, the term “metis” refers to the deformed offspring that results from two werewolves mating (Rein-Hagen et al. 1994). The Litany, or rather the diegetic in-game rules that govern werewolf society, dictates two werewolves must never mate. In addition to deformities, metis characters must also contend with scorn and rejection as they are viewed within werewolf society as evidence of sin. The term “ahroun” refers to a set of abilities that define the character’s role in a group; in other games, this would be called the character’s class. Ahroun are described as “the slayer, the mad man-wolf, Rage incarnate. Blood is his wine, war is his pleasure” (Rein-Hagen et al. 1994, 91). In the core text it is stressed that the type of werewolf Dan describes would be characterised by the game’s authors as aggressive, fond of violence and pain, deformed, shunned, and entirely capable of committing indefensible acts. These acts, however indefensible in the primary social frame, are defended within the player frame through their presence in the game’s rules. To create a Black Spiral metis ahroun is to play with the dark concepts such a character is designed to embody.

The ways in which the participants recalled these rules and used them to justify their in-game behaviour can be viewed through Sicart’s interpretation of subjectivisation as it is experienced in games. Subjectivisation is “a process that creates a subject connected to the rules of the game” (Sicart 2005, 63). Just as people envision themselves as subjects under the moral codes present in the cultures and societies in which they live, so too do players subject themselves to the rules of the games they play. In the focus group excerpt, both Dan and Scott can be seen as abstracting themselves from moral responsibility by claiming their decision to include extreme or distasteful sexual acts was designed into the game. Rather than simply viewing their response as dodging responsibility, however, the process of role-playing is much more nuanced. In role-playing werewolf characters, Dan and Scott have created a subject within the gameworld who is connected to the rules that dictate how a particular type of character should behave. Even if these rules are in conflict with a participant’s sense of morality within their primary social frame, the acts are possible within the game world through a different ethical framework provided by rules that dictate how a particular breed of werewolf is to behave.

The participants’ familiarity and easy reliance on these rules are indicative of rules’ importance in shaping the game’s content. But by playing a character who “will stop a fight to fuck a corpse”, players are doing more than following a set of rules. They are opening their game to a type of dark play that places into question their ethical self-constitution and even embraces evil. Dan comments that the game’s rules and text create a “playground” for playing with such “evil” concepts, which reflects an acknowledged separation from the moral code of the primary social framework and an invested subjectivisation in the game world. However, this separation, as well as the emphasis on rules as guiding behaviour, is not exempt from critique by participants. Just as Dan was justifying some of his characters’ choices through their description in core books, Joe questioned his use of one ability in particular. In the focus group excerpt below, Joe brings up the example of the particularly gruesome, and memorable, fourteen-inch barbed penis, which gives this chapter its title.

         DAN [Looks at Scott]: I’m just playing according to the book!


         JOE [looks incredulous and laughs]: The fourteen-inch barbed penis-


         DAN: Is a power from Freak Legion.


         SCOTT [looks at the interviewer and nods, laughing]: It is, actually.




After Dan reasserts he is playing with the texts the publishers have given him, Joe interrupts and questions Dan with an example from Dan’s role-playing past. The fourteen-inch barbed penis was a favoured ability of one of Dan’s characters. As game master and storyteller, Dan used a Black Spiral werewolf character with the Savage Genitalia ability to serve as the lead adversary in several World of Darkness role-play campaigns. In one of the campaigns observed during fieldwork, the character and its ability were treated humorously.

During the first encounter in which the character with Savage Genitalia was introduced, he engaged in combat with the group of vampire player-characters. Within the World of Darkness, vampires are physically weaker than werewolves. Dan had intended for the player-characters to flee the combat situation, being clearly outnumbered and overpowered, but they did not. It became clear to the players that none of their characters would survive the encounter, which led them to adopt a defeatist, gallows-humour. Players keyed into the hopelessness of their characters’ situation and unanimously decided to die “heroically” by throwing their characters at the werewolf, trying to bite it and slowly weaken it through loss of blood. At several points during the encounter, Dan reminded players they could make their characters run from the battle and survive, but the players decided it was more fun to end their characters’ lives in a slap-stick attempt at battle. As each player-character fell, the Black Spiral stopped to, in Dan’s words, “fuck the corpse” with its fourteen-inch barbed penis. The players responded to this with laughter as they interpreted the Black Spiral’s action, and Dan’s employment of the Savage Genitalia ability, as an over-the-top reaction to their own attempts at misguided heroism.

This rather extreme example provides the second defence for being considered outside the boundaries of normative ethics and available for play by illustrating the interplay between subjectivisation and keying. As Dan mentioned, he views his character’s actions in light of their presence and justification in player guides and rule books. Because the Savage Genitalia ability was included in Freak Legion, it is available to be employed in a game. Dan’s Black Spiral non-player character was designed as a subject in the World of Darkness and is thus connected to the rules of the game that make possible such actions.

The players’ reaction and Dan’s decision to employ the ability at that particular moment in the game, however, can be read as keying. As defined by Goffman, keying is “a systematic transformation” and “participants in the activity are meant to know and to openly acknowledge that a systematic alteration is involved, one that will radically reconstitute what it is for them that is going on” (1974, 45). In the above example of necrophilia, both the players and the dungeon master had systematically transformed the game’s tone from serious to silly, a process known as “upkeying” (Goffman 1974). Due to out-of-character chatter, the players had decided their characters would likely die from this encounter, they were okay with that, and this particular encounter was an important one for the story Dan was attempting to tell. The early encounter with the Black Spiral was never intended to lead to combat but rather to give players a glimpse at what they would later face. Its purpose was to build the game’s plot and give characters an impetus to strengthen themselves to eventually face the werewolf. By engaging the Black Spiral in combat, the players knew they would ruin an aspect of Dan’s carefully planned game. His reaction, as read through the actions of the Black Spiral, can be seen as a type of retaliation-in-kind. As the players ruined an important plot-driven encounter with silly combat antics, he conspicuously ruined their characters with violent and gruesome deaths. The actions of player-characters and non-player character were upkeyed by all as playful and silly in a way that would not happen in the primary social frame.

In the example above, players expressed very little reflection on their characters’ behaviour and what it might mean for their ethical self-constitution. During the focus group, the event was recalled only in passing and it was justified only by Dan’s insistence that the Black Spiral’s behaviour was written into the text of the World of Darkness. This can be interpreted through the ways participants keyed it as being silly, which can in some ways be seen as detracting from the gravity of the actions and concepts evoked in the scene. The question then arises: How can sexual violence and necrophilia, two concepts with the power to trigger traumatic memories in ways different to outright violence, be enveloped by dark play? As Goffman elaborates on keying, a player evoking dark concepts “may fail to induce the others to follow along in the fun, or even to believe that his motives are innocent, but he obliges them to accept his act as something not to be taken at face value” (1974, 48). The Black Spiral’s use of a fourteen-inch barbed penis can be viewed as a response to the players’ actions, done in the style of a retaliatory jape as the player characters were already dead. The effects the actions had on the characters and players were somewhat limited due to the ending of the characters’ lives and the ways in which the players had already upkeyed the situation as lacking serious meaning. The players seemed to accept Dan’s character’s actions as part of the jest and did not take the description at face value. In this example, otherwise indefensible behaviour is defended through the game master and players upkeying into the scene as silly and over the top.

However, the fourteen-inch barbed penis came up later in the focus group under much different circumstances. The focus group guide asked participants to describe their favourite erotic role-play session in as much detail as they felt comfortable. In response to the prompt, Dan described his harrowing first encounter with Savage Genitalia, which involved a former lover coming back to sexually abuse Dan’s character. As noted in the methodology section, this chapter comes from a larger study on erotic role-play (Brown 2015). The question as described here is thus faithful as to how it was presented in the focus group. I do not mean to suggest the activities described by participants are in any way erotic but rather that this was how participants chose to interpret the term and question. It is also important to note the event Dan describes occurred before the observation period began. The character possessing Savage Genitalia in this example was not played by Dan or by any of the focus group participants. This was Dan’s first encounter with the ability that made such an impression he later went on to include it as part of the character’s abilities mentioned in the first defence. In the excerpt below, Dan elaborates on how it fit into the overall narrative of a role-play campaign and why it was his favourite.

         DAN: [the other characters] had managed to drag [Dan’s character’s lover] off and throw him into Malfeas, which is sort of the waste disposal shoot for good werewolves. So he came back as a rank two Spiral Ahroun [with Savage Genitalia]. First thing he did was hunt down [Dan’s character] in his little cave where he would play music, bugger him senseless and then run off into the night. At which point, [Dan’s character] ended up committing suicide. He was one of my favourite characters. The party was still going, it just seemed this character had reached the point of no return. Yeah, and that was played out all on camera.


         INTERVIEWER: Why was it your favourite?


         DAN: Um, because it was basically the perfect kind of character development.


         SCOTT [nods sympathetically]: It played to a natural end.


         DAN: It pretty much nailed the World of Darkness to a T. You know, it doesn’t matter how nice you are, it doesn’t matter if you have true love, if you have hope or the rest of it, chances are you are going to die horribly. The end. I just feel like it was the perfect simulation of the game system, really. Pretty much one of my favourite characters ever ended up killing himself before the campaign’s end and I still think it was worthwhile.




There are multiple ways to read Dan’s retelling of his favourite erotic role-play experience and its difference from the “silly” example above. Immediately clear is the difference in tone. Unlike the previous example in which Savage Genitalia was used as retaliation and was upkeyed as silliness, the ability is here used in a way that downkeys it to become serious. As Goffman writes, “The systematic transformation that a particular keying introduces may alter only slightly the activity thus transformed, but it utterly changes what it is a participant would say was going on” (1974, 45). So although Savage Genitalia was employed in both examples, players interpreted it in two distinctly different ways.

In this example, players keyed the seriousness and sombreness of the effects it had on Dan’s character. It may be tempting to read the seriousness of this example as a disjuncture from the framework of the game and a movement towards the primary social framework due to the change in tone. It might be assumed the participants’ serious treatment of such an indefensible act is indicative of a shift in the frames under which the act is experienced, and because the act seemingly went untransformed from a normative sense of gravity it might possess in the primary social frame, it was abstracted from the frivolity of game-play. However, Goffman notes: “Not all serious activity is unkeyed, and not all untransformed activity can be called serious” (1974, 46). Indeed, the way Dan presents this example as his favourite erotic role-play experience can be read as indicative he was still keyed into the experienced as part of a game.

Although the outward signs of fun and enjoyment, such as smiling and laughing, were not present in this section of the focus group, Dan still describes his experience as enjoyable. He took pleasure from how well this particular example fit within the gaming system and hinted at the emotional affect and memories it left him with. Experiences like Dan’s have been termed the “positive negative experience” of extreme role-playing by Markus Montola (2010). As previously mentioned in his research into Gang Rape, Montola found players often discussed role-play with extreme and traumatic themes as ultimately enjoyable through their ability to play with otherwise undesirable concepts. In this sense, the negative experience of a character’s rape and then suicide is interpreted by Dan as positive, in that it fit well within the gruesome themes of the game system and gave him an unforgettable emotional experience. In analysing Dan’s response in this way, the argument can be made that although serious, Dan still keyed into the role-play experience in the player frame through his appreciation of how well the scene functioned within the character-game subjectivity.

In showing how Savage Genitalia was keyed in two different ways, the second defence is provided for the fourteen-inch barbed penis and insight is provided into how dark play can enter games without disrupting how players view their own ethical constitutions. Be its treatment silly or serious, players still keyed both the ludic mechanics of how such an act functions within a game world, as well as the thematic tone of the game that developed during the play experience. This is indicative not only of an awareness of the rules of the game but also of a shift in player’s subjectivisation to ethical codes in different frames of experience. The silly treatment of Savage Genitalia is particularly interesting because it brings forth questions of “taste”. Undoubtedly, playing with necrophilia in contexts outside games extends beyond the boundaries of “good” taste and pushes into the realm of taboo. The absence of discussion in the focus group about the frivolous employment of the ability witnessed during fieldwork is quite telling. The ways in which players upkeyed the activity as silly limited the emotional impact it might otherwise have contained. In particular, the reliance on the rules to justify its inclusion in the silly example was absent from the serious example, which seems to suggest the fourteen-inch barbed penis was frivolously used as a light-hearted way to play with the rules of the game rather than having serious insight into the ethical constitution of the participants. It would be wrong to suggest, however, that all attempts to frivolously include taboo subjects or sexual violence were met by the group with similar enthusiasm.

To deepen the understanding of the incorporation of dark themes in play, it is useful to look at an example in which the rules of a game were used to exclude sexual violence from play. In examining this example, the third defence is also provided. Dan, speaking as the group’s lead storyteller and dungeon master, described a time when he felt uncomfortable moderating a game when a player tried to insert rape into a storyline where he felt it was unwarranted. As in the previous example, the event referenced in the focus group did not occur during the observational period of fieldwork. The player who had attempted to insert the rape scene had stopped playing before the fieldwork began and was unavailable to participate in the focus group.

         DAN: Um, a player did try to drop in what appeared to be a completely gratuitous rape scene for no apparent reason.


         INT: Oh. And did you stop them, or –


         DAN [makes a slapping motion with his hand]: Bad player. No biscuit.


         JOE: Whereas if you were playing Forgotten Realms … um … uhh. Feru is it? The Goddess of Exquisite Pain?


         DAN: Scahrossar?


         JOE: Yeah, that would make perfect sense.


         DAN: Yes, but he wasn’t. I don’t quite know where it came from.


         SCOTT: As he said, it was completely uncalled for in the situation.


         DAN: Yeah, if the situation warrants it, which is entirely up to the capricious whims of me, the DM [dungeon master], then I’ll allow it. It’s not that I even have any particular problem with it, it’s just it needs to have a point and a purpose. In the same way I wouldn’t expect a party to stop to break dance.




As Dan reflects on the situation and his response to it, he points out that for dark themes to enter play, there must be a context or justification. The justification Dan gives for disciplining the player who had tried to “drop in” a rape scene is based on a perceived inconsistency within the story and theme rather than any personal, moral objection. The third defence refers back to the first. Dark sexual themes may only be included in play so long as they are consistent with the rules or lore of the game. In this example, Dan stopped a player from including a violent sexual theme in play because he felt it was inconsistent with the subjective connection between player-characters and the rules of the game. There was no diegetic justification for the player to suggest role-playing such a scene but, as Joe offers, under different circumstances and in a different game there may have been, and then the player-character’s behaviour would be considered acceptable.

Later in the focus group, Dan described how the player’s insistence on including this scene made him uncomfortable because he felt the player was seeking to use the scene to fulfil an out-of-character sexual desire. Here a crucial split in values is made between intense role-play for the sake of role-play versus for the sake of sexual gratification. Goffman notes that discomfort can arise from play due to the limits of frames. He writes: “Stories can call for persons to eat, make love, and be tortured, but as part of an inclusive human drama, not as an isolated display or a matter of interest to examine closely in its own right” (1974, 56). Through Goffman, the participants’ reactions to the player who wished to include a “gratuitous” rape scene might be analysed in terms of the limits of frames. Because Dan felt the player’s insistence of the scene was at odds with the overall story, he disciplined the player. Without coherence to the narrative developed by Dan, Joe, and Scott, the suggested scene could be viewed as an “isolated display” or as a “matter of interest to examine closely in its own right”. Ultimately, the lack of diegetic justification and the break of a subjective coherence between the characters, rules, and themes led Dan to disallow the player to include what he deemed a gratuitous rape scene.

Unlike previous examples, where players readily upkeyed or downkeyed the ways dark themes entered play as either serious or silly, this player was unsuccessful in convincing the group to take their suggestion at anything other than face value. This failure to be consistent with the game’s rules and the campaign’s narrative resulted in an inability for other players to reframe how the rape could be employed within the moral codes of the game world, which left it indefensible. Whereas the other two defences mentioned in this chapter focused on the use of rules to include dark sexual acts in games, this example focuses on the ability of rules to exclude such acts. In showing the dual functionality of rules, the third defence makes clear that dark sexual acts may only be included in games and made available for play so long as the suggested act is consistent with the ethical codes of the gaming system, properly keyed into by all those participating, and have diegetic relevance and impetus to occur.



CONCLUSIONS

In defence of the fourteen-inch barbed penis, it is possible for dark themes, including necrophilia and sexual violence, to enter into games in playful ways without having a negative impact on the players’ conceptualisation of their ethical self-constitutions. As this chapter has shown, this can be done for either silly or serious purposes but to be defensible, it must done within the rules and moral order of the game world. The interplay between players’ ethical subjectivisation to the rules of a game and their ability to upkey and downkey these rules as appropriate or inappropriate provides illumination into how dark themes can enter playful environments and illustrates the process of submitting oneself to the moral order of a game world. Examining such a submission provides insight into how alternate worlds, experienced through alternate frames, can give rise to alternate ethical selves.

In the first focus group excerpt of this chapter, Dan discusses role-playing games in terms of a playground. He suggests that during a game, he is obliged to act within the rules that have been laid out by the game’s creator. From Dan’s perspective, dark themes can enter play through design and players can be seen, to some extent, as following a lead. However, this lead only extends as far as players are willing to accept the connection between characters, rules, and narrative. Savage Genitalia can ultimately be viewed as defensible when contextualised within the player frame. The moral codes that influence the construction of an ethical self exist within the primary social frame and thus have limited presence within the player frame. When entering a game, players subject themselves to a different ethical framework and thus conceivably construct alternate ethical selves that align with the moral codes present in game worlds. If rules can be thought of as moral codes, then the fourteen-inch barbed penis is defensible by right of its existence as a rule. Additionally, in both examples of its employment, it was not taken at face value. Players were able to upkey its occupation within the narrative of a game, contextualise it within the rules of the game, and ultimately understand it as contributing something, be it positive or positive-negative, to the experience of playing a game. This, of course, was not the case in the example of the gratuitous rape scene for which a player was disciplined. For the other players in the group, the suggested scene broke the character and player frame through its lack of diegetic appropriateness and lack of coherency. In the player’s insistence, the suggested act downkeyed into indefensibility as it lacked rules to defend its inclusion.

The analysis presented in this chapter has looked at how players justify the involvement of dark sexual acts and themes in play. Of course, whenever an attempt is made to defend the indefensible, a call to moral implications emerges. Games, we are told, represent a playground for contesting, playing, and dealing with moral trials and quandaries. As Sicart writes: “As players we reflect critically on what we do in a game world during a game experience, and it is this capacity that can turn the ethical concerns traditionally raised by computer games into interesting, meaningful tools for creative expression, a new means for cultural richness” (2005, 63). In this way, the use of rules to include and exclude dark sexual themes from play provides interesting insight into the moral considerations inherent in doing so. The participants of this study critically reflected on the morality of involving dark themes in games implicitly through their reliance on rules. In using a game’s rules to include or exclude dark content for play, the participants draw attention to the distinct difference of the ethical frameworks within games and outside them. That which is indefensible in the primary social framework is only defensible in the player frame so long as there are rules to defend its availability and inclusion in play. On a larger scale, this tells us something about the functionality of rules, or perhaps moral codes, in fortifying the inclusion or exclusion of dark sexual acts and how in/defensible they might be.
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9 Exploring the Limits of Play

A Case Study of Representations of Nazism in Games

Adam Chapman and Jonas Linderoth

INTRODUCTION

         “You Jewish pig, I shall definitely find you” was called out harshly in German and Danish after the children while they were running in the dark trying to avoid getting caught by the Nazis.”

(Ekstra Bladet 2003, our translation)



The previous quote is taken from a newspaper article describing a game that was played by a group of Danish and German Scouts during a 2003 weekend visit to a school in Lintrup, Denmark. During a night-time activity, the school became a “concentration camp” using props such as Nazis flags and the words “Arbeit macht frei” projected onto the school wall. The students who hosted the event were either cast as Nazis or as “helpers” wearing the Jewish Star of David. Organizers defended the criticised activity in various ways, pointing out it was just a game, it portrayed history and it could de-dramatize a sensitive subject (Svanevik 2003). Yet clearly, from the outcry the game caused, for many this was a process of dark play. In this chapter we analyze the limits of placing certain themes within a set of rules. By using Goffman’s frame theory (1974) as a lens for looking at the relationship between controversial topics and play activities we tease out a micro-sociological understanding of “the limits of play”. This idea is then applied to three different World War II games. On a specific level this analysis stresses a risk for whitewashing the history of World War II. On a more general level we suggest that limits to play entails three socio-cultural qualities. First, games seem to have an intrinsic, potentially trivializing property. Secondly, trivializations that risk controversy can be “saved” by frame transformations. Finally, this makes games a form of “value thermometers” in that they reveal information about norms and values on a broader social level.



GAME CONTROVERSIES

It seems games have a tendency to stir up controversies like few other forms of culture, and are ascribed special properties in relation to controversial subjects. What is suitable for play is a much-contested idea that tends to evoke strong emotions. Some controversies are highly dependent on a local context and others are more widespread. For example, one of the most prevalent themes likely to cause controversy (at least in the West) is Nazism and the events and ideologies that are related to it. This is perhaps most problematically manifest in the symbol of the swastika and its surrounding discourses. Despite this, board games have a strong heritage in war-gaming with World War II themes, and many influential digital games take these events as a core setting.

Digital games are a form particularly open to cultural critique on the basis of the representation of violence. Recent games such as Bully (Rockstar Games 2006a) and Grand Theft Auto IV (Rockstar Games 2006b) and even games as old as Custer’s Revenge (Mystique 1982) keep triggering controversy. One of the most common explanatory formats for the critique against games is that gaming has harmful psychological effects whereby gamers develop problematic perceptions of reality. This format holds that gaming is such a realistic experience that boundaries between fiction and reality become distorted. The content is thought to be problematic due to the risk of features of the game technology – such as interactivity, multimodality, and immersion – causing transfer effects and subsequently players developing problematic norms and values beyond the gaming context (cf. Bennerstedt, Ivarsson, and Linderoth 2012). While one strand of critique tends to revolve around this notion that games have potentially harmful effects, other debates do not seem to fit this criteria.

We argue that when a theme is portrayed in a game, this theme will inevitably gain a new layer of ludic meaning. Consider, for instance, the chairs of the game musical chairs, a traditional game where the participants walk around a set of chairs while music is playing. There is one chair less than the number of participants and when a game organizer turns off the music, everybody tries to sit in a chair. The person without a chair is eliminated. Here the chairs take on special properties they do not have outside the frame of the game. Another example is how terrain features such as manholes or flagpoles can be ascribed special meanings and declared as safe havens by children playing chasing games. This also applies to representations that become an element within a structure of rules. Whatever emotional meaning and personal value the flagpole may have for me, such as constructing my national identity or its use in my personal or cultural memorialization, this has to coexist with the meanings that are gained by using the flagpole within the game frame.

It could be suggested the critique against the use of some themes in games stems from the conflict of meaning that often arises when these themes are placed in a ludic frame. In order to further explore these ideas we have done a frame analysis of some popular games across multiple platforms in which Nazis are a playable position. We chose this approach following the logic that this fear of the antagonistic playable position seems to be at the core of so many of these controversies and the Nazi is obviously the ultimate evil, antagonistic, historical character archetype in Western cultural discourse. Indeed, given the number of games depicting World War II in which you can play as a Nazi, the number of victims of World War II, and the conflict’s strong post-memory presence, it is surprising there are not more controversies around games with this theme. The question we raise in this chapter can be more simply phrased: How do designers get away with it? What means have designers taken in order to avoid controversy when having Nazis as a playable position? We especially focus on the use of symbols and titles related to Nazi ideology, as well as content decisions regarding the events of World War II. How are these portrayed and what frames are used to both justify and explain the ways these themes are handled?

In the example of the Scouts playing concentration camp, the forwarded critique had more to do with the idea that such a theme was unsuitable for play and made the German students feel uncomfortable. Indeed, this item was newsworthy precisely because this discomfort is commonly echoed throughout culture. There are a number of similar episodes in which games caused controversy based more on the fact we tend to find some themes inappropriate for play rather than the notion the game would have harmful effects on individuals.

For example, the game Medal of Honor (Electronic Arts 2010) was criticized when it became clear that players could play as a member of the Taliban in the multiplayer part of the game. Britain’s Defence Secretary Liam Fox said he was “disgusted” by the game and described it as “tasteless” (BBC 2010). Another episode in which a similar critique was put forth was in the controversy surrounding the game 1378 (km) (Stober 2010). This game casts the player either as an escapee or a German border guard at the wall between Eastern and Western Germany during the Cold War era. Even though the game was announced as an art project with educational ambitions, it was heavily criticized by victims of this division of Germany during the Cold War. This triggered a discussion about whether the game could be perceived as art or not and whether the game had the potential to teach a young gaming generation anything about the historical events. The core of the controversy lay in the making of the border guard a playable position and in giving the player the choice to shoot at escapees (Price 2010; Martin 2010). While Medal of Honor and 1378 (km) are both digital games, examples of controversies about inappropriate themes for play can also be found on non-digital platforms. The satirical board game War on Terror (Tompkins and Sheerin 2006), where one player wears a balaclava with the text “Evil”, became an object for critique and was perceived by “terrorism victims” as in “poor taste” (CBC News 2007).

The potential of themes related to Nazism to cause controversy is exemplified in the debate surrounding recent arcade shooter game Luftrausers, in which players control an aircraft equipped with various super-weapons and technologies. Despite the game’s cartoonish graphics and simple retro style, some objected to the game because of its inclusion of certain Nazi aesthetics such as uniforms, characters, fonts, and also symbols that were reminiscent of the notorious Waffen SS Totenkopf. All this, some felt, seemed to imply the player character was a Nazi, something that was considered to be uncomfortable or upsetting (Mummert 2014; Klepek 2014). The developers responded by stating they understood “several people on Twitter voiced their discomfort with what they perceived as Nazi imagery in LUFTRAUSERS, and the belief that you play as a Nazi pilot in our 2D dogfighting game”, but emphatically stated, “We do not cast our player as a Nazi pilot” (Ismail 2014). Furthermore, the developers added they “don’t intend to remind victims, survivors and their offspring of the atrocities that occurred during the war, and we definitely did not intend this game to be about any of those things” (Ismail 2014).

All these examples above share at least two traits. First, when portraying particular themes as inappropriate for play, the real victims of the represented events are invoked. These controversies arise from the moral obligation of not upsetting those who have had horrific experiences or, at the very least, those whose identities are deeply linked with the victims of such experiences through “postmemory” (Hirsch 2008). Secondly, each of these examples casts at least some of the players in the role of the generally perceived historical antagonist and thus allows the players to re-enact historical episodes of exploitation, cruelty, and abuse through their in-game actions. The contentiousness of the discourse surrounding both of these issues is made startlingly apparent in a recent article that interviewed real soldiers about military digital games. One interviewee stated: “The moment you’re rewarded for performing as our enemy, or you piss on the guys who do this stuff for real”, said Sergeant McDougal, imagining a game from the perspective of al-Qaeda, “that’s when I’m marching in the streets” (Howe 2008).



FRAME ANALYSIS: THEORETICAL DEPARTURE

Frames and Keyings

Goffman’s (1961, 1974) theory about how experience is structured by “frames” has shown to be a suitable perspective for describing involvement in games (Calleja 2007; Consalvo 2009; Copier 2007; Fine 1983; Hendricks 2006; Linderoth 2012; Waskul 2006). According to Goffman, the meaning that something – an object, an event, an utterance, an action etc. – has for us is related to how we define the situation at hand. A frame is the implicit, unspoken answer we give to the question: What is going on here? This answer can be seen in how we carry on with our interaction. A hand being put on a shoulder could in a sense be seen as a rather straightforward action, but consider how the meaning of this action will vary in accordance to different frames of reference such as a funeral, a medical examination, a dance, or a brawl (see Linderoth 2004).

However, frames are not static units, given once and for all to the participants in an activity, but are constantly negotiated and upheld through interaction. During a strip of interaction, many frames can be established, frames can break down, and the participants can have different or even conflicting definitions of how to frame experiences. One person can consider a hand put on a shoulder as initiating a dance while the assumed dancing partner perceives the experience as initiating a brawl. Frames are thus vulnerable to transformations that will alter the experiences of the participants in an activity.

In this chapter one specific kind of transformation is of interest, that which Goffman (1974) called a “keying”. While many of our experiences are understood as literal or real in the sense they do not require any original primary framework, some contain elements that rely on some primary meaning that is transformed. For example, playful fighting is a keying. Even if the activity has similarities with a real fight, we would consider it to be playing and not fighting. This transformation is visible to us through details in the flow of social interactions such as tone of voice, body language etc., as well as resources employed in the setting. Any form of depicted experience for a reader or an audience will be a form of keying, a dramatic scripting (ibid, 53). A keying adds another layer of meaning to an experience and allows, for example, subterfuge to be experienced as a joke. A keyed frame can also be subject to rekeyings. We can for instance see a dramatic scripting within a satirical frame that adds another frame of reference to our experience. During an activity we can move back and forth between different layers of meaning. Goffman describes this by pointing out how viewers of the 1960s television versions of superhero comics such as Batman and The Green Hornet moved between watching the show “satirically and becoming genuinely involved” (ibid, 364).

When a reframing transports our experience away from what we would consider real, Goffman talks about an upkeying. The opposite of this is a downkeying, which means a transformation towards primary meanings. For example, when playful fighting is transformed into a real fight.



Rekeyings and Morality

In relation to the question of play and controversial content, Goffman (1974) makes the observation that there is a limit to what matter can be rekeyed as playful and these limits are appropriate units for frame analysis. “It is apparent, then, that although individuals can playfully engage in an extremely broad range of activity, limits of playfulness are established in various groups – limits being a factor to be attended throughout frame analysis” (ibid, 49).

Goffman uses examples such as joking to an air hostess about having a bomb in one’s bag, performing a mock robbery at a bank, and how jokes about executions that would be extremely difficult today could be made right after the French Revolution. This last example points to the fact that frame limits are socio-cultural and historical. As Goffman puts it: “The issue of limits can hardly be considered without looking at another, namely, changes in time and place in regard to them” (ibid, 50). This also means the limits for transformation are highly changeable even over rather short time spans. For instance, returning to our Nazi example theme, one of the older, World War II-focused entries in the Medal of Honor game series courted controversy because of its inclusion of Nazi symbols. “In Germany, the swastika is only allowed to be reproduced in historical materials; this led to the game being placed on the index of youth-endangering media in 2000” (De Groot 2008, 270). Subsequent Medal of Honor games set during World War II have gone to significant lengths (see Movie-Censorship.com 2011) to censor these problematic symbols but, importantly, only in the European versions; the US and Japanese versions remain uncensored. However, though European or American players are unlikely to find the inclusion of the Japanese Rising Sun flag in Call of Duty: World at War (Activision 2008) multiplayer offensive, this would probably be a different case in China or Korea where the symbol is highly controversial, as rock band Muse recently discovered (Ashcraft 2013). In each case the frame limits are determined by their socio-cultural and historical context.

The limits regarding what can be rekeyed do not only apply to the playful frame. According to Goffman, any form of dramatic presentation or illustration, even when framed as a documentary, can fail to transform the inappropriate into the appropriate. He gives an example of a local law being “so specific in describing anatomical features and acts which may not be portrayed” that the law itself was considered unprintable (ibid, 71). What is considered inappropriate will also vary in accordance to the particular framing form, and what is accepted in a novel might be considered as inappropriate in a movie (ibid, 55).

It is in relation to these insights that the study of limits regarding different themes in games can tell us something about both the status of games as a frame of reference as well as something about the contemporary society in which the game is produced.



The Ludic Frame

While many games are purely abstract such as Tetris (Pajitnov 1984) or TicTacToe (n.d.), most games have some form of representation in them. In relation to Goffman’s theory, one could say a game with a theme presents the player with a transformation, a keying or rekeying of something that has another original meaning. The object of transformation, say a representation of an elephant, will be put in a structure of game mechanics where it will be ascribed a very local meaning. The elephant might become a heavy unit in a war game, a weight you need to put on a platform in a puzzle game, or a mount in a role-playing game. This local new meaning comes from the functionality this “something” gains within what might be called the ludic frame. Goffman (1961) points to this when citing Kurt Riezler’s example of what a Queen in Chess (c. 850) is:

         The queen is not a real queen, nor is she a piece of wood or ivory. She is an entity in game [sic] defined by the movements the game allows her. The game is the context within which the queen is what she is. This context is not the context of the real world or of ordinary life. The game is a little cosmos of its own.

(Riezler 1941 cited in Goffman 1961, 27)



In this chapter we refer to the special meaning that “something” has in a ludic frame as its ludified meaning and the transformation of something by a ludic frame as ludification. Following Goffman’s theory and using the idea that a transformation of meaning can either move towards or from what we would consider original or real meaning, one can pose the question of what kind of transformation a ludification is. Interestingly, we here find the roots to the two different formats of cultural critique against games. The idea that violent games can have harmful effects harks back to the idea that the game experience is downkeying the playful frame so that realism becomes a problem. The player is thus to some extent morally responsible for the portrayed actions of the protagonist. The other format for cultural critique against games seems to be based on the reverse logic. It is poor taste to make a real, tragic event into a game. In other words this format suggests the ludic frame upkeys something we should keep as real as possible. The player is not morally responsible for the portrayed events but for mocking the portrayed events and being disrespectful. In other words, an intrinsic effect of ludification, according to this view, is the trivialization of the object of transformation.



Rekeyings of Ludic Frames, Art, Education, and Documentary

All frames are vulnerable to transformations. That is, we can add another layer that will give the things at hand a new meaning. Consider, for instance, the game Sweatshop (Littleloud 2011), a tower defence game where the player tries to get the most out of their workers from the developing world (including labouring children) at a conveyor belt in order to make the most profit. The game is highly satirical with a cartoonish visual style. It is most likely that if this game were made solely for entertainment purposes, the game would have been perceived as poor taste, but the game was made as a serious game with the goal of altering young people’s ideas about where clothing comes from. The game thus has an educational frame that seemingly justifies making a game in which the player can oppress workers. It seems the assumed effects on the player motivate the humorous approach to a problematic theme. The tension and conflict between the ludic frame and the primary fame are here turned into an expression in their own rights. As the designers describe it:

         Artist Gary J. Lucken provided the art for the game, the cutesy styling contrasting with the challenging subject matter. Likewise, a dark comedic story leads the player through the narrative journey of Boy, a child worker in the factory, and Boss, the factory owner, interspersing comedy with moments of poignancy, tragedy and sadness.

(Littleloud 2013)



Another way to rekey a ludic frame whereby the tensions and conflicts between ludic meaning and everyday meaning can actually dodge critique is when it is overtly used as an artistic expression. Echoing the works of Polish artist Zbigniew Libera, who made Auswitzch models in Lego (Raster 1996), the board game Train (Brathwaite 2009) is an art game about the Holocaust. Set on a broken window symbolizing Kristallnacht, the game board is made of parallel train tracks. The players transport wooden figures from one part to another in model train wagons. The twist of the work is in players realizing what the game is actually about and then negotiating the frame conflict. The frame of “art” handles the mixed feelings the audience and the players might get from the tension that arises out of a ludification of something as serious as the Holocaust.

A third way in which a ludic frame can be rekeyed to avoid frame tension is by claiming simple historical accuracy, what Goffman refers to as a “documentary frame”. This rekeying works on the notion that topics are not chosen but simply found, in this case in the past. This utilizes a very particular (and, arguably, outdated) epistemological notion of what the practice of history is and thus denies the upkeying effect of representation. Instead, this rekeying seeks to narrow the perceived distance between the upkeying (history/representation, whether game, film, or book) and the primary framework (the past/the event, a framework that of course is generally only knowable through history). Indeed, Goffman was also sceptical of this and notes that paradoxically, even “what we have come to call documentary (tape, stills or film) is exactly what should be suspect relative to standards of documentation” (Goffman 1974, 450).

This notion of representation and thus history can be used to invoke an ethical and epistemological duty to merely report what has been found in the past, which is cast as both perceivable and recoverable. Of course in some cases, evidence is almost incontrovertible, but the specific negotiation here is not that certain things did not occur or exist in the past but that there is a necessity, a duty, for them to be included, when in fact all histories, academic or popular, involve a series of story/content decisions (Munslow 2007) that decide what will be included/excluded in the representation of the past. For example, developers of Assassin’s Creed III (Ubisoft Entertainment 2012), set during the American War of Independence, defended the inclusion of controversial topics such as the treatment of indigenous Americans, gender issues, and violence against American revolutionaries by the player-character and slavery, even before the game’s release. They attempted this by stating: “Usually we’re trying to be truthful. … And we like it – I should say we don’t mind it – if the truth is uncomfortable, if we can back it up with facts. ... But we tried not to have our subjective layer come into it; we saved that for the fictional storyline and the fictional characters” (Sinclair 2012). Here the developers attempt the rekeying described above by de-emphasizing their personal agency (the subjective layer) in the construction of the game-based historical representation, and framing the game as simply an objective report of the past. Such a rekeying is also an attempt to reframe the process of construction itself as a more natural, rather than social, framework (Goffman 1974, 22).

All of these rekeyings of the ludic frame, however, seem to be very vulnerable to downkeyings, that is, the new suggested framework might not be successful in adding another layer of meaning. 1378 (km) was said to be an art project by its creator and one that was made to teach history to a new generation. And yet opinion of the game did not seem to reflect this. It was doubted that anyone would learn about the horrors of these historical events from playing the game and it was not perceived as art (Price 2010, Martin 2010). In a similar way, the serious game Sweatshop was taken down from Apple’s app store with the motivation that the subject of running a sweatshop was an unsuitable theme for a game (Parkin 2013). Even Assassin’s Creed III’s developers backtracked considerably when confronted specifically with the inclusion of slavery in the game within the same interview, even while mounting the same defence, stating, “We tried to present it objectively without crossing over into commenting on it. ... We didn’t want to take one step into that issue and then not deal with it, so really for us, it’s not a topic we try to tackle in this game” (Sinclair 2012). The artwork Train, on the other hand, is widely cherished and appreciated. Clearly, when deliberately placing some problematic themes in a ludic frame it seems to be rather small things that stand between being perceived as brilliant or tasteless.





THE CASE: FRAME ANALYSIS OF WORLD WAR II GAMES WITH NAZI FORCES AS A PLAYABLE POSITION

Brothers in Arms: Hell’s Highway

Brothers in Arms: Hell’s highway (Ubisoft Entertainment 2008) is the third instalment in a series that began in 2005. The game is a tactical first-person shooter with a serious tone and seems to be either inspired by or at least stylistically similar to the HBO mini-series Band of Brothers (Hanks and Jendresen 2001, for more on Brothers in Arms and similar historical games, see Chapman 2010, 2013, 2014). The game is mostly acclaimed for its single player but it also contains a multiplayer mode where players can play as Nazi forces.

Like almost every game in which the forces of the Third Reich are a playable position, the interface does not actually use the thematic elements one would expect, given its status as popular history. For example, teams are framed only in relation to nationality (Americans versus Germans), excluding any notions of Nazism almost completely. More importantly and obviously, the swastika symbol is not used as an icon to represent sides in the multiplayer component, with the game instead using the Iron Cross. Furthermore, the older (and only briefly used) tricolour black, white, and red national flag of Germany is used to represent the German team. This is despite the fact that from 1935, the Nazi party swastika flag had been the sole national flag of Germany and thus at the time of the game’s World War II events, the tricolour flag was obsolete.

As to be expected, both the multiplayer and single-player components focus almost exclusively on the experience of soldiers on the battlefield. However, just as in almost every game portraying World War II, anything to do with the Holocaust is noticeably and definitively omitted. Again, this can be compared with the TV series the game is similar to, where the discovery of a concentration camp is a memorable and affecting major component of at least one episode. Similarly, in Band of Brothers swastikas are commonplace. We take this as an example of Goffman’s proposal that different media are subject to different framing processes when dealing with difficult subjects.



Battle of the Bulge

Battle of the Bulge (Shenandoah Studio 2012) is an iPad game following in the tradition of war-gaming and historical strategy. In the multiplayer mode, players can play as either side in the titular conflict. The game employs a documentary style, using primary sources such as black and white photographs and film and also secondary sources in the form of maps and lengthy text detailing the events of the Battle of the Bulge. During game-play, the game, like most (particularly turn-based) strategy games, uses an abstract or “conceptual” (Chapman 2013, 2014) simulation style. Even though the game suggests authenticity and a particular seriousness, the game still refrains from using the concepts traditionally and historically associated with the events of World War II, in particular Nazism. Unlike Brothers in Arms, divisions between competing sides are more political and yet still do not engage with Nazism, instead referring to “Axis and Allies”, despite players only playing as German troops.

Even though the game uses the documentary style and thus invokes the frame of history very strongly, still the swastika symbol is not shown, even in the included primary sources such as film clips and photographs. Instead, Battle of the Bulge, like Brothers in Arms, uses the less controversial Iron Cross. Similarly, the game excludes any mention of Hitler’s role or even name, despite the concentration on strategy. This is rather unusual in popular-history resources. For example, the Wikipedia entry for Battle of the Bulge notes the officers in charge of the offensive, Field Marshals Model and Runstedt, “offered alternative plans but Hitler would not listen”. By comparison, the game, with its concentration on excluding Hitler, instead simply states “this plan was rejected as insufficiently ambitious” without ever mentioning by whom.



Memoir ‘44

Memoir ‘44 (Borg 2004) is a series of scenario-based board games portraying various major battles from all major fronts in World War II. Compared to simulation-style war-gaming, the game utilizes the American style of board games with conflict resolution through die-rolling and is designed to be more accessible as an entertaining game. The scenarios are based on actual battles and the game contains briefings that give information and background. Allowances are also made in terms of balance and game-play that attempt to create more authentic reflections of the actual events within the game rules. However, just as in numerous other games, the conflicting sides are described in terms of Axis and Allies, avoiding any of the discourse of Nazism and thus controversial themes. Similarly, Hitler is not mentioned, even though other military leaders are included. For example, Stalin is included in the rules for one of the expansions that focuses on the Eastern Front. The game uses various symbols, particularly for special units and divisions, including the Soviet hammer and sickle, the Union Jack, the winged sword symbol of the SAS, and the Japanese Rising Sun and yet, despite the game’s relative dedication to historical record, the swastika or Waffen SS symbols are again absent. Instead, the less controversial Iron Cross and the patch of the Grossdeutschland are used to signify the German side and elite units respectively.



Conventions in Games with Nazis as a Playable Position

Our frame analysis suggests that numerous conventions are used to handle the delicate matter of making Nazi forces a playable position. Axis and Allies and similar titles are the preferred way of talking about the conflicting sides. Hitler, other leaders, and military units associated with Nazi ideology and crimes are not mentioned; the swastika is either excluded or replaced with the Iron Cross; and none of the games makes any kind of reference to the Holocaust and the persecution of minority groups.

Of course it is not the authors’ intent here to argue all of the German military were in fact Nazis and should therefore be labelled as such. And taken alone, the nominative exclusion could indeed be considered insignificant. After all, it is common in contemporary popular history books (though not necessarily films or documentaries) to somewhat separate the Nazi identity from that of the German army. However, taken alongside the other exclusions of Nazi ideology, SS units, symbols, leaders, the events of the Holocaust, and indeed any mention of Nazism or Nazi Germany whatsoever, this separation clearly goes beyond this and instead whitewashes the German playable position, tieing into the notion of the “clean Wehrmacht” that has often been upheld in the past (Megargee 2008). Here, though, this is not done so much for overt ideological or political purposes but instead to make Nazi forces a position that is considered thematically suitable for play.

It must also be noted that, as already mentioned, many of these games exclude the swastika because of the legal limits relating to its use in Germany. However, this does nothing to detract from our wider argument for a number of reasons. First, these legal limits are in themselves frames that have been determined according to a specific cultural discourse and socio-historic context that determine frame limits. Second, while the use of the swastika is governed by legal requirements, none of the other multiple elements we have described is restricted in the same way and yet they are still excluded. Last and most significantly, these limitations seem to be applied to games differently than other media forms. For instance, swastikas regularly appear in the German versions of World War II films and other visual media. Clearly games are treated as a special case. Accordingly, even when a game is a remediation of a narrative from another form, such as is arguably the case with Brothers in Arms, controversial themes can still be problematic within the ludic frame. What is easily allowable in a television series is considered unacceptable in a game. A similar case can be found in the board-game adaptation of the satirical film Iron Sky (Vuorensola 2012). While the film, which premiered in Berlin, contains a number of swastikas, the board game (Salmijärvi 2012) does not; neither, it appears, does the digital game Iron Sky: Invasion (Reality Pump 2012).

Though we have only dealt with three games in detail, there are many more examples of these conventions. In our research we also encountered the same conventions in Red Orchestra 2 (Tripwire Interactive 2011), where even the smallest detail of the Eagle insignia of the Wehrmacht had been changed. Even though this part of the badge was only perceivable by standing directly in front of a Nazi character model and using the zoom function on a sniper rifle, it was still considered culturally significant enough to be changed. Interestingly, this was the only game we encountered where the Nazis were a playable position in single player as well as multiplayer. Similarly, this was also the only game that explicitly mentioned Hitler, who is shown in the introduction film. We have suggested the frame tension these inclusions entail is negotiated by positioning the enemy as the Soviet Union, i.e. Communism, which allows not only the events of the game to be portrayed as a clash between ideologies but also evens the commonly perceived moral landscape.

Popular strategy game Company of Heroes: Opposing Fronts (THQ 2007) also solely uses the symbol of the Iron Cross and changes the swastika flag in line with this policy. While Allied forces are simply referred to as British/American, German forces are known as Wehrmacht and Panzer Elite, and despite a large selection of units and the rather specific historical setting, there is no mention or inclusion of the elite and notorious troops of the Waffen SS or indeed of Nazism at all in relation to the playable Nazi German position. Finally, the MMOFPS World War II Online: Battleground Europe’s (Cornered Rat 2009) obsessive attention to detail and concern with authenticity has resulted in the implementation of a highly realistic ballistic model (including drag coefficient properties and spall) and a game world which is a half-scale map of Western Europe (the equivalent of 350,000 km2). And yet even in this game, sides are titled as Axis and Allies and according to the article about the game on Wikipedia (2014), “SS units are excluded, along with all political elements (for example, the Nazi Party, the Gestapo and Swastika)”.

Furthermore, it is important to stress that this applies to gaming across platforms. In other words, these conventions apply to both digital and non-digital games. Neither is it solely a matter of game genre. As we have demonstrated, these conventions apply in FPS games and both turn-based and real-time strategy games. Clearly, the critique out of which these conventions have arisen is something different than the idea of games having harmful effects. Instead it ties into notion of taste and appropriateness and thus, in a sense, embodies Goffman’s ideas about there being limits to a given frame.

To conclude this analysis, we suggest one way to handle the conflict between the theme and the ludic frame in World War II games seems to be to tone down and whitewash the problematic nature of the conflict. This indicates that games have particular properties in relation to representing sensitive historical themes.





CONCLUSION

To conclude this chapter we would like to stress three things. First, ludic frames seem to have an intrinsically trivializing property. While other media formats can handle a large amount of problematic content and serious themes, the fact we turn something into a playable unit within a system of rules opens up different meanings that compete for the attention of the player. Thus when a labouring child at a conveyor belt is turned into a unit that gives points to the player, this ludified meaning might, for a moment, push the real and serious issue to the side. In the case of subjects that are serious and/or important to particular groups, this lack of seriousness can become a moral problem that is turned into an opinion against these games. What we see here is thus the complete reversal of the idea of games being problematic due to realism. Instead, the problem seems to be that the game frame as such enforces a playful attitude towards a sensitive topic conventionally accorded a very particular level of respect.

Second, following Goffman, one could say there are different ways to get away with a controversial theme in a game. While the different ways of rekeying the game, as education, art, or historically accurate/documentary, pose an alternative, it seems one successful strategy is to be very careful about what aspects of the theme are made a topic for play. In the case of the ideology and representations of Nazism, games have created their own conventions for whitewashing history. Accordingly, as our analysis and Goffman’s ideas seem to suggest, we must extend Robert Rosenstone’s idea that each historical form has particular “rules of engagement ... with the stuff of the past” (Rosenstone 2006, 8). Limits of play make clear these rules are not only dependent on the restrictions and pressures of the form as an object in itself but also the nature of the frames that the form and chosen content are together perceived to invoke within the specific context of cultural discourse in which they are constructed and disseminated.

Finally, this means games seem to have a special status as cultural objects, in that they can be considered as value thermometers of a society. While this study has focused on what themes can be controversial to place in a game, any scholar of cultural studies might find a rich vein of investigation in reversing the question. What can and cannot be incorporated into a game says a lot about the norms and values of the society in which the controversy arises. What topics can smoothly pass into a game without rekeyings or transformations? As one journalist said when writing about how Apple had taken down Sweatshop from the app store: “The message is clear: certain topics are off-limits for games (although not, for example, killing and maiming other virtual characters as in so many games on Apple’s app-store)”. While investigating the limits of play might shed light on the nature of games, studying the limits of what is considered to be dark play has the potential to say something about society as a whole.
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10 Keeping the Balance

Morals at the Dark Side

Torill Elvira Mortensen

INTRODUCTION

Those who know the Star Wars movies by George Lucas, starting with Star Wars: A New Hope (Lucas 1977), tend to think of the Jedi as the good guys and the Sith as the bad ones. After all, the Sith lords have absolute power at their fingertips – power fed on anger and used ruthlessly. Their only law is power, their only duty to further the Empire, and their only limitation is when they meet someone stronger than themselves. With these means and goals they spread across the universe, taking, developing, and spending resources in their quest. But even among the Sith, directions of behaviour and honour rise from an understanding of where their power comes from – the light or the dark side. And as they tread the path of the Force they make their choices. Every decision pushes them in one or the other direction, or holds them undecided and uncommitted in the grey neutrality of balance.

This is part of the moral universe players of Star Wars: the Old Republic (SW:TOR) face when they enter into the massive multiplayer game from Bioware (2011). The game invites players to play either as a representative for the Republic or the Empire. This chapter discusses how the game as text invites moral and ethical considerations as part of the play, exploring some of the moral choices facing players on the Empire side, the bad guys in the Star Wars universe. Through play, interviews with three participants, and descriptions of quests and stories we see how a “systemic ethical game” (Stevenson 2011, 41) invites players to consider ethical options and make moral choices, and how the text supports a complex interplay of game ethics and player morals. This happens through suspension of disbelief and a combination of immersion and analytical distance. Here aesthetics and ethics appear to be two aspects of the same process of appreciation. Reader-response theory (Iser 1978) uncovers how interplay with the text invites the player’s inner activity and creative interaction with the game.

I explored SW:TOR with three expert players. We played individually and together, and discussed the experience. I also interviewed them about their play, discussing how the game invites players on the Empire side to develop avatars with a moral slant. One goal of this research is to determine whether the players’ options are ethical or aesthetic. I try to understand the aesthetics of the play introduced by Graeme Kirkpatrick (2011) and position the moral philosophy of Kant (1785) against utilitarian hedonism presented by Gosling (1969) and Feldman (2004) to understand the ethics of play and the morality of player actions. This leads to a discussion of how players’ immersion and guilt merge to highlight both moral and aesthetic game qualities in order to understand how ethics is coded into the game system (Stevenson 2011), Salen and Zimmerman’s fallacy of immersion (2003), and Miguel Sicart’s (2009) concerns about ethically relevant games. I study how the experiences of the players are not simply results of the game structure. Players have considerable creative freedom to express their morals and motivations through gaming.



DARK IS A POINT OF VIEW

In SW:TOR the Jedi culture differs from the movies. The tenets of calmness and detachment are not automatically good in the popular moralistic sense, nor is the passionate, emotional approach of the Sith necessarily bad. This simple dichotomy is challenged throughout, and the players come to understand that light/neutral/dark do not necessarily correspond to good and bad but follow the ethics of the two battling factions. On the Republic side of the game, the mission “Lovers and Secrets” demands your avatar spies on two padawans (apprentices) in love. This is too emotional for the Jedi instructors, who want to know the truth in order to split the couple and teach them distance and detachment. Your light-side choice is to snitch to the Jedi masters about the lovers, while the dark-side choice is to help them hide their love and stay together.

Meanwhile on the Sith side, the mission “Grave Robbing” sends your avatar to reclaim the body of a recruit and son of an Empire honour guard. Here the light-side option is to lie and let the guard believe his son had been much stronger than he actually was, bringing comfort to a proud father. The dark-side option is to tell the truth: he failed two steps into the ruins. These two quests early in the game show the ethical framework of our everyday lives does not immediately correspond with either faction. For the Jedi, love is a dark choice when it slows training; for the Sith, a lie is a light choice if it maintains face.



EXPERT PLAYERS EXPLORING THE PROCESS AND THE TEXT

When Star Wars: the Old Republic was launched, I reconnected with three gamers, Adrian, Iason, and Lasse. I utilized our connection from previous studies and asked them to play and explore the quests of SW:TOR. This expanded my view of the game-play. I was playing SW:TOR as Empire dark, neutral, and light to study how the progression through the game was altered by different choices within the content of SW:TOR.

I entered the project with the idea that the content of SW:TOR was darker than comparable online games such as World of Warcraft (WoW) (Blizzard Entertainment 2004), and hypothesized that players would struggle with dark content and carefully weigh their moral choices through a process of ethical interaction with the text. The three expert players, Adrian, Iason, and Lasse, were between twenty-nine and thirty-six years old when the research was conducted in 2012–13. They have played digital games since they were teenagers, computer games and video games, single-player and multiplayer. They also play live-action role-play, table-top role-play, and regular board games. They have a high level of education from IT, finance, and architecture. I call them expert players because of their continuous debates concerning games, digital and analogue. Their play style is informed by their knowledge about the games and their will to gather information about any new game and analyze it. Although I term them experts, they are amateurs in the true meaning of the word. They actively engage with play out of love and enjoyment.

All three players created Empire avatars on the same server. Their avatars were light, dark, or neutral, and they drew lots in order to decide who got which. I created an avatar on the same server to have a comparable experience and join them in quests where we needed a group of four. We played the avatars up to between levels twelve and twenty in order to explore the options the story would give us through quests and have a common ground for discussion.

Originally the players were asked to save screenshots of vital points in the quests and make diaries of the game-play. Images and diaries are common ethnographic strategies for documenting processes (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007, 126), but this was too disruptive to game-play. In order to learn what they had gained from the play process, I interviewed them and checked the quests that came up in the interviews by playing them. Hence the benefit of using the co-operation of expert players was not a controlled play experiment but the opportunity to come back to them and ask further questions. As they all played main avatars that got much further than the “research” avatars, they remained good sources for information about the game, and I relied on their knowledge through continuous dialogue as much as through the interviews.

In addition to playing with and interviewing the specialist players, I also played the game alone. In my play I focused on the story, avoiding group play and multi-user play other than when I played with the informants. This means my study of how people experience SW:TOR is limited to the interpretation of my informants and my own play. This also functions as a structural limitation, keeping the ethnographic data from overwhelming the textual analysis. While playing I used Fraps (Fraps 2013) to record video from the quests or, rather, missions so I could go back and analyze the actions before and after mission cinematics.

I used Torhead (Torhead Team 2011–2014) and YouTube (YouTube 2005–2014) in order to see descriptions of more missions and areas. I played with my informants in three flash points, SW:TOR version of “instances” or limited game areas designed for groups of players, and made screen shots and movies from my own play with my informants. The play was focused on the first twenty levels so it was not hard to bring up a new character to redo the quests if needed. This excluded the end game-play.

Playing with expert players meant they kept pointing me in alternate directions and challenged my preconceptions through play and dialogue. I drew on the same gamer pool for previous research but in this case, the players were more involved in developing the project. They also participated in the research process, as in action research (Borda 2002, 30), leading to a mix of methods including autoethnography, the active role of the players, and our different understandings of the play as text. This complex process fit very well with the highly personal questions of ethics and morals. The players trusted me with their emotions as well as their opinions, leading to a wider and more knowledgeable reading of the game text.



MORAL SYSTEMS IN GAMES

         I will never have a guilty conscience, because I know it’s a computer game. I will think something is morally despicable, I can see that, but I will never have a guilty conscience over it, because I know this is pixels!

Adrian, about his play in Star Wars: The Old Republic



Many digital games offer game-play with morally questionable options. In Grand Theft Auto V: Liberty City (Rockstar North 2013), one of the first missions includes beating and killing loan sharks. In World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment 2004), the starting areas all make players kill sentient beings hindering the expansion of our own type of sentient being. In The Elder Scrolls: Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios 2011), avatars start out running away from their execution together with a group of rebels. The avatar then has to choose which side in the following struggle to follow and which to oppose. Conflict, violence, and ambiguous morals appear to be the rule rather than the exception in digital games for the teen and adult market.

This does not mean the idea of moral and ethical choices is absent from digital games. Quite the opposite. Several games have a moral compass coded into the system, and good and evil are part of the game. Miguel Sicart discusses this in The Ethics of Computer Games: “The ideas behind this book arose as I was playing Deus Ex. … When playing Deus Ex I felt that a computer game was challenging me as a moral being, showing me new ways of understanding games as well as my presence and actions as player” (Sicart 2009, 2). Sicart shows how different games offer different options for ethical consideration:

         I will define an ethically relevant game object as a game in which the rules force the player to face ethical dilemmas, or in which the rules themselves raise ethical issues. An ethical game as object presents a game world that is ethically influenced by the rules in the way it is presented to the players. (2009, 49)



SW:TOR is one such game. The decisions of the players lead to the destruction of whole planets as the avatar commands fleets of star ships, invite and provoke personal betrayals, or engage in racism and slavery. The topics invite actions we know are unacceptable in real life, as our avatars lie, steal, murder, release biological weapons, ruin an economy, or create a religious cult with our avatar as the divine focus. SW:TOR not only encourages dark play through unacceptable and transgressive options, it relies on some players choosing the outrageous and undefendable positions. Then the game gives the players feedback based on these choices, sometimes very surprising feedback as the apparently good choice leads to more horror. The players’ journey through the game changes the avatar as the choices affect the avatar’s statistics, and sometimes his/her skin.

When a progression of moral acts is coded into the game to make a difference, Sicart (2009) calls this an ethical game object. Stevenson defines it as “games in which ethical decisions are made directly by the player, and are tied to the formal game simulations via changes in statistics or other quantifiable metrics” (2011, 39). In SW:TOR the moral standing of the player influences the efficiency of the companion, the use of different weapons, and some of the responses of NPCs in the game. Not surprising, as Stevenson’s main example of a systemic ethical game is a game in the same series by the same producers.

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the potential in some of Stevenson’s positions towards ethics in games, I will focus on what he calls “The Fallacy of Ethical Immersion” and “Game Goals as Intrinsic Goods” (Stevenson 2011, 43). The fallacy of ethical immersion means the games depend on making the players feel guilty about their choices. It also refers to the “fallacy of immersion”, described by game designer Frank Lantz and coined by Salen and Zimmerman (2003, 450–51). According to this, immersion is a fallacy because play is a meta-activity The player is both absorbed in play and aware of the play. Play is not mistaken for reality.

While Adrian plays at being evil and enjoys it, he is also very aware of the fact this is only a game. He does not feel guilty because it is only bits and bytes, a fictive world. At this point his play confirms the fallacy of ethical immersion. He cannot be made to feel guilty as he knows he is not doing anything wrong. He is playing a game, not killing sentient beings. If this were the only way moral and ethical considerations worked in games, they would indeed fail as tools for ethical exploration. However, Adrian follows up his own answer by asking: What if it were suddenly real? In a discussion of this dilemma he refers to The Walking Dead and how this game forces the players to consider what they would be willing to do to survive. Adrian experiences his play of SW:TOR as making him consider the ethics of his actions, and he acts like a moral being with a contextual awareness. He plays with a high degree of reflection on the text in which he finds himself engaged. My claim in this case is that players’ reflections are not based on their sense of guilt but on their pleasure. The fallacy of immersion builds on the assumption that immersion erases the distinction between play and reality. Adrian does not play a morally despicable Sith because he has a secret desire to take this role into real life but because he enjoys the fact it is not real. He allows himself to be immersed not in some alternate reality but in a text. He takes pleasure not in a substitute reality but in a text that offers him a way to reflect on the complexity of evil and the human condition in the face of survival – in this case the survival of a Sith lord responding to the demands and expectations of his culture.



DARK PLAY AND GAMING FOR THE STORY

         When I play, I don’t care about my own morals. It’s all about the story. It’s a virtual world, and nobody’s hurt. I enjoy the play of Star Wars, not for the individual acts, but for the good story.

Lasse, about his play in Star Wars: the Old Republic



In Ethics in the Virtual World, Garry Young refers to Kant’s hypothetical imperative: “This hypothetical ought is not decreeing a moral command, rather, in this case, it conveys a simple normative strategy to the gamer – do what ought to be done to win the game” (Young 2013, 40). Of the three players, Lasse is the one who mostly plays in order to do well. He doesn’t let his character’s backstory make his gaming choices and appears to adhere to the hypothetical imperative in following the story, playing to explore the story as well as possible. This is also how he plays the game. Playing better than others by the means permitted is, independent of the story, an ethically sound action.

         The decision to act in a certain way (based on choices available and one’s intention within the game), however, does not necessitate nor require that one actually endorse or otherwise embrace a particular moral system, even if one’s choice and therefore one’s act of doing A rather than B seem to indicate this; rather, it need only mean that one has identified a successful strategy available within the game and, following the hypothetical imperative, chosen to do what one ought to do, pragmatically rather than morally, to succeed.

(Young 2013, 101)



The problem with the hypothetical imperative becomes obvious when we pitch it against the context in which play happens. Play often aims at pleasure for as many as possible. In his book, Young enters into a discussion on utilitarianism and the ethical implications of pleasure connected to games, but gets stuck on balancing hedons, pleasure units (Young 2013, 55). In previous work I have discussed second-order desires, as described by White (2006, 10). Second-order desires relate to the meta-level of pleasure. People care about how they achieve their satisfaction. Players frequently not only care about winning, they also care about winning in a morally acceptable way (Mortensen 2010). This is connected with the idea of fair play – not to win by any means permitted but to win by the best means for all.

That begs the question: Can dark play be fair play? Lasse’s style of playing says yes, it can. If the story of the game demands conflict, then somebody must step into the playing field on the side of the antagonist. Also, in SW:TOR you know you are just one of many who fight to gain a position of prominence. The story does not make you “the one”. You are just one of many playing different positions. As somebody must pick the black pieces at chess, somebody must play the dark side of the Star Wars story. If all choose to play only the light side, there is no contrast. Hence by following the hypothetical imperative of the story of SW:TOR, the players who choose to play well on the dark side can be the ones who truly play fair.

Which raises a question from the other side: Can fair play be dark play? If a player submits to the hypothetical imperative and plays along with the story, is this challenging or transgressive? According to Richard Schechner’s definition of dark play, the answer is no.

         Dark play subverts order, dissolves frames, and breaks its own rules – so much so that the playing itself is in danger of being destroyed, as in spying, double-agentry, con games, and stings. Unlike carnivals or ritual clowns whose inversions of established order are sanctioned by the authorities, dark play is truly subversive, its agendas always hidden. Dark play rewards its players by means of deceit, disruption, and excess.

(Schechner and Brady 2013, Kindle loc. 4217)



At the same time, Schechner agrees there are rules to dark play as well: “Dark play … is a kind of playing that subverts the rules, but even dark play obeys its own conventions” (Schechner and Brady 2013, Kindle loc. 8542).

While Schechner’s dark play relates to the games people play with each other within society’s rules and norms, it is relevant to the dark play in a digital game through exactly the idea of rules and norms. Digital games have rules but also conventions created by the story of the game, its references to popular culture, and cross-game intertextuality. This reveals a dilemma. Dark play cannot be fair but still can, and perhaps even must, be fair. To resolve this, we need to look at the ways in which the conventions of play are created, through the fiction and the expectations to the players the fiction incorporates.



IMMERSION AND ART-EVIL

         I get so engaged with the things and stories. I feel to a large extent that all the choices I make show this. Not because I feel the effect of it, but when I have to make a moral choice it gets tested by my moral compass.

Iason, about his play in Star Wars: the Old Republic



Iason’s description of his play directly disproves the previously discussed fallacy of ethical immersion. He feels bad about actions in games. His reactions match Hume’s moral position, which Young describes as sentimentalism (2013, 26). The dark choices Iason had to make to keep his SW:TOR avatar neutral for this project caused inner conflict. He solved this by playing by the code of honour for his avatar, and treated the morally disgusting as a product of social conditioning, agreeing with Young (2013, 28).

For instance, when the game told Iason’s avatar to scan for “pure blooded Sith”, with the knowledge those non-playing characters (NPCs) would become victims of ethnic cleansing, Iason justified it by his avatar’s code of obedience. This made the otherwise morally disgusting act performable within that particular culture. While just following orders is not a viable response post World War II, the avatar does not have that historical baggage and obedience solved the dilemma for the character, if not for the player. “Grave Robbing”, a previously described level ten Sith warrior quest on Korriban (Bioware 2011), was mentioned by all three players as more problematic.

         IASON: I was supposed to take the evil choice, which was to just tell her: ‘why should I waste time on that little shit?’ And that was in conflict with my character, because with all of this soldier background he would want to bring the fallen soldier back with him, right? So I caught myself thinking that no, on the other hand his father would just be sorry if he knew what really happened. …


         ADRIAN: What’s the problem with that, that you get a bad conscience if you do evil things in computer games?


         IASON: Yes, but my character doesn’t get a bad conscience!




While Iason is deeply immersed in the story and feels that actions impact on his own conscience, he still employs a meta-level of morals. He sees his choices outside the game are not the same as his avatar would to do in-game, and then he acts according to the morals of his avatar. He suspends his disbelief, and manages to accept the fictitious world of the game as real enough to justify the acts his character performs. Iason plays with many levels of meta-awareness. He feels the pain of the moral ambiguity, the pleasure of acting correctly in-game, and the pleasure of being able to play the role he has chosen in the game well, despite his own ambivalence.

This pleasure can be discussed against the concept of “otherness” introduced by Carolyn Jong in her discussion of Dragon Age: Origins (Jong 2012), and against the backdrop of Frans Mäyrä’s article on demons and monstrous pleasures (Mäyrä 2011). I am speaking of the challenge and pleasure of making choices that, in conventional contexts, would be evil or even monstrous. Mäyrä call this “‘art-evil’: actions that are carried out within the fictional frame of a game, and which involve simulated acts commonly considered morally wrong, particularly of intentionally causing other beings harm, pain or death” (2011, 119). While Mäyrä discusses specific monster-play in Lord of the Rings Online, he points out that art-evil goes beyond that and includes problematic and transgressive play. Art-evil describes the kind of evil Iason engages and struggles with.

Jong discusses the concept of the avatar as both “other” and “self” in her paper “Ethical Advocates in Dragon Age: Origins” (2012) for The Philosophy of Computer Games Conference. Like Iason, she constructs an avatar other.

         This idea of creating the self from the outside has certain parallels, for me, with the process of creating the Warden as both self and other. Knowing that the Warden cannot act without my acting, I am tempted to refer to her actions as my actions, as something “I” did. She is the site of my agency in the game, but she is also foreign to me and physically separate, even as those boundaries become blurred (but not transcended) in the act of gaming.

(ibid. 4)



Jong and Iason both report a blurring between the acts of self and the acts of the avatar. In both examples they are very aware of the otherness of the avatar, even if they talk about avatar actions as if they were their own. They disagree with Jessica Wolfendale’s (2007) claim, as does Young (2013, 46), that the avatar is so emotionally bound to the player, targeting the avatar is as immoral as targeting the player. Jong and Iason as players maintain distance between them and their avatars, despite the emotional connection, and Jong explains this by the avatars being not representations of the player in the game but sites of agency.



SOCIAL AWARENESS, PLAYFULNESS, AND GAMENESS

         At my level 34 imperial agent, there is this story where you can change what happens – or it looks like I can, I don’t know how it ends. This is something I learned as a game master for role-play games, you have three or four points where it looks like the story can change, and then maybe it ends the same place anyway. It’s a good enough way to play. But in a game like this, when you offer options for the story, then there should be real options.

Lasse, about his play in Star Wars: the Old Republic



Lasse frequently solves the question of good or bad by investing his energy in the gamefulness of the game, rather than the playfulness, what Bernhard Suits describes as a lusory attitude – an acceptance and submission to the rules of the game (Suits 2005 [1978], 54–55). Jane McGonigal describes being gameful as entering the game focused on the acts and experiences connected to gaming rather than less formally structured play (McGonigal 2011, 27). Gamefulness is playing for the rules, the achievements, and the rewards, while playfulness addresses the sensations of fun, joy, and relief created by the process of playing.

When Lasse makes a choice in the game, he will mostly defend it based on his own morals. While he is very aware of the demands of the game, he only deviates from his personal morality when his friends insist, in order to help him maximize his playing style. He also rarely makes a complex background for his avatar unless he is role-playing. Compared to the others he appears to be less immersed in the story. In the interview he discusses the process of running a game rather than his emotionally charged moral responses to it. However, he can role-play evil, but then the evil choice is clearly a role-played version.

Unlike the interviews with Iason and Adrian, which was concerned with their immersion in the characters they play, Lasse talked about the construction of stories and the development of play, and technicalities from his experience as a game-master. He also pulled in examples from other games and discussed open structures against more closed structures and how they allow for different types of exploration. Of the three, he dwelled the most on the rules of the game, although he also claimed he mainly played the “min/max” game (minimal damage to the avatar, maximum damage to others) when encouraged by friends who want him to play a support character for their gaming. All three play min/max to overcome game obstacles. The two different topics of Lasse’s descriptions of his play in SW:TOR merge two directions in the understanding of games: games as structures and games as narratives, which I have studied earlier. My ethnography from text-based games showed how players accepted both the limitations of the fictitious world of the game and the technical game-play, structured by the code and the rules of the game (Mortensen 2003, 20).

While games may not fit the structural demands of narratives, fiction frames the play as much as the game engine does. As players use the fiction to create their own characters, it offers a second set of rules. The players play both with the rules of the game and the rules of the fiction. The explorations of the moral and ethical challenges to players in SW:TOR confirm this connection between game and fiction. The constructed world of the game resonates with the understanding that morality is constructed from social norms and rules. Morals are to a large extent contextual.



THE CLASH OF STRUCTURE AND STORY

As we saw with Lasse’s play, two player styles appeared to emerge and clash. The min/max play, in which the player strives to gain as strong an avatar as possible, clashed against the restraints of the storyline and the role to be played. As a systemic ethical game, the SW:TOR structure emphasized the players’ choices of light and dark, aiming them at choices that would push the avatars to the ultimate dark or light side. In 2012, playing neutral and unwilling to make a clear stance for good or evil meant the avatar would never be as strong as possible. This was however changed by popular demand, and in 2013, the alignments were mainly cosmetic for higher-level play. Still, these cosmetic character changes were an important part of the fun for Adrian, who enjoyed it when his character’s appearance changed with the alignment. Soon the eyes were yellow and the face wrinkled as the darkness of the spirit broke through and was inscribed on the body, just as Stevenson describes how a systemic ethical game expresses the change of the character as the alignment shifts (Stevenson 2011, 41).

Another ethical guideline was the interaction with companions. Jong cites the same article by Stevenson in her claim that Dragon Age: Origins is a systemic ethical game in her description of how the non-playing companions to the player avatar are influenced by the choices made by, in her case, the Warden in the progression of the game (Jong 2012). The same happens in SW:TOR. The companions can be expected to contribute significantly to the alignment progress of the player avatars.

The companions also pushed the player avatars towards different extremes, since having a high standing with one companion means it is more efficient. In SW:TOR, a strong companion can be as valuable as a second player, making it possible for two players to complete missions designed for three to four players.



DISBELIEF AND THE CREATION OF MEANING, DISCUSSING THE RULE OF THE TEXT

A basic idea in this chapter is that players interact with the game as a text, making the play the real instance of creation, a “death of the designer” understanding that resonates with Roland Barthes’ “The Death of the Author”, originally published in 1968 (1994 [1968]). This disagrees with two well-known popular discourses on game effects.

The first perhaps originates in the writing of Horkheimer and Adorno on the culture industry from 1944, in Dialectic der Aufklärung (Horkheimer and Adorno 1981). They discuss how popular media flatten discourses and increase the distance between the intellectually active elite and the lazy and supressed masses. This classic essay is a severe criticism of the popular-culture industry (Horkheimer and Adorno 1981, 143–95). However, what they consider to be good, both in the sense of aesthetically and morally good, are the cultural expressions already representing the hegemony. New cultural forms, such as games, are by default ugly and bad.

The other argument against games as morally good rests on stimuli-response theory, in which games become a training ground for violence. A criticism of this thought can be further explored in Faltin Karlsen’s A World of Excesses (Karlsen 2013, 41), and in his article in this anthology. The stimulus-response argument is invoked every time there is an outburst of incomprehensible youth violence such as the July 22 shootings in Norway in 2011 or the shootings in Connecticut, US in December 2012. This line of thinking disregards such facts that while game-playing has increased, youth crime and violence have decreased (Cunningham, Engelstätter, and Ward 2011). While much of the research on video-game effects searches for a correlation between gaming and aggression in the individual, other correlations hint that perhaps violent video games lower the amount of physical violence.

Neither of these discourses allows the player much aesthetic and moral agency. In the first case, the audience is subject to an anodynic effect that leaves them docile and malleable; in the second case, the audience is so strongly affected that they are automatons. Either way, players are not active agents who take part in and create their own player experience. However, from literature theory we know that the audience, be it readers, viewers, or players, is a co-creator of the experience, and text consumption is an active process. See, for instance, the idea of suspending disbelief.

In order to accept the fantastic elements of adventure or role-playing games, the player needs to be willing to suspend disbelief. Coleridge uses the term in Bibliographia Literaria, as he describes the process of writing fantastic poetry in order to “transfer from our inward nature a human interest and a semblance of truth sufficient to procure for these shadows of imagination that willing suspension of disbelief for the moment, which constitutes poetic faith” (Coleridge 1817, Chapter XVI, paragraph three). It points back to the roots of the gothic story and Coleridge describing the process that led him to write the fantastic epic and moral story The Ancient Mariner.

Since then, the term “suspension of disbelief” has been extensively used in order to describe the process of immersing yourself in a story despite the knowledge it is fiction. One discussion of suspension of disbelief in the context of digital games can be found in Joseph Bates’ article originally written 1992 (Bates 1994). Here Bates discusses the potential for creating virtual worlds populated with believable characters.

         Traditional research on agents in artificial intelligence demands that constructed creatures be highly competent. Our central requirement, that users be able to suspend disbelief, is different and unusual. … In Oz we try to take advantage of the ‘Eliza effect’, in which people see subtlety, understanding, and emotion in an agent as long as the agent does not actively destroy the illusion.

(Bates 1994, 2)



“Eliza” (Weizenbaum 1966) is software that simulates a therapist responding according to a certain pattern. The person interacting with Eliza needed to actively co-create the illusion that this was a therapy session by responding just right to the questions, as in a play session.

Reader-response theory demonstrates how powerful the player/text co-creation of meaning is. Let us look at the relationship between the reader and the text, and apply it to the relationship between the player and the game. In The Act of Reading, Wolfgang Iser describes the process through which the implied reader turns the described act into an experienced act.

         A reality that has no existence of its own can only come into being by way of ideation, and so the structure of the text sets off a sequence of mental images which lead to the text translating itself into the reader’s consciousness. The actual content of these mental images will be coloured by the reader’s existing stock of experience, which acts as a referential background, against which the unfamiliar can be conceived and processed. The concept of the implied reader offers a means of describing the process whereby textual structures are transmuted through ideational activities into personal experiences.

(Iser 1978, 38)



For personal ethics to be activated to the point that the players are aware of a possible presence of moral choices, they need to somehow make the act real. There has to be a certain awareness of the experience.



IMMERSIVE FANTASY AND CAPTIVATING NARRATIVES

In order to suspend disbelief and be immersed, Lasse, Adrian, and Iason agreed the narrative is vital and SW:TOR told a good story. Adrian and Iason both pointed out that after playing the starter quests on Korriban eight times, they still enjoyed them. The sense of story carried both of them beyond the boredom of “grinding” – repetitive acts necessary to gain levels. Adrian particularly emphasized that “the grind” didn’t hit until he passed level forty. As a contrast, both mentioned the old starter areas in World of Warcraft as being a monotonous grind.

My experiences matched theirs. We all enjoyed the lack of reality, to be able to make choices that are impossible in the real world. Adrian and I both found it to be quite enjoyable to explore the dark side safely, secure in the knowledge this was make-believe. Other scholars suggest this may be the reason why dark play is so enjoyable – as a chance for otherwise forbidden exploration (King and Krzywinska 2006, 203).

Another topic the SW:TOR experiences highlight is the matter of immersive fantasy. Farah Mendlesohn in Rhetorics of Fantasy (2008) describes immersive fantasy and exemplifies it with the style of China Mieville in Perdido Street Station. Here the reader needs to accept the backstory and the reader’s point of view at first glance. Immersive fantasy, according to Mendlesohn, is fantasy in which all little things are correct and nothing breaks the illusion. We don’t have to work hard to suspend disbelief as nothing challenges it; each detail can be explained. Or, in Mendlesohn’s words:

         The immersive fantasy invites us to share not only a world, but a set of assumptions. At its best, it presents the fantastic without comment as the norm for both the protagonist and for the reader: we sit on the protagonists’ shoulder and while we have access to his eyes and ears, we are not provided with an explanatory narrative.

(Mendlesohn 2008, xx)



The large, involved backstory of SW:TOR creates a universe in which everything can be accounted for and there is rich opportunity to answer questions such as: Why does the Nemoidian prisoner Bregh have to die in the quest “Judge and Executioner” (Bioware 2011)? This was a quest Iason and Adrian both discussed at some length. Star Wars lore claims the Nemoidians can’t be trusted as they are greedy cowards and they will betray you. A trickier question for both Iason and Adrian was why they have to execute the former Sith champion and not let him die in combat.

The answer addresses the Empire ideals. The Sith are as lacking in individual compassion as the Jedi. Their main goal is to further the Empire – their personal ambition. Unlike the Jedi, the Sith are allowed to have passionate ambition, and so greed, lust, and hatred are all nourished, as they feed the dark side of the force and the Sith’s personal power. Hence it is an unforgivable crime to waste lives that could have strengthened the Empire. That it happened by an honest mistake makes it worse. A deliberate ploy to gain more resources might have been accepted. This makes the former champion, Devotek, a worse criminal than both the assassin and the forger with whom he is imprisoned.

This expectance of the required knowledge allows the reader to feel involved in the world, which requires the game displays worldness (Klastrup 2008). Still, gamers tend to enjoy breaks in the involvement. Breaks allow for meta-gaming to consider the qualities of the structure of the game. When involved with the game structure as well as the fictitious world of the game, breaks in immersion are not breaks in the gaming experience but opportunities to access another part of the play. The trick is to leave gaps in the design so the switch between immersive play and technical play, or perhaps between mimicry and agôn (easiest explained as competitive play), feels less like a disruption of the suspended disbelief and more like an affordance, a constructive feature of the game.



THE MORAL LESSONS OF AN ALIEN CULTURE

Despite their knowledge of the Star Wars universe, the expert players were baffled by how emotionally they reacted. They experienced this as a break in the immersion and suspension of disbelief. In one example, Iason mentioned his Chiss avatar came into a room and was greeted by the NPC with “dirty alien”. The reaction he thought would lead to a snappy comeback, which would suit his avatar based on his chosen response option, made the avatar hold a gun to the NPC’s head. Iason reported this as a surprise, which snapped him out of the suspension of disbelief. The flow of the story was broken and he was busy trying to understand what happened. At the same time this response forced him to think about his choice, not reacting as if the responses were obvious. Rather than being immersed, where all the knowledge of the game was pre-known, it became clear SW:TOR operates by alien ethics.

This introduces the dilemma of aliens in science fiction and fantasy. Humans creating truly alien ethics constitute a paradox, because we can’t create an unthinkable ethic. As soon as we think it, it has been thought. This means SW:TOR does not give us the ethics of aliens but culturally unexpected ethics. They do it by invoking the transgressive and taboo, but even the transgressive needs to be just enough so we are surprised but not alienated. Part of the fun involved in playing with an unexpected ethic rests in the struggle to figure out the other rules, which again makes for more meta-play. Players who choose to role-play in opposition to the more culturally acceptable factions add an extra layer of rules to their game. On top of the rules of the game and fictitious culture, participants meet the challenge of figuring out how the expected rules are subverted and see through the superficial layer of unacceptable randomness in order to understand the conventions of dark play.

The multiple layers of rules that need to be mastered – the rules of the game, the rules of the fictitious culture, and the rules of the dark play – mean there is, at the end, very little suspension left to that disbelief. Players of games that appear to be morally problematic and ethically lacking face a challenge of ethical and moral comprehension that leaves very little room to accept the alternative world they enter at face value. Quite the contrary. An important part of the enjoyment may very well be how dark play puts our own conventions and assumptions into stark relief, displaying the weaknesses in what we accept without question.
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11 Fabricated Innocence

How People Can be Lured into Feel-Bad Games

Staffan Björk

Can games make people engage in dark play that makes them feel bad about themselves? In terms of representation – in other words, the diegesis of the game – it is easy to find examples of bad behaviour such as murder and theft. These in-game actions can be perceived as problematic since they are depictions of real-world activities that are often seen as unethical. However, any moral objection towards these actions comes from the fact that they are representations of unethical behaviour, not unethical behaviour in itself. Furthermore, since these actions are being performed in a fictive world, it is likely many players will not feel particularly guilty about them since, in a sense, it is the characters they control and not themselves performing these actions. The question this chapter raises has to do with unethical actions talking place outside the diegesis – if game actions performed by players themselves can be perceived as dark play by these same players. Is it possible that games make players perceive themselves as behaving badly? This issue is explored by analyzing three games. The first two, So Long Sucker (Hausner et al. 1964) and Intrigue (Dorra 1994), lack rich and detailed game worlds in being parlour and board games, meaning the game actions need to be viewed solely in relation to their effect on the game or other players. There is no possibility of confusing questionable actions as being understood as committed by characters and not seen as committed by players. The third game, Spec Ops: The Line, is a highly detailed first-person shooter. Adding this significantly more complex game (from a production perspective) shows how the consequences of actions by characters and players alike can interact, as well as being an example of a single-player game that raises the issue of dark play.

The chapter draws on several concepts found in previous literature on games. The concept of frame analysis from Goffman (1974) is used together with Sicart’s (2009) Aristotelian model of ethical players and the concept of “bleed” from live-action role-playing. Besides frames, Goffman’s concept of fabrications is used to explain the seeming paradox of people wanting to play games that make them feel bad about what they did while playing those games.

FRAMING

A first observation regarding players and bad behaviour is that many players engage in a domain in which they make their game characters commit actions that would be considered bad in other situations – for example, killing and stealing – without the players or most other people having strong objections. While some other chapters in this volume focus on this type of dark play, the current chapter looks at the in-game actions players do, often in relation to each other, and how these actions can be considered dark play. This chapter shares the use of the frame concept with Brown’s as well as Chapman and Linderoth’s chapters.

Goffman introduced the concept of frames for exploring how people make sense of their experiences. Frames are metaphorical rims that delimit a social activity. They provide people with a definition of the situation at hand and give a perspective on how a phenomenon should be understood. For example, a pistol pointed at somebody is normally perceived as a potentially dangerous threat, while one pointed at an actor on a stage by another actor during a rehearsal is interpreted differently. In this case the frame furnishes the participants with experience so they do not interpret the event as real danger. Instead they might make sense of the performance in accordance with how convincingly the threat is enacted. Frames can be applied to other frames – for example, if the stage play is performed by amateurs or students. In this case, the judgement on the quality of performance is likely to be affected by personal ties to the actors and their lack of experience. While one could argue frames belong to specific individuals, in many cases these frames assume other participants take similar framings – for example, all people playing a game see themselves as players, and one can in these cases talk about shared frames. Framing an activity as gaming is one way to distinguish it from other activities. While Salen and Zimmerman’s use of the magic circle (2004) has been introduced to explain the particularities of the gaming activity independently of Goffman, this concept can be seen as a type of framing. Zimmerman’s later description of the concept – “meanings which emerge as cause and effect of the game as it is played” (Zimmerman 2012) – can quite seamlessly be used for the category of frames players use in their gaming activity. Indeed, frames have been used to explain the finer points of players’ interactions for many types of games (Bergström 2011; Fine 1983; Linderoth 2012; Linderoth, Björk, and Olsson 2014; MacKay 2001; Montola 2010).

It is possible to distinguish between two types of actions when looking at what players do within games. The first relies on the fact that many games make use of a fictional world to represent actions, events, and consequences. In many of these games, players can influence the game through fictional characters and engage in a form of acting. Players enact these characters through the actions they perform or initiate. This may provide players with a role-playing frame not unlike that of actors’. The character or avatar means players always have the opportunity to claim a morally insulating layer between the actions they perform, just as actors do not have to take moral responsibility for the characters’ actions.

The second type of game action is the actions people do in the games as themselves rather than as a character. However, a game is always a frame in itself since the concept of being a player of a game exists. This means there is another option for players to free themselves of the responsibility for in-game actions. Players can always claim their behaviour is not ordinary since the play frame puts other requirements on them. It is for this reason it may be fair for a child to tease their parents or parents to show schadenfreude when winning over their kids. This player frame does, however, come with responsibilities. Salen and Zimmerman (2004) point out that all games have social rules regarding general conduct besides the ones explicitly stated in a game’s description. This can be related to Sicart’s (2009) framework about ethical play. According to Sicart, ethical players have a balanced behaviour regarding achievement, curiosity, socializing, aggression, game balance, and sportsmanship. As one example, ethically good players should take care to ensure game balance so all other players have a reasonable chance of winning while still promoting his/her interests. While Sicart’s model is but one way to describe accepted and expected behaviour when playing a game, it is useful for my purposes since it points towards features that are more specific. Regarding what I here call “second type” of game actions, this model provides one explanation as to why people can act in games in ways they otherwise would feel bad about. They adopt a player frame and perceive themselves as having a moral carte blanche regarding actions as long as they adhere to the frame conventions. Based on this view of players, Sicart goes on to make a “basic hypothesis” that an ethical game is one “in which the ethics of the game experiences and all its elements are reflected on and visible in the game design, in the game experience, and in the game community” (Sicart 2009, 213). He then identifies two categories of ethical games – open and closed – that differ in accordance to whether they allow people to implement their values within the games or let them acknowledge events created by the games as ethically correct or not.



TWO FEEL-BAD GAMES

To begin the investigation, two traditional games that have reputations as creating tense or heated game sessions will be examined. In this sense, these games can be called feel-bad games. While games can be called bad due to flawed game design, feel-bad games are here seen as games with a well-done or even elegant design but a design that makes players feel regret about their own or other players’ behaviour. Phrased more succinctly, feel-bad games make players break their own player frame. While other, worse descriptors than “feel bad” could have been chosen, these are left for games that have serious real-world consequences and dark-game patterns (Zagal et al. 2013) and have been used to describe game features that may potentially create such an outcome. While it may seem arbitrary to specify feel-bad games should make a player feel bad about an action performed or to which he/she is subjected, later sections will discuss how one of the requirements may cause the other and vice versa, due to the social interaction between the players. While feel-bad games may be the result of abusive game design (Wilson and Sicart 2010) and some quotes below may indicate this, this text focuses on the games and the game-play they promote rather than the intentionality of the game designers. Therefore claiming the examples are results of abusive game design is beyond the scope of this chapter.

For the purpose of this investigation, two games I consider being feel-bad games were chosen, So Long Sucker and Intrigue. There were two reasons for choosing these games. First, they have been available for fifty and twenty years respectively, so one can note that the reputation they have as feel-bad games are stable over time. Second, they have no or a very limited presentation of a fictional world. This eases analysis, since one of the types of gaming actions mentioned in the previous section – those where people make characters perform actions – do not exist and all actions performed can directly be attributed to a person.



SO LONG SUCKER

So Long Sucker (Hausner et al. 1964) was designed in 1950 by four prominent game theorists: Mel Hausner, John Forbes Nash, Lloyd Shapley, and Martin Shubik. The game is a four-person bargaining game that takes approximately twenty minutes to play and the only material required is seven poker chips per player with a different colour for each player. For each turn a player has to start a pile of chips or place a chip on top of an existing pile. The only way to get new chips is to capture chips already in play or to be given chips by other players. Capturing occurs when two chips of the same colour are played directly on top of each other. The players with that colour (not necessarily the one that played the chip) then remove one chip from the game and collect the rest. The removal of chips creates a constant drain on the number of resources in the game, and this mechanic is the primary reason why the game-play time is limited. The goal of the game is to be the last survivor, and players are eliminated from the game when it becomes their turn and they do not have a chip. A twist to this is that there is no static round-robin turn order, so players without chips may continue to be in the game at the other players’ mercy until he/she is either given the turn or helped by being given chips.

Negotiation between players is explicitly permitted by the rules, but the rules also state there are no penalties for breaking agreements and players may only confer with each other if all other players can hear the discussion. An emergent feature of the rules is that one cannot capture chips without help from others, so negotiation and relying on others are necessary to win the game. However, failing to live up to agreements is a way to stop others from winning and can also be used to make significant personal gains, so betrayal is also an implicit necessity for having a chance of winning. John Nash, one of the designers of So Long Sucker, was clearly aware of the game-play promoted, since his name for the game was “Fuck Your Buddy” (Nasar 1998, 102). Another of the game’s designers, Shubik, saw the question underlying their design as “Can we get certain pathological phenomena as well-defined games?” (Poundstone 1992, 260). Shubik also noted players developed non-constructive retaliation (or possibly discouragement) strategies: “When fatally double-crossed, try to damage the double-crosser as much as possible before your demise” (Shubik 2002, 140). According to Burnett (2012), Nash himself became the target of such a strategy after failing to rationalize his betrayal as the logical thing to do. Burnett also states that So Long Sucker is “a genuinely dangerous game” (68–69) and one “that leaks” (69).



INTRIGUE

Intrigue is a board game designed by Stefan Dorra (1994) and originally published by F.X. Schmid. Three to five players can play and it takes approximately sixty minutes to finish a game. Thematically, each player is a medieval advisor of a nobleman who is trying to have his relatives, all of whom are scholars, hired by other noblemen. This is complicated by the fact that the other players are the advisors of these noblemen. The objective of the game is to have the most money at the end of the game and money is gained through the salaries of relatives and through the bribes from other players. However, money also needs to be spent in order to bribe other players to hire relatives. A turn consists of collecting money, dealing with applications for positions your nobleman has received, and sending out two relatives to other noblemen.

Whenever there are more than two scholars competing for a position, there is a negotiation phase. In order, the players who sent the scholars have to argue their case and give a bribe. One of the offers has to be accepted even though all bribes are taken; the scholars not chosen are removed from play. Players cannot adjust their offers after they have been given so those seeking to convince the current player only have one chance.

The negotiation structure makes it likely that agreements are made only to be broken when the next player provides a better offer. This is, of course, extra provocative, since the bribe has already been given. In addition, it is more or less inevitable that promises for future positions are part of an offer, although these are also often broken. Due to this, it is unsurprising that one description of Intrigue states: “This game has a reputation: a bad one, but not from a playability stand point. ... In a word, this game is vicious” (http://boardgamegeek.com/boardgame/265/intrigue). Similarly, a review states the game is won by “careful negotiation ... and careful backstabbing” and “Intrigue should be labelled ‘Don’t play this game with your friends’” (Appelcline 2006). Partly contradicting this, an analysis by a player notes:

         The first time I played it, it was with a group of strangers. By the end of the game, I wanted to punch one of them in the nose. After that, I thought that I would never want to play it again.

               Then I played it with a group of my trash-talking, war-game loving buddies. That time, it was a blast.

(Kempf 2011)





FABRICATIONS AND DESIGNS

The descriptions of So Long Sucker and Intrigue point out the games can cause strong negative experiences from players. This is of course not unique to these games but something that has been noticed for many other types of games. Montola (2010) describes players of extreme role-playing as having “positive negative” experiences and explains this through the “bleed” idea, in which the protective frame of play (similar to the magic circle and the player frame introduced earlier) is intentionally weakened and emotions bleed between those playing and their characters. While Montola’s examples are about negative experiences, Waern (2010) shows examples of positive ones related to romance in the context of digital games.

Two features distinguish So Long Sucker and Intrigue from the games described by Montola or Waern. First, the latter relies on people having characters to play and this allows them to have a role-playing frame that can let them rationalize their behaviour as morally correct. The idea of designing for bleed consists of intentionally stressing this frame while not wishing to break it. Due to the risk that some frame breaks may occur, role-players playing these kinds of games usually have debrief sessions where they can discuss and work through the emotions they experienced during game-play (Montola notes players valued these for the games he studied and they even viewed his interviews with them in similar terms). In this sense, debrief sessions can be seen as an intentional way to scaffold the role-playing frame even after the game has ended. People who have committed actions that bleed outside the game can here reassure themselves and others about their ordinary personalities. Second, players of bleed games are typically aware in advance of what types of experiences they will have. This is partly due to these games having themes and fictional settings. It is, for example, difficult not to have some idea of what types of experiences or emotions a game named Gang Rape (Wrigstad 2008) will provide. Another reason is that the presentation material of the game clearly states the intended experience. The complicating fact that people may know about what experiences to expect from reviews and descriptions of previous players will be discussed later. So it seems that people participating in bleed games have ways of rationalizing they themselves were not behaving badly. They were prepared in advance to interpret their actions and behaviours as unlike their normal behaviour and debrief sessions can help “repair” broken frames. This helps them experience negative feelings but be free of guilt concerning what occurred in the game. So Long Sucker and Intrigue also manage to provoke bad feelings but do so without fictional characters and further manage to surprise people that this happens. To understand how they do this, a couple of observations need to be made.

The first observation, which has already been implied, is that bleed games provide negative experiences primarily through a role-playing frame while feel-bad games do this through a player frame. Still, the description that So Long Sucker “leaks” and people playing Intrigue want to punch the strangers they play with sounds like a form of bleed. This is at first glance strange, since there are no characters in the games so there are no fictional experiences that could spill over to the person playing. However, looking at the suggested player frame above, one can see there actually are requirements on how to react on an emotional level. According to Sicart’s model of ethical players, they should (among other things) have a moderate urge to win, compete against other players, and ensure everyone playing has a good time. Players who are betrayed in games should not take this in good stride, and games that create situations where one is betrayed often may cause strong enough emotional reactions that the frame partly or completely fails. While this is one way in which one can have a negative experience, the virtue of means points out there is another side. Players who betray too often, or take too much pleasure in doing so, are also stressing the player frame. One might try to convince oneself that anything allowed by the rules is fair game while playing, but this ignores the social connotations of playing (c.f. Salen and Zimmerman’s social rules). Players are hence likely to have an idea that other players are unsympathetic, something that is likely to be pointed out by betrayed players. While several other games also include betrayal, So Long Sucker and Intrigue stand out in that these types of events occur very often and the risk of becoming betrayed provides constant motivation for betraying first.

The second observation, that feel-bad games can surprise players, requires a substantially longer explanation and the introduction of several concepts. How can game systems such as those in So Long Sucker and Intrigue surprise players into behaving badly or perceiving their behaviour as bad? To do this, the game system needs to trick players into behaving in a way they were not prepared for when the game began. The game system needs to be seen as something it is not or, rather, seem to be less than it is.

Emergence occurs when the consequences of the interactions within a game system leads to unexpected effects. As Salen and Zimmerman (2004) state: “Although the rules might be concise and knowable, the behaviour of those rules set into motion in the system creates patterns and results not contained within the rules themselves” (160). A game with emergence offers a way to surprise players without depending on a story, since the source of the surprises is contained within the system rather than a narrative structure. As such, this offers a way of tricking players into bad behaviour. If the emergent effect is bad behaviour by the players themselves, they may either not realize this until they have exhibited it or be placed in a situation where the bad behaviour is obviously the best behaviour for advancing one’s position in the game. While emergence can explain how players may be surprised by the consequences of their actions as well as the actions they are “forced” to take, two issues have to be dealt with to make use of this as part of a frame description.

The first is that Goffman’s frame concept refers to how people try to make sense of their context based on perceptions they believe to be accurate. That is, people do not try to trick themselves in how to perceive reality. However, people do try to trick each other or may simply misunderstand situations. Goffman introduced the concept of fabrications to explain these types of framings. A fabrication is described as “the intentional effort of one or more individuals to manage activity so that a party of one or more others will be induced to have a false belief about what it is that is going on” (Goffman 1974, 83). A parent teaching a child to play tic-tac-toe could be said to be creating a fabrication. Most parents know the winning strategy but may let the child win to create a positive experience for the child. In this sense, the child may believe they both are playing while the parent will have a different perception of the situation. Goffman also points out puns, surprise parties, and practical jokes as being fabrications intended to create “playful deceit” (Goffman 1974, 87–92). Examples of player fabrications in digital games include intentional friendly fire as “corrective hoaxing” in Counter-Strike (Harrop, Gibbs, and Carter 2013, 11).

The second obstacle to explaining So Long Sucker and Intrigue using Goffman’s approach is that frames are subjective stances that people take towards situations. They are not objective entities existing outside people’s heads. People interacting with each other do, however, try to find compatible framings so they can understand and predict each other’s actions. In this way, people can affect each other’s framings. However, the issue here is if a game system can affect players’ frames. Goffman’s examples typically have people interacting directly with each other and while he uses the phrase “intentional effort” in describing fabrications, this can be read as an effort during the activity, not an effort in creating artefacts that will provide the fabrication. The fact that the chapter where Goffman introduces the concept is called “Designs and Fabrications” does not imply designed artefacts or systems can evoke fabrications. Design, for Goffman, is rather about the idea that people are intentionally trying to mislead others – in other words, design others’ perception of a situation. This type of fabrication by players to betray each other is explored by Carter (this volume). However, Carter’s analysis shows players have a choice of creating fabrications and the promotion of the game, which points out the practice of fabrications (in the strict Goffmanian sense), makes players aware other players may try to trick them. The designs of So Long Sucker and Intrigue differ from this, both in making it necessary to betray to have a reasonable chance to win and in not making this clear from the rules or promotional material. In these games the systems are designed to mislead the players. While Goffman’s examples in nearly all cases refer to direct face-to-face interaction, he does have one example of how an article in a campus newspaper created a playful fabrication (Goffman 1974, 89–90). Here the article created the fabrication intended by the fabricators rather than creating it themselves in direct interaction with other people, arguably showing fabrications (and, by implication, frames) can be promoted by proxy through the use of designed artefacts. Goffman’s ideas here resemble ontologies stressing artefacts and systems have agency (Latour 2005; Bogost 2007). The difference between viewing So Long Sucker or Intrigue as having agency or working as a proxy for their designers is not relevant in my analysis, since the game designers can be assumed to be complete strangers to most people playing their games.

Once the idea that designed artefacts can encourage fabrications is established it becomes possible to further examine feel-bad games. From looking purely at the rules and limited theme, they appear to be ordinary games with a lot of negotiation and with possibilities for betrayal. These characteristics are not rare among board and card games so players can assume they will have an ordinary experience. However, the game mechanics have emergent features that promote betrayal to an unusually high level and make it likely the player frame bleeds – that people cannot contain their emotions of treachery or guilt as something only relevant within the game context. For So Long Sucker there are explicit statements from the designers that this was their intention, so the game can be seen as a fabrication of being a normal, “nice” game. No similar statements have been given for Intrigue but one can assume that play testing by the publisher would have revealed the emergent player behaviour. Therefore both games can be seen as designed to provide a fabrication. While allowing players to believe they are good players and can be trustworthy partners, the game mechanics subterfuge these intensions and in practice it becomes impossible to keep promises if you want to win. These fabrications are playful deceits or benign in the same sense as Goffman’s examples. On one hand, the designs are unlikely to cause physical or economic damage. On the other, So Long Sucker was design to create pathological phenomena and create animosity between people that extends beyond the scope of the game. Shubik recalled: “We had married couples going home in separate cabs” (Poundstone 1992, 260). Given the games can be played without their designers present, one can at least conclude their intention was not to experience the effects of the fabrication first hand. Placing betrayal as a central part, if not the central part, of game-play causes several problems for players to be ethical players according to Sicart’s model. The dichotomy of betrayal into betrayed and non-betrayed makes balanced aggression difficult to achieve, and its importance for success makes it difficult to have a measured pursuit of achievement. The excuse for betraying due to exploring the game system is unlikely to be persuasive, and being a good sport when betrayed and continuing to interact without irritation requires substantial restraint. While it may seem the virtue of game balance is not impossible to strive for, players could, for instance, work against the perceived leader. Creating alliances against a specific player is likely an effective tactic. However, this kind of targeting becomes especially problematic. Since the games have no or very weak diegetic worlds, there are no characters to hide behind. Players have to either follow the rules and try to win the games or reject the basic premise for the games.

This description is a simplification due to one important omission: knowledge about games spreads, so people playing So Long Sucker or Intrigue for the first time are likely to know about their reputation. This logically would make it impossible to fall for their fabrication but the warnings quoted earlier point to a slightly different conclusion. Instead of stating warnings such as “Don’t play this game unless you are prepared to betray or be betrayed” or similar, the games are described in term of “genuinely dangerous”, “vicious”, one “that leaks” (Burnett 2012, 68-69), and one that should not be played with friends. Even a contributor to the site boardgamegeek who had a positive experience playing the game the second time with friends, states:

         Yeah, you can always say, “It’s a tough game and you know what you’re getting into when you decide to play.” However, when push comes to shove, you may be surprised how hard you’re getting shoved and you may also be surprised at how hard you shove back. It can get personal before you even know it.

               Intrigue is definitely a game that can get under your skin and there are some of my friends who I would not play with.

(Kempf 2011)



This is not advice not to play the games but descriptions of what to expect when playing the games even if one has received these descriptions. In other words, the people who have played the games have the perception that the design is so strong, being forewarned does not protect against having these negative experiences. The fabrications are so well done that they can work even when one is aware of them.



BRINGING BACK THE FICTION

The analysis above has looked at how two board games can be described as evoking fabrications among their players regarding how players will act towards each other. The games were specifically selected because they did not have a theme. Does this mean a game design cannot fabricate a conflict within the player if it has a strong fictional aspect? To explore this, a digital game is added to the examination: Spec Ops: The Line, which interweaves game-play and narrative in a detailed three-dimensional diegetic world. I will argue this game also qualifies as a feel-bad game and game-play mechanics and game fiction can support each to create a fabrication. Further, by only considering the single-player part of the game, it will show the negative experience of a game does not have to rely on direct interaction with other players; it can make people playing alone feel bad.



SPEC OPS: THE LINE

Spec Ops: The Line is a third-person shooter set in an alternative world where massive sand storms have covered most of Dubai and the few survivors try to survive in refugee camps. Developed by Yager Development and published by 2K Games, the player controls Captain Martin Walker in a recon mission that quickly turns into a search for a rogue US colonel. Two computer-controlled characters, Lt. Alphonse Adams and Staff Sgt. John Lugo, provide help and commentary on the events that take place during the game. The game uses many well-known game mechanics from its genre, including cover systems, finding new weapons as the game progresses, and having to resupply ammunition by taking magazines from corpses. Enemies react realistically to battle situations, sometimes taunting the player or screaming in fear or pain. Not all incapacitated enemies die immediately. Some lie in death agonies for some time and players can perform an “execute” action to finish them and retrieve their ammunition.

As hinted by the name of the rogue officer, John Conrad, the game is influenced by the book Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad. This is similar to Francis Ford Coppola’s movie Apocalypse Now, which has also influenced the game. It should be stressed that Spec Ops: The Line borrows general and specific features rather than tries to be a faithful adaptation of the original work. Most importantly, the game has its own twist, which makes it a distinct experience. During the unfolding of the game, the player is forced to make moral choices, sometimes without having a clear picture of the situation. For example, the player is forced into firefights with former allies from the US forces, has to make decisions about which of two prisoners to execute, and ends up accidently killing innocent refugees.

Most reviews and commentaries on the game acknowledge and even praise the game’s attempt at making people feel bad when playing the game. One analysis reports, “Could well be one of the most subversive shooters yet made” (Edge 2012). Others describe it as a game that “doesn’t want you to be the hero – it wants you to feel terrible about trying to be one” (Dyer 2012a). Many reviews agree on the game having the same kinds of basic game-play as other shooters: “Mechanically, Spec Ops is an utterly commonplace third-person shooter, but narratively, it strives to raise philosophical questions and put you outside of your comfort zone” (Watters 2012). But they are less sure of how intentional this generic game-play is and how well it works with the dark theme. Some give the verdict of bad design – that is, the game manages to “create some intriguing moments, but they are too often muddled by mediocre execution” (Watters 2012). Others are open about being unsure: “Its satire of the expectations set by Gears Of War initially looks much like po-faced imitation is possibly its plan” (Edge 2012). Yet others see this as something positive: “Yager’s latest is trying to have it both ways, perhaps – Gears-flavoured stop-and-pop action one minute, the horror, the horror, the next – but the end result is interesting in its internal conflicts, and bold in its willingness to embrace its own confusion. Spec Ops: The Line is a game divided, and that isn’t a criticism at all. It’s actually the best thing about it” (Donian 2012). One reviewer (Extra Credit 2012) sees the main theme of the game as depicting post-traumatic stress disorder. The contrast between game-play and theme is a way of making people feel the same cognitive dissonance one is meant to realize Walker is having due to his previous experiences in Afghanistan.

Some see an intended bad experience in Spec Ops: The Line but fail to have it: “It’s so much fun to shoot people here, and it’s so hard to feel genuinely bad about it afterwards, no matter what horrors a cut-scene unveils” (Donian 2012). Others reported players had strong reactions: “Some players were downright shocked by the events in some sections and felt it necessary to stop playing” (Rayfield 2012). Many reviewers, however, talked about very strong personal experience: “Most of all, Spec Ops’ uncompromising gaze into the heart of darkness left me feeling abjectly awful, as though I’d been somewhere intrinsically rotten and done worse things in it” (Meer 2012). Comparing a specific scene in the game with shocking scenes in the Modern Warfare franchise, another reviewer echoes this by saying: “The Spec Ops shocking moment, contrarily, is designed to make you hate yourself, and fear the things that you are capable of” (original emphasis) (Croshaw 2012). Interestingly, the same reviewer moves from a second-person perspective to first-person one later in the same text. “When the truth about what I’d done became clear, that was what made me feel sick. Not the gore, not the darkness in Walker, but the darkness in me” (original emphasis) (Croshaw 2012). Another begins to question his twenty-year-old leisure activity: “When someone talks about the potential effects of playing violent videogames I’m the person they’re thinking about, so I’ve never wanted to take the idea seriously. Spec Ops: The Line has finally convinced me to do so” (Scimeca 2012).



FABRICATED INNOCENCE

To begin understanding Spec Ops: The Line, a first observation is that it makes use of the same game-play mechanics as other games in the genre. The game also introduces the player character and his squad mates as professional soldiers out to try to improve a bad situation. This allows people to settle down into comfortable familiarity, both regarding a role-playing frame and regarding a player frame. Unlike the extreme role-playing games mentioned earlier, the Walker character and his expected story arc are a run-of-the-mill for the genre so there is not real tension in enacting his behaviour, at least if one is used to playing first-person shooters. This also makes it easy to adopt a typical player frame of mind, which, besides choosing an appropriate difficulty level, in the context of the genre echoes Walker’s goals of being as accurate as possible when shooting, conserving ammunition, and taking care of the team.

The game soon begins to stress the role-playing frame in that one begins having deadly fire fights with US soldiers who should be on one’s side. It becomes unclear who your real enemy is, and one has to make unpleasant moral choices. To make it more or less impossible to ignore these moral quandaries, the non-player characters (NPCs) Adams and Lugo provide commentaries that show two different points of view to the current situation in the game. Since Walker himself shows hesitation and revulsion, and the player may feel this independently, bleed can occur in both directions. This is, however, not something that has been clearly advertised to people before game-play begins, and for this reason they may feel tricked or betrayed by the design of the game. The player frame can become stressed from this, since the initial understanding of how one would behave has changed. One example of this can be found in the execution action. It maintains its game-play value of allowing a replenishment of ammunition throughout the game, but doing so when one has become unsure of the actual enemy is different from doing so initially. On a more general level, the linear structure of the game, in which all opponents need to be killed to progress, becomes oppressive. Unlike some other games, but importantly like Gears of War and Modern Warfare, the game series that reviewers most often compare it to, Spec Ops: The Line does not allow players to sneak around or past enemy positions. When asked if they considered making the shocking moment referred to by a reviewer in the previous section optional, Walt Williams, one of the writers of the game, answers:

         It is optional, to an extent. The Player can open fire on the Soldiers using their normal weapons, but they are severely outnumbered. The Player will eventually run out of ammo and be overcome. Is that necessarily fair? No. But it’s not until you’ve ... seen the consequences of your actions that you start to wonder, “Could I have done something different?” And the answer is no. It was your only real option. To which you might say, “That’s not fair.” And I’d say, “You’re right.” That’s a real emotional response and I can guarantee it’s exactly what Walker is feeling in that moment.

(Garland 2012)



Spec Ops: The Line does not, however, stop at this point. After the role-playing frame has begun to be stressed, it begins to stress the player frame directly as well. This requires another type of subterfuge than the one provided in the game narrative since it is aimed at how to play the game rather than what Walker is about to experience. One way this is done is through changing the messages given during load scenes. In the beginning of the game, they provide advice for how to play the game but as the game progresses, they begin questioning the player’s actions and experience by stating questions such as “How many Americans have you killed today?” and “Do you feel like a hero yet?” Near the end of the game, they can be interpreted as commenting on the player’s reflection, or lack of reflection, about the game experience with phrases such as “You cannot understand, nor do you want to”. Another way the player frame is challenged is that comments from NPCs in the game are ambiguous regarding whether they refer to Walker or the player: “The truth is, you’re here because you wanted to feel like something you’re not ... a hero”. This becomes more potent because it is a hallucination that says this so. It does not actually occur in the “real” game world. Further, the trick itself challenges the role-playing frame, which in turn puts additional pressure on the player frame, so the technique can be said to try to disrupt the player frame doubly. While tricking the player into an uncomfortable situation may be a dangerous thing to do for a game design, in Spec Ops: The Line there is symmetry between how the game messes with the player’s experience and how the story messes with Walker’s experience. This was intentional, as Walt Williams makes clear: “We wanted the player to be in the same emotional position as Walker. ... We wanted the player to be where Walker was and be angry at us, the people who made them do this” (Dyer 2012b).

Like the design of So Long Sucker and Intrigue, Spec Ops: The Line is probably easiest to understand by considering it as a design that tries to provide a fabrication that people can play it as an ordinary military shooter – they can adopt the normal player frame. By providing fabrications regarding both the role-playing and player frame, Spec Ops: The Line makes use of both narrative and game-play to provide players with a negative experience when the fabrications become apparent. However, the quotes given above point towards players perceiving this negative experience as meaningful in that it makes them question themselves as players of these types of games. As one game reporter says:

         Spec Ops is speaking directly at you. It asks, “You find this fun? You enjoy this slaughter? You like watching awful things happen to good or innocent people?”

               And you say, “Yes I do.” Suddenly, Yager Development, 2K Games, and Walt Williams force you to ask yourself why, and to consider the kind of person you’ve become because of shooters. By telling you this specific, small-scale story about suffering, Spec Ops simultaneously comments on the triviality of war games and the people who play them.

(Dyer 2012b)



Another commentary states this more personally when comparing the game with the slaughtering of civilians he did in the “No Russian” mission of Modern Warfare 2: “I’m only now willing to admit just how fucked up that was [the actions in the “No Russian” mission] because I’ve looked at my decisions in Spec Ops and realized that it’s just as fucked up that I still don’t feel any remorse for what I did in that game, as well, and I need to know why.” (Scimeca 2012)

Spec Ops: The Line has four official endings provided with the narration. Walt William, however, clearly is aware of the negative emotions the game may give through acknowledging a fifth unofficial one, the real-life one “for those players who decide they can’t go on and put down the controller” (Garland 2012). The number of endings, and that it has a narrative, is relevant in comparison to So Long Sucker and Intrigue in that the game is not intended to be replayed. This removes the previously discussed issue with people already being aware of a game’s fabrication when replaying it but does not resolve the issue of having heard about the game from others before starting to play it. While one report of such a play-through is not enough to make general conclusions, it shows the fabrication still holds some power.

         The emotional response that I was meant to have was present to be sure, but it wasn’t alone. Hell, it wasn’t even equally shared. It was overpowered by recognition of other people’s opinions. As such, the “shock” of the moment was lessened. ... Moving on in the story, the same thing happened throughout the rest of the campaign. ... By the time I had finished the game, it was as if I was having an out of body experience. I felt unable to correctly judge whether the story had actually been any good. To this day, I still can’t really say for sure. It is an extremely strange sensation. ... I know that without the word of mouth from people raving about it, I probably would never had played it. But upon playing it, that same word of mouth had a negative effect on my enjoyment of the game.

(Rayfield 2012)





CONCLUDING REMARKS

This chapter has argued that some games do make players feel bad about what they, rather than their characters, do while playing these games. They do this by pretending to be something they are not – ordinary games – and so can make people start being players only to discover their actions did not have the meaning or consequences they believed. Even so, the games are appreciated for the very design that achieves this subterfuge as well as how they force people to reflect on their own behaviour. Although outside the scope of this discussion, one could argue they show that games can criticize themselves as cultural phenomena.

To make this argument, the use of an interpretation of Goffman’s concept of fabrications has been introduced. This provides a conceptual tool to unpack the design of games, which questions the nature of how players behave by showing how design can mislead people. As a final note, the use of several concepts taken from various work on game research shows how the field has reached a point where a bricolage of concepts established within it can be combined to explore a specific topic.
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Part V
Designing for Dark Play


12 Massively Multiplayer Dark Play

Treacherous Play in EVE Online

Marcus Carter

         It’s like the Robin-hood tales; taking from the poor and giving to the rich, except it’s taking from the dumb and unalert and giving to yourself. (Participant 17)

INTRODUCTION

In the dark, hyper-capitalistic, and dystopian game of EVE Online (CCP Games 2003–2014), trust is a valuable commodity. Unlike the vast majority of other modern massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs) that design out the possibility for dark play involving theft, treachery, malfeasance, and betrayal, CCP Games has designed for it, at a massive and unparalleled scale. Except for disallowing technical exploits, players are not restricted from deceiving, tricking, lying, and generally being dishonest towards other players in the pursuit of game goals. This has manifested in the pervasive and common occurrence of scamming, stealing, and espionage, and what Nick Combs refers to as a “culture of mistrust” (2007). The ruthlessness of EVE has permeated every fibre of its play and the number-one rule hammered into each new player is “DON’T TRUST ANYONE”.

This chapter explores why EVE Online players engage in the dark play of theft, betrayal, and treachery. It is dark because there are victims. The EVE players in this study are stealing from real EVE Online players. This chapter is thus distinct from many of the other chapters in this volume as it discusses a type of dark play from which its darkness emerges not from problematic game content or dark individual-player experience but from interactions between players that would be unethical or immoral outside the game context. While play has traditionally been understood in the Western academic tradition as being a “normatively positive” (Malaby 2007) and voluntary experience, victims of this type of dark play are often enormously upset, and many victims of the participants of this study have quit the game as a result of being betrayed. This chapter therefore focuses on understanding the fun in playing treacherously with others.

In total, the participants in this study have stolen over $40,000-worth of virtual goods from other players. They have done so by any means necessary: ransoms at gunpoint, conning access to shared resources, trickery, misdirection, and false promises. Based on twenty-two interviews with a wide variety of EVE Online players, I argue players who engage in this type of dark play are playing a form of player-versus-player (PvP) combat in which social skills rather than game skills such as accuracy, speed, or game knowledge are the domain of competition. Consequently, through this understanding of its practice and appeal, I argue this form of play in EVE Online is not dark at all. In the discussion section, I will explore the implications of this understanding and argue for the untapped potential for deception and trickery as a fruitful design space for game-play.

Though each individual player is most likely to have discovered this form of dark play through word of mouth or observation, I identify a small number of elements as having played a major role in legitimating treacherousness as a type of play in EVE Online: the powerful rhetorical tool of sandbox, a small number of game mechanics, a clear distinction between technical and social exploits, and EVE’s representation in a broad variety of game paratexts (Genette 1987; Consalvo 2007). Thus through contributing to our understanding of how EVE has become a treacherous game, this chapter also contributes to understanding scamming and stealing as play, rather than an anti-social transgression, through demonstrating how it is situated as a legitimate domain of competition in the multiplayer game.

DEFINING TREACHEROUS PLAY

         One particular player begged and pleaded not to be destroyed, he willfully transferred everything he owned, wallet, assets, and all, to keep his ship alive. He warped back to the mission only to see us blow his ship up, and collect the salvage and valuable modules. He never logged back in. (Participant 1)

EVE Online is a ruthless game, that is, a game in which players are lawfully afforded the opportunity to act in ways that have great, negative consequence on other players. Doing so is not necessary but offers the player in-game advantage. For this reason, Miguel Sicart (2011, 218) considers EVE Online an example of a game closest to “ethical soundness”, as players can make ethical choices. It is thus distinct from the feel-bad games discussed by Staffan Björk in this volume, in which the games are designed such that players must act in a way that causes consequence on another player in order to win the game. Ruthless games such as EVE are therefore characterized by players making conscious (and thus ruthless) decisions to cause consequence on other players for their own personal advantage. In other words, the darkness of EVE Online exists within players, rather than the design of the game itself.

Ruthless play is therefore avoidable game-play within the rules of the game with a consequential impact on another player, providing the ruthless player with an in-game advantage. Ruthless play is avoidable in EVE Online because of the ambiguous state of social relationships between players. Unlike MMOGs such as City of Heroes (NCsoft 2005–2012), which has two opposing factions, “Heroes” vs. “Villains”, EVE Online players are not placed into clearly delineated team structures. At any given moment, no matter where you are in EVE’s vast virtual universe, any other EVE Online player encountered is ambiguously friend or foe.

In addition to this, and unusually for MMOGs, death in EVE Online is consequential. If you “die”, your ship is permanently destroyed. Often players will fly ships worth more than several months of game time, with the most expensive ships worth more than $8,000, presenting the possibility for significant consequence should they be killed. This is in contrast to, for example, World of Warcraft (Blizzard 2004–2013) in which death only presents a minor setback (see Klastrup 2008, also Flynn-Jones, this volume). When destroyed, a player’s ship turns into a “wreck” that can be salvaged for parts worth a significant sum. Thus killing another player affords in-game advantage. Through this atypical configuration of death, PvP in EVE Online emphasizes ruthless play. It is game-play with a consequential impact on another player, which affords in-game advantage.

Treacherous play is a subset of ruthless play, which specifically involves betrayal – the violation of a contract or trust. As noted by Craft (2007, 123), “in the EVE universe, acts of theft are inextricably tied to acts of betrayal”, which is to say that in order to steal from me, I had to grant you access to my property in some way. In granting that access, there is a presumptive (or often verbalized) contract that you will not steal from me. In this way, thievery in EVE is treacherous. It is consequential since goods remain stolen; victims of theft have no recourse in EVE Online. Most MMOGs employ complex legal documents in the form of End User License Agreements (EULAs), Codes of Conduct (CoC), or Terms of Service (ToS) to restrict online play by stipulating certain specific or broad categories of activities as forbidden in the multiplayer environment, serving to formalize the informal rules of the game. For example, World of Warcraft’s ToS stipulates: “You agree that you will not, under any circumstances ... disrupt or assist in the disruption of ... any other player’s game experience” (Blizzard 2012). Violating the ToS can result in a suspension or ban from the game. While EVE Online does have a EULA (CCP Games 2012a), it provides no such broad restriction, and numerous official materials state that as long as the play does not involve the use of technical exploits, conduct such as scamming or stealing is a legal in-game cheat. For example, the “Scams and Exploits” wiki page on the EVE Online website states:

         As can happen in the real world, someone in EVE may try to cheat you out of your hard-earned possessions. ... A scam is what happens when someone takes advantage of your misplaced trust, temporary confusion or ignorance of game rules, and robs you via legal in-game means. When this occurs, there is nothing the Support Team can do for you. Although low and despicable, scams do not violate any game mechanics and cannot be compensated for by the GMs [Game Masters], nor can the scammers generally be punished for their actions. (CCP Games 2012b)

This appeal to the real world, in contrast to a game world, along with CCP’s hands-off approach to moderation has an enormous role in shaping the treacherous character of EVE Online, which will be discussed later in this chapter. In this manner, treacherous play such as legally accepted thievery and scamming becomes consequential, as players have no recourse for their stolen goods.

A simple example of treacherous play in EVE Online is a ransoming scam. Many players attack other players – generally those doing player-versus-environment activities such as mining – and destroy their spaceship and scavenge the wrecks. A typical instance of EVE combat can last several minutes. Aggressors must thus be equipped with “warp scramblers” (as in Star Trek) and “stasis webifiers” to prevent their prey from escaping. As EVE Online players are unrestricted in communicating with each other, aggressors frequently offer to ransom their victim’s ships during these few minutes of combat. The aggressors demand a payment that exceeds the value they might gain from salvaging the wreck, but less than the cost of purchasing a new ship. Players are thus afforded an opportunity for treachery: accept the ransom and kill the player and loot their ship’s wreckage anyway. The skill of this form of play is in convincing the victim you will honour the agreement. It is a bastardly, ruthless, and treacherous type of dark play.

DARKLY PLAYING WITH OTHERS IN MULTIPLAYER ENVIRONMENTS

A broad volume of literature exists that has engaged with problematic and subversive behaviour between players in multiplayer games (e.g. Foo and Koivisto 2004; Consalvo 2007; Mortensen 2008; Stenros 2010). Indeed, this academic work has demonstrated the benefit of examining play that exists on the boundaries of acceptability, challenging assumptions made about the way games are negotiated and experienced by players. In this section, I’ll briefly discuss many of these studies in order to distinguish treacherous play from cheating, griefing, and other types of subversive, deviant, or anti-social play. I argue that in a number of essential, salient ways, treacherous play such as stealing, scamming, and espionage in EVE falls outside any phenomenon previously examined.

Bernard Suits (1978), the pre-digital French game-studies philosopher, discusses three types of non-orthodox player types in games: the triflers, the cheaters, and the spoilsports. “Triflers recognize rules but not goals, cheaters recognize goals but not rules, and spoilsports recognize neither rules nor goals” (1978, 59). Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman’s (2004) Game Design Reader draws on these three player types, along with earlier work by Huizinga (1938), and invokes concepts of the spirit of the game and the implicit rules to better define them. They add the unsportsmanlike player type – players who “do anything they can to win” but in order to do so, “violate the spirit” and implicit rules of the contest (2004, 271). The preoccupation of these player types with the rules of the game means they do not encompass treacherous play, which violates no spirit, implicit, or formal rule of EVE Online, and recognizes the hyper-capitalist goals of the virtual world. However, such structuralist approaches to games and play types have grown unpopular, particularly in response to the modern digital landscape of play.

A modern digital iteration of Suits’ spoilsport is the griefer, commonly categorized as anti-social behaviour in which the griefer intends to ruin the experience of others, unrelated to the winning conditions of the game (Bartle 1996; Smith 2004; Yee 2005; Callele 2008; Chen 2009). Chesney et al. (2009) define griefing more loosely, as “unacceptable” behaviour in online games, such as repeatedly killing new or weaker players, redefining the boundaries of the grief player to include Salen and Zimmerman’s unsportsmanlike player. Check Yang Foo and Elina Koivisto’s (2004) thorough investigation of griefing avoided a single broad definition of the practice, instead suggesting four categories of griefing: harassment, power imposition, scamming, and greed play. Based on interviews with players, they explain these categories differ through explicit content, the kind of rules the play style breaks, and the developer and player perceptions of the play style. Only harassment is distinguished by intent to cause emotional distress (key to most other definitions), whereas power imposition relates to demonstrations of power, and greed play is akin to unsportsmanlike play.

Foo and Koivisto argue scamming and theft exist within the grey area of griefing, as some players may desire to role-play as “unsavoury characters” (2004, 5) and consequently abuse misplaced trust as part of that role-play. Based on their interviews with players of popular MMOGs (such as Everquest, SOE 1999–2013 or Star Wars Galaxies, SOE 2003–2011), they believe the demarcation of scamming as griefing lies in the exploitation of game mechanics and involvement of identity deception or promise-breaking. However, Foo and Koivsito make an implicit assumption found in many discussions around treacherous play: stealing or scamming is inherently transgressive and a problematic occurrence in multiplayer games. As the MMOGs involved in their study all forbid identity deception and promise-breaking, they overlook the occurrence of a ruthless game such as EVE, which permits and encourages these types of activities.

Several studies have refrained from making a priori judgements in their approach towards the intent or nature of grief play. Similar to Holin Len and Chuen-Tsai Sun’s (2007) approach towards the Taiwanese concept of the “White-Eyed” player, T.L. Taylor discusses grief play and cheating as socially produced and contingent categorizations (2006, 51–52) that are heavily involved in the exploration and construction of the boundaries of play in MMOGs. Jaakko Stenros (2010) approached griefing using frame analysis, viewing griefing as an alternative way of framing the play. Drawing on this approach, he argues “the griefer is not playful within the rules, or in relation to the rules, but she is in a paraletic mindset while interacting with other players” (Stenros 2010, 14). Stenros argues griefing can be more appropriately understood as “playing the players” in multiplayer online games, rather than the game itself. These two approaches to griefing are particularly useful in understanding treacherous play such as scamming.

The seminal work on cheating in games is Mia Consalvo’s (2007) Cheating. While traditionally understood as a transgressive and non-playful act, Consalvo defines cheating in multiplayer games as “gaining an unfair advantage” (2007, 89), such as hacking the client to make your character stronger, and as inherently playful, reflecting the nature of digital games as spaces for experimentation. Such a definition encompasses scams in EVE (see Consalvo 2007, 118–19 for a discussion of an infamous EVE scam), though this definition is purposefully left open to facilitate understanding the dynamic social and cultural character of cheating in online games. Similarly, Fields and Kafai document (2009) the reappropriation of cheating as a form of learning in games education rather than totally deconstructive, and Delia Dumitrica (2011, 21–22), through the lens of Neopets (Powell and Williams 1999), examines cheating as the product of a culture “embedded in and recommended by the structure” of the neo-liberal capitalistic discourse of many modern online gaming environments. While treachery in EVE Online exists within the rules and is very rarely defined as cheating by players, these studies demonstrate the strength in interrogating deviant acts in games as a type of play.

Perhaps the closest categorization to treacherous play in existing research is found in Brian Sutton-Smith’s (1959) concept of forbidden play, “normally taboo behaviour” (Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 478) in society that becomes structured and permitted within the game space. Sutton-Smith’s examples are kissing games, but Salen and Zimmerman open the concept up to all types of ludic in-game conduct, as a result of the broader social context in which the behaviour is forbidden. Elena Bertozzi (2008) also argues such practices are “necessary to test and reinforce the boundaries of acceptable behaviour” outside the game world. While relevant, in this chapter I argue treacherous play in EVE Online is a complex activity that does not simply exist in situ with the well-established social norms against stealing, betrayal, and trickery.

METHOD

In order to better understand treacherous play in EVE Online, twenty-two participants were interviewed. This study only had a single female participant, despite considerable effort over several months to recruit more. I do not believe this is indicative of a gender bias in the practice of treacherous play but reflective of EVE’s overwhelmingly male player base. Unlike other MMOGs, which routinely have 40% to 50% female players, it is suspected EVE only has ~2% (Bergstrom 2012). All players were asked contextual questions (age, gender, location, profession, player history) before a semi-structured interview, utilizing the opportunity to encourage unprompted thoughts, observations, and detail. Interviews were principally conducted via text, though some occurred over Skype or offline. Over the course of data collection, many participants re-established contact to provide new vignettes and reflect on their experience. Ages ranged between eighteen and thirty-three, and the majority of participants were in ICT-related industries, reflecting the wider demographics of EVE. Some exceptions included a composer, two homemakers, and a serving member of the American Army in Afghanistan who played treacherously from base.

As a participant observer of one of EVE Online’s largest persistent-player groups, the majority of participants in this study were recruited from within TEST Alliance Please Ignore (for more on TEST, see Bergstrom et al. 2013). This circumvented noted issues (Woodford 2012) in applying traditional virtual-world methodologies to non-avatar environments. As a result of various studies conducted through this alliance, my EVE Online capsuleer, The Questioner, has a verified identity within the community and access to players and insights that might otherwise be withheld. Such social capital has been particularly beneficial in conducting this study, which involved speaking to players about their participation in a frequently vilified practice, particularly in non-EVE texts. However, my history as an EVE player, publication of objective papers on EVE, and proven respect for participant anonymity meant players were willing to be open about their justifications and opinions. Theory was generated from these interviews and my participant observation in accordance with a constructivist grounded theory methodology (Charmaz 2005).

RESULTS: THE FUN OF TREACHEROUS PLAY

Treacherous play contributes to the appeal and success of EVE Online. In this section, I will identify the fun of playing treachery based on interviews with treacherous players. I argue, based on a number of reasons, that treacherous play such as scamming is a form of player-versus-player combat in which social skills are large part of the domain of competition.

Treacherous Play as Social Competition

Each participant in the research was asked seven contextual questions at the beginning of their interview. The following response to the seventh question highlights the extent to which scamming and, in this player’s case, espionage are competitions of interpersonal relationships:

         CARTER: How do you normally play? (PvP, industrial, market etc.)

         PARTICIPANT 7: PvP, Ratting [a type of PVE], industrial and people, I have multiple accounts.

To this player, who habitually infiltrates enemy alliances to weaken them through financial thefts or fostering social instability, treacherous play represents a play style of EVE Online, similar to raiding or role-play in World of Warcraft. That they refer to this style of play as “people” offers insight into what the experience of treacherous play entails. I asked Participants 8 and 21, “How hard is it, in your opinion, to scam? Could anyone do it if they tried?” Participant 21 suggested, “You just need to [be able to] keep talking”, while Participant 8’s response similarly highlights how players feel social skills – that is, the management of interpersonal relationships – are a necessary skill in scamming.

         I don’t think anyone could do it, you need to be able to lie well, feed them some truth, then lie again, and always keep notes of everything you and they say. A lot of effort goes into maintaining a good lie. (Participant 8)

This comment also highlights the extent to which players feel there is (social) work and effort involved in a scam. The following response also echoes this sentiment.

         I’m a natural salesman (not to be confused with market nerd), it only makes sense that I’d use my ~words~ to make ISK instead of shooting red crosses [a colloquialism for PvE]. (Participant 20)

Many of the participants interviewed were astutely aware of the extent to which their social skills played a role in the success of their scamming and treachery. Participant 1, when discussing his first forays into scamming, said he “learned a lot about conversational dynamics”, which he recognized as essential as his scams became more complex. In addition to social skills being an important skill for in-game success, this participant noted how the skills learnt through their experiences playing treacherously translated to social contexts offline.

         I started playing when I was 16 or 17 years old, I was in highschool at the time and not very popular. During my time griefing other players and later being a con-man of sorts helped tremendously with my personal life. I learned, through my avatar, the functions of social interaction, I learned that the worst thing anyone can ever say is “No”, I grew from it, and while I was nowhere near as malicious in real life as I was in game, it helped me become more social and lose my social anxiety altogether. By the time I started college I was fearless of being socially awkward, made a great many friends. (Participant 1)

Yet beyond it being understood by players as a social practice and experience, several participants noted how the appeal of the activity was grounded in social interactions.

         I guess it’s about the politics and the interactions with people for me. (Participant 2)

               The scams I do take a lot of social engineering. When they work out, I feel pretty proud and superior. (Participant 12)

Further supporting a conceptualization of treacherous play as a form of social combat was how the variance in challenges provided by its social nature was key to its appeal. No two “marks” are the same when interacting socially in a multiplayer game. Through leveraging social interaction as a domain of competition, CCP has opened up a vast realm of content for players. Participant 1, who briefly stopped scamming before returning to the practice, described what it was that scamming offered, and why they had returned to it.

         I missed the hunt, the search for a target. Looking through their contracts, looking up their killboards, finding out if their corpmates are possible targets as well.

The experience of Participant 7, the only female participant in the study, further demonstrates the social appeal of treachery. Specializing in large-scale corporate heists (often exceeding $1,000), she consciously leverages her gender as a tool to her advantage in the overwhelmingly male game. To her, the most satisfying scams were the ones that affirmed her absolute social manipulation of the members of the corporation she was stealing from, and additional satisfaction came from seeing if she had correctly predicted how certain players would react.

         I think I like the mixed reactions to be honest and it confirms what I thought about people and if I read them correctly or not. In the 2 days I was still in corp after the robbery I could see from corp chat that I had read all but 1 guy correctly. (Participant 7)

These responses illustrate how treacherous play can be understood as a form of competitive play, in which social skills are the domain of the challenge. We see overlap in this conceptualization with Jaakko Stenros’ (2010) concept of griefing as “playing people”, understood as ludic social engagements. The distinction lies in the motivation for this type of activity, for the purpose of in-game advantage rather than to provoke a negative reaction. In both cases, social interactions are being elevated to being the play itself.

Ninja-Looting and Ransoming as Treacherous Play

It emerged through the course of the research that a significant number of participants in this study also participated in “ninja-looting”, another type of play in EVE that would be likely considered griefing in other MMOGs. This occurs in areas of EVE’s virtual universe, which are designated as high security. A powerful non-player race called CONCORD patrols these areas and destroys any player who, unprovoked, attacks another player. The ninja-looter flies in a weak but fast ship and takes the items dropped by non-player characters killed by other players running missions. This act allows the other player to shoot at the ninja-looter without repercussion from CONCORD since they have been provoked. However, the looter can also shoot back since they have also been provoked. While many ninja-looters might simply profit from the loot they steal, others goad players into shooting them so they can return in a powerful ship or be swiftly joined by waiting friends and kill the player. In some cases, that weak ship might actually have been equipped with the tools to hold the victim in place until back-up can arrive. This commonly results in them attempting to ransom the player, demanding millions of ISK.

As noted earlier, ransoming a ship trapped and under attack requires social interaction to convince the victim it is worthwhile. But simply ninja-looting without ransom is also treacherous. The victim must be led to believe the player’s intent is simply to ninja-loot, they are flying a weak ship, and they are alone. To return and destroy that victim is a betrayal of the image the ninja-looter has constructed. I asked a player who engaged in both scamming and ninja-looting what he enjoyed about the two activities. He replied:

         Honestly they’re both very different activities, and yet also fundamentally the same thing. There’s more of an “active” rush involved with looting from someone in order to goad them into aggressing you in order to destroy them, whereas the scam can be a longer more cold-blooded endeavor. In either case, what you’re doing is exploiting emotion, either in trust or the gut reaction to, well, react, and using your own pre-planned actions to trump their unplanned reactions. You have engineered and controlled a scenario in which someone else incorrectly perceives that they have control or power, to their downfall. (Participant 4)

What Participant 4’s response demonstrates is the extent to which both activities hinge on deception and emotion – two elements firmly within the domain of social skills – and achieving in-game success through betrayal. While the social interactions are entirely non-verbal, they are still present and a form of treacherous play. In fact, five participants in the study mentioned how they had “transitioned” into scamming through experience from ninja-looting, and the social element of the practice fits with this significant link. Demonstrating the ruthlessness of EVE players, I asked a different participant if he ever killed someone after they paid a ransom. His response was “Every time”.

The Commodification of Trust in EVE Online

Another supporting argument for conceptualizing treacherous play in EVE as social PvP is the extent to which trust – a social construct – is considered a commodity by treacherous players.

         Trusting anyone in EVE is a foolish move. That trust gives me money and my lack of trust helps me keep it. (Participant 12)

               If there’s one thing that scamming for a few months helps with, it’s tuning yourself to gauging the trustworthiness of other people. (Participant 5)

Understanding trust as a commodity correlates with player accounts of “constructing” or “growing” trust over time through social interactions. Trust can be seen as being used as a form of collateral in negotiations in an effort to mitigate risk. In an instance of treacherous play, by violating trust the player spends it. A successful treacherous play occurs when that trust can be redeemed for something more desirable: financial gain, social power, or perhaps the downfall of an enemy alliance. As one player said in reference to a situation in which they chose not to steal:

         This is one case where exploiting trust by growing it is more profitable than backstabbing and running with a ton of stuff. (Participant 5)

As highlighted by Staffan Björk in this volume, games that force betrayal hold the reputation as those that most provoke some of the strongest negative emotional reactions following the game-play. That betrayal of trust, frequently vilified as a form of dark play, offers insight into how other multiplayer game arenas are constructed as spaces in which trust is not a commodity. This has been theorized as a common, implicit particular of the “lusory agreement” (De Koven 2013). However, not all victims of a treacherous play in EVE Online are explicitly upset, and those that go as far as quitting EVE Online are likely a very small minority. Indeed, it is my perception from my studies of EVE, and the perception of nearly all the participants in this study, that most victims accept they had misplaced their trust and, as with any other loss in EVE Online, move on, remembering the number one rule: “DON’T TRUST ANYONE”.

These vignettes illustrate how the construction of EVE Online as a space in which treacherous play is understood as permitted plays a role in mitigating its darkness. It is in this transformation, from anti-social transgression to a legitimate form of competition, that treacherous players find a pleasurable experience. In the following section, I will discuss how CCP Games have carefully designed EVE Online as a space in which treacherous play can safely occur.

MASSIVELY MULTIPLAYER TREACHEROUS GAME

         Everyone who plays EVE understands how harsh of a world it is. If they don’t, they need to learn. If I have to be the one to teach them I will. (Participant 12)

Overwhelmingly, participants were aware of the perception of their chosen play styles as being problematic, anti-social, or even immoral. With the exception of two players, all participants defended their engagement in this type of dark play, arguing they only did so because it was not against the rules of EVE Online. Such defence correlates with conclusions drawn about the appeal and enjoyment of the practice in the previous section of this chapter, where treacherous play in EVE Online is treated by players as a form of player-versus-player combat with social skills as the domain of combat. Consequently, it is necessary to understand the complex factors that have led to EVE Online’s pervasive treachery, and how context matters when evaluating the darkness of play in multiplayer environments.

PARATEXT REPRESENTATIONS OF EVE ONLINE

Paratext is a literary-interpretation concept developed by Gérard Genette (1997) and introduced into game studies by Mia Consalvo (2007). Paratexts are materials that frame a text, a book, or a game and through doing so, influence its interpretation. In the case of games, these constitute a broad range of texts in a variety of media: video trailers, banner ads, gaming magazines, discussions online, or blog posts about successful scams. From speaking with players, it became evident many were attracted to EVE Online by the tales they had read online and in print.

The stories reported in gaming and mainstream media represent the most spectacular, brazen, or profitable heists and scams, and echo the fictional setting of EVE Online – a dystopian, hyper-capitalistic universe with a history marked by betrayal and treachery (e.g. Good 2011). These reports and fictions frame the interpretation and experience of EVE Online and heavily inform the development of EVE’s informal rules that commend treacherous play (for more on EVE paratexts, see Carter 2014).

CCP Games evidently recognizes this element to EVE’s ongoing success in attracting new subscribers. A widespread banner advert for EVE simply states: “EVE Online: Be the Villain”. The March 2011 ‘A Future Vision’ trailer to EVE Online with nearly 2,000,000 views cinematically depicts an EVE Online capsuleer betraying DUST 514 (CCP Games 2013) soldiers (a PS3 first-person shooter, linked into the EVE universe). So while not all players are aware of the presence of ruthless play in EVE Online when they first begin to play, the variety of villainy and betrayal in EVE Online paratexts plays a major role in framing the development of these nefarious activities.

EVE IS A SANDBOX, JUST LIKE THE REAL WORLD

The most pronounced concept in these paratexts is the notion of “sandbox”. The term sandbox is often used ambiguously in gaming culture to refer to games that have a lack of linear narrative – for example, The Sims (Maxis 2000) – and/or have an open-game world – for example, the Grand Theft Auto series (Rockstar North 1997–2013) – and/or have an entirely customizable game world – for example, Minecraft (Mojang 2009). The term alludes to the comparative open-endedness of a game with regard to a particular element of the game’s design. In EVE Online, sandbox refers to the comparative lack of restriction in the player-driven interactions in the game.

This notion of sandbox frames the way players understand EVE Online to function in comparison to other MMOGs such as World of Warcraft, where players have little effect on the virtual world and play is principally found through interaction with the static environment. The sandbox nature is sometimes also phrased with EVE as being “just like the real world” (as in the Scams and Exploits wiki page quoted earlier in the chapter) and, just like in real life,

         you can choose to be or do whatever you want in EVE, and if that means plotting to trick a group of individuals into naively trusting you enough that they surrender billions of isk worth of cash and assets to you, so be it; welcome to the sandbox. (Participant 4)

This particular paratext plays an enormous role in legitimizing scamming and stealing in EVE Online. To quote another participant, in the sandbox of EVE Online, “anything is possible”.

GAME MECHANICS

MMOGs are complex socio-technical assemblages (De Paoli and Kerr 2009). Thus there are numerous elements of the technical design of EVE Online, along with social and cultural factors, which play an important role in constructing EVE as a ruthless virtual world. Multiple participants identified the consequentiality of death in EVE as playing a major role in enabling certain types of treacherous activities such as ransoming.

While defining treacherous play earlier in this paper, I also identified the ambiguity of social structures as being essential in crafting EVE as a ruthless game. While most multiplayer games formalize relationships between players, typically allocating them to opposing teams, EVE Online affords players no such clarity. As a result, any other EVE Online player is potentially friend or foe. As a consequence, deception regarding relationship status tactically enters into all forms of player-versus-player combat. Scamming and theft can be seen as an extension of this ambiguity. Were the status of social relationships clearly or formally delineated, it is unlikely such practices would occur. This is further complemented by the extra layer of mediated communication EVE Online has as an online game. Players are afforded a broader range of identity and communication scams than the collocated players are in games such as Intrigue, which also involve betrayal (see Björk, elsewhere in this volume).

A CLEAR DISTINCTION BETWEEN SOCIAL AND TECHNICAL EXPLOITS

Though I have elsewhere referred to EVE Online as unbounded (Carter and Gibbs 2013), there exists a rigidly enforced limitation on player conduct in EVE Online against technical exploits. As noted earlier, EVE’s EULA and tutorial materials distinguish between scamming and exploits. A scam is defined (CCP Games n.d.) as “what happens when someone takes advantage of your misplaced trust, temporary confusion or ignorance of game rules, and robs you via legal in-game means”. An exploit, on the other hand, is defined as “when someone bypasses normal game mechanics, such as by utilizing a bug in the game, allowing him to take advantage of other players without them having any means of preventing it whatsoever” (CCP Games n.d.).

This clear distinction between social trickery and hacking the client invites players to forget the established norms against stealing and theft found in other multiplayer games (and in real life), and explore a new space, the boundaries of which are clearly defined as lying at the technical configuration of the environment. This distinction has also resulted in players defending scamming as “fairly unfair”. Any player can use trickery, deception, and betrayal to gain advantage in the game. They use this to argue any scheme is acceptable as long as any other player could have also employed that same scheme. Without this clearly articulated ceiling on acceptable conduct in EVE Online, players would be less likely to accept the broad range of scams – particularly the most extreme cases of espionage and investment schemes – as a legitimate part of the game.

Players’ accounts of their experiences after realizing they were scammed depict a realization step: the realization that the rules in EVE are different to other MMOGs. If they themselves could have done that same scam, it is acceptable (there is no unfair advantage) and they are a victim without recourse. The rigid distinction between social and technical exploits clarifies where the boundaries lie and in doing so, reveals clearly the space players have to explore.

         First I was dumbfounded. Then irate. Then dejected. Then curious. Here was a game mechanic specifically designed to screw over other players. Not only was scamming allowed, but it was apparently encouraged by CCP.

               And so, I began to wonder how I could do the same. (Participant 5)

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

         I realize this would all seem extremely, well, bizarre and somewhat silly to someone who doesn’t play Eve. But Eve is after all a game, and I truly believe games should be fun or you’re doing something wrong; this is where we were finding our fun. (Participant 14)

EVE Online is a dystopic, hyper-capitalistic virtual world in which many players, through treachery and betrayal, exert considerable effort to trick and rob other players. This type of dark play is a permitted and often celebrated practice within the game world. Based on data from interviews with twenty-two EVE Online players, I have argued the appeal and player experience of treacherous play are congruent with the experience and appeal of any form of competitive multiplayer game. Treacherous play in EVE Online is a form of social player-versus-player combat in which social skills are the primary domain of competition. The challenge and appeal are therefore grounded in the treacherous player’s ability to deceive other players, and those players’ ability to detect they are being deceived. It is therefore crucial that it not just be legal but expected. Consequently, I’ve identified some of the key ways EVE Online and its developer have developed this unusual play culture: its favourable representation in paratexts, the atypical framing as a sandbox game, high-consequence game-play, and ambiguous team structures, along with a clear distinction from the developer between social and technical exploits.

Thus while this is an example of dark play, as social PvP it bears no immoral, subversive, transgressive, or anti-social qualities within the context of EVE Online. While the victims of an instance of treachery may be upset, such negative feelings are a result of being unfamiliar with this style of PvP rather than an inherent darkness to the act of betrayal. Betrayal is an unusual tactic available to players in multiplayer games, where trust is conventionally considered a given. Experienced players of EVE Online know this, and are significantly less likely to report unusually strong negative feelings. These conclusions further speak to how games can play with dark content in unproblematic and ethically responsible ways.

Though this chapter has focused on players who play EVE darkly, a pertinent question is raised: What is the appeal and motivation of engaging in a game in which you can’t trust anyone? What is fun about being robbed? Indeed, this question can be asked of any form of player-versus-player combat. What is fun about being killed in Halo (Bungie 2001)? The appeal lies not in the bounded experience of loss or failure but in the holistic effect of the possibility of failure in the social domain. Risk, after all, is exciting, and the presence of treacherous play ensures social interactions are significantly more risky and, consequently, more intense and engaging. This lends EVE Online an enhanced social experience and the development of stronger social relationships.

In this chapter I have portrayed EVE Online as having a homogenous player culture, with uniform attitudes towards scamming and this form of dark play. In an MMOG of over 500,000 players, this is evidently reductionist. Numerous dissonant voices exist within the EVE Online community that dislike or abhor this emergent style of play. Elsewhere, Chris Paul (2011, 2012; with Bergstrom et al. 2013) has written regarding EVE’s new player experience, arguing its elevated difficulty has a role in homogenizing the player base. Those players who fail to seek help or external resources to overcome the difficulty of EVE Online are unlikely to remain subscribed. I similarly contend that the elevated darkness of treacherous play homogenizes the player base. Those who dislike it are not likely to remain subscribers as an objection to supporting a company that endorses such “abhorrent” play.

I have argued in this chapter that treacherous play can, in certain contexts, contribute to a positive play experience in multiplayer games. As these types of play are typically condemned, forbidden, or entirely restricted, I further argue there is a comparatively untapped design space for enjoyable and attractive play experiences that involve deception, treachery, and betrayal. The presence of treachery introduces a richer, more intense, and more meaningful social experience to EVE Online that is evidently attractive to players. While further research is necessary to understand how treachery can successfully be implemented as a play space in different games, fictions, and genres, I believe EVE Online demonstrates how treacherous play can offer the opportunity for new, exciting player experiences that may sustain consumer interest and distinguish a digital game in the competitive online multiplayer game market.
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13 Dark Play in Dishonored

Kristine Jørgensen

When first preparing a chapter for this anthology, I wanted to write a piece on the potential for dark play in games that allow players to respond to situations in different ways and see the consequences of their actions. Role-playing games such as Fable (Big Blue Box 2004), Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic (Bioware 2003), and Mass Effect (Bioware 2007) allow the player to choose to respond to situations in ways suitable to a world-saving noble hero or a ruthless sociopath with no concern for others. Such games have a particular potential for dark play because they allow the player to explore different approaches to the game fiction. Some games are subversive or immoral with respect to the norms of our society, some explore the darker sides of the human mind, and some merely represent a personality that deviates negatively from one’s own.

Whereas all the games mentioned above have great potential for exploring the effect of subversive behaviour on other characters in a playful environment, one game caught my attention because it draws the player towards dark play even when he/she is aiming to play the good boy/girl. This was the first-person stealth-action game Dishonored (Arkane Studios 2012). What is interesting about Dishonored is that it is an ambiguous game. It is normative because it favours a stealthy and non-violent outcome but at the same time, it actively uses mechanisms that pull the player towards the path of vengeance. Through this combination, the game centres the player’s attention on the actual possibility that all missions may have a sinister alternative to the expected outcome.

In this chapter, I will present an analysis of the design choices made to support dark play in Dishonored. Through the analysis, I will identify and highlight certain techniques used by the game in order to make the player focus on ethical reflection surrounding the choices of their actions. I will first discuss how the game can be said to support dark play. Further, I will show how the game corresponds with ideas in ethical philosophy and how the game utilizes other design approaches discussed in game studies and game design literature, and argue the techniques identified may be used for designing games that deliberately focus on subversive play. Beyond being an in-depth study that shows a specific case of how dark play can be effectively implemented in a digital game, this discussion will also demonstrate how procedural and narrative game mechanics can be combined in game design that pursues a deeper level of meaning.

GAME-PLAY IN DISHONORED

Developed by French-American Arkane Studios and released in 2012 by Bethesda Softworks, the first-person stealth-action game Dishonored is available for PS3, Xbox 360, and Windows PC. The player is Corvo Attano, the Empress’s bodyguard who stands accused of her murder and the disappearance of her daughter, Emily. After being freed from prison by Empire loyalists, Corvo’s task is to clear his name by installing the rightful heir on the throne. As Corvo, the player goes through a plot of internal intrigues that reveals the loyalists to be behind the assassination and kidnapping, and must complete the game by confronting each of the conspirators.

The player undertakes nine assassination missions, all of which can be experienced in different ways. Dishonored rarely uses dialogue trees. Decisions are more commonly made through actions such as choosing whether to kill or not to kill, activating a certain feature, or by deciding to go to a particular location or not. Missions may be completed using a combat-oriented approach focusing on killing all enemies or by using stealth, which makes it possible to complete the game without killing non-player characters. A combination of combat and stealth is also possible, where the player may choose to restrict him/herself to killing only the target enemies and enemies who attack first and otherwise avoid violence. After each mission the player is presented with a summary of the game-play. A high body count will be evaluated as “high chaos”, whereas a low body count results in “low chaos”. Moreover, the level of chaos will affect the final outcome of the game. Completing the game in high chaos will result in the city of Dunwall becoming overridden by plague, and Emily will either die or become a tyrant dictator. Alternatively, the low-chaos outcome is one in which Dunwall prospers and Emily becomes a beloved empress who rules with Corvo at her side. Without having consulted a game guide or walk-through, the player does not know exactly how many kills will activate high chaos or the specifics of the outcome of the game. However, the player is informed by the game early on that a high chaos approach will lead to a “dark” outcome.

In this way, the game indicates the low-chaos approach is the favoured outcome. However, I will argue the game also uses techniques that pull the player towards the use of violence against the main antagonists. It is by tempting the player to give in to vengeance that Dishonored includes dark play.



DESIGNING FOR DARK PLAY

What is dark play? Performance researcher Richard Schechner describes dark play as play that “subverts order, dissolves frames, and breaks its own rules – so much so that playing itself is in danger of itself being destroyed. … Dark play is truly subversive, its agendas always hidden. Dark play’s goals are deceit, disruption, excess, and gratification” (Schechner 2002, 119). This understanding is reflected by Zagal, Björk, and Lewis, who state dark game design patterns “cause negative experiences for players which are against their best interest and likely to happen without their consent” (2013). For Zagal et al., dark design patterns are intentionally abusive and their darkness is connected to the fact they are meant to manipulate the player and create a negative experience.

This deviates from what I mean when I claim Dishonored is designed for dark play. In this game, dark play is about exploring subversive or immoral behaviour and allowing the player to experiment with the sinister aspects of the human mind in a safe environment built around fictional events. This is what Zagal et al. describe as a grey zone because it is a part of the game activity but would be considered unethical outside the game context (2013). Board games that include mechanisms of deception and backstabbing are typical examples of this, and dark play tends to be considered a dynamic element that provides a new dimension to play when implemented in a meaningful way. In a similar way, I consider dark play to be a positive aspect of Dishonored because it allows the player to explore ethical questions and see the consequences of their actions. Although Zagal et al. point out that players experience dark play as negative, it is important to stress that in Dishonored, these are “positive negative experiences”, to use Markus Montola’s words (2010). Sometimes negative experiences may be positive when they happen inside the frames of play. You can gain new insights about yourself and human behaviour, intensity, and reflection. In this sense, Dishonored is in concert with Doris C. Rusch’s plea for games that tackle the human condition (2009).

However, Dishonored reflects Zagal’s et al. ideas of dark play in certain ways. It is indeed a part of the game’s design to somewhat manipulate the player but this happens on a fictional rather than on a mechanical level. The game mechanisms are not designed to trick the player or make the player act against their own best interest, but the fictional consequences of the player’s actions are not always foreseen and may be different from what was expected. The consequences are in most cases not emergent but fixed by scripted events. In addition, the game often tries to push the player into killing the target enemies rather than opting for a non-lethal solution, even when this may be in opposition to their preferred stealth-oriented play style. This pressure happens through fictional contextualization as the player is given information about an enemy character that may create antipathy for that character. For this reason, I propose the darkness of Dishonored in most cases is connected to fictional representation rather than to procedural rhetorics, which is to say, the use of computational processes for argumentative purposes (Bogost 2007, 28–9).



BIASED ON THE SIDE OF LOW CHAOS

My claim is that Dishonored favours a low-chaos approach to the game, at the same time as it pulls the player towards justifying a certain degree of violence motivated by vengeance. In the following, I will show how the game taps into ethical philosophy in order to do this. This will be the starting point for a discussion of the most central techniques the game uses in order to address dark play. I will argue the focus on dark play is established through a conflict between virtue ethics and consequentialist ethics.



VIRTUE ETHICS IN DISHONORED

As an approach that values a low degree of violence, low chaos may be described as based on an ideal of moderation, in which the player seeks a balanced approach to do as little harm as possible to others. This is consistent with virtue ethics, a tradition in ethical philosophy that focuses on the traits of a person’s character and where virtuous actions and behaviour are defining for whether or not one is an ethical person (Mizzoni 2010, 23). A virtuous person is one who seeks moderation and acts in accordance with cardinal virtues and thus is able to balance between behaviour that would be harmful to others and behaviour that would be self-destructive (Aristotle in Mizzoni 2010, 24).

Some scholars see virtue ethics as particularly fruitful in connection with games because it focuses on the ethical reflections of a moral subject (Sicart 2011; Reynolds 2002). This is not only relevant for games in which the player must make choices. According to Miguel Sicart, players are reflective beings who act both according to their moral perspectives as well as according to strategies and the goals of the game (Sicart 2009, 111–2). This means game situations must be evaluated, not necessarily according to the consequences the game system produces but according to the player’s reflection and interpretation (Sicart 2009, 123). In this sense, a game that represents or forces the player to take clearly unethical actions may very well be an ethical game as long as it encourages ethical reflection (Sicart 2009, 124). This makes virtue ethics relevant not only for games in which the players are involved in the decision-making process but also for games in which the player does not make the choices but must observe the protagonist acting in contrast to accepted ethical behaviour.

One way Dishonored stresses its bias towards low chaos is by explicitly commenting on the player’s actions. It achieves this by, for instance, using non-playing characters as moral compasses. An example is the boatman, Samuel. In the transition to the very last mission of the game, “The Light at the End”, Samuel makes a value statement about the player’s approach. In a low chaos play-through, Samuel will give Corvo a motivational speech, provide hints about how to traverse the last mission, and even stress “it’s been a pleasure serving with you”. If the player has approached the game in high chaos, however, Samuel will express disgust at Corvo’s actions, and abuse him verbally with the final statement, “I’d wish you good luck, but I’d be lying”. Then he will use his flare gun to warn Corvo’s enemies.

The Empress’s daughter, Emily, is also a central moral compass in that her behaviour will change according to play style. As Emily’s protector and father figure, Corvo has a great influence on her, and the level of chaos will change her attitude accordingly. In high chaos, she will, for instance, be very interested in how many people Corvo has killed and state proudly that she will also aim to be feared when she becomes Empress. In addition, Emily’s drawings will be influenced in a similar way. In high chaos, she will draw disturbing pictures of Corvo, either wearing his mask or holding a bloody sword. If the game is played in low chaos, however, Emily will be humble and caring when talking about the future and her drawings will be cheerful and loving, featuring a smiling Corvo and the title “Daddy” (Drake 2012). In this sense, the game is designed with a clear bias not only towards low chaos but also towards the player as a virtuous being who does not let him/herself indulge in virtual violence.



CONSEQUENTIALISM IN DISHONORED

The game’s evaluation of low chaos as the preferred play style is also illuminated through another school within ethical philosophy, namely consequentialism. This theory claims ethical value is based on the consequences of an action, rather than the intention behind or the virtues of the agent (Darwell 2002, 1–2). As a game where the player can make choices and see the consequences of their actions, the philosophy of consequentialism is strong in Dishonored, and this philosophy also contributes to stressing low chaos as the preferable approach to the game. This becomes clear in a tutorial screen titled “Assassination and Nonlethal Takedowns” that appears in the first mission after the introduction, “Prison Break”, where the player is informed that “using stealth and a nonlethal approach has benefits: fewer rats and weepers, some characters react favourably, and the final outcome is not so dark”. The player is thus informed that their actions have consequences in the game world and stealth will be positively evaluated by the environment. We later learn packs of rats will attack Corvo and eat knocked out but still breathing enemies. We also learn “weepers”, zombie-like humans infected by the plague that haunts Dunwall, will attack on sight. These elements combine to show the negative consequences of a high-chaos approach to game-play and Corvo’s ability to traverse the game environment.

In the case of the spreading of the plague, the game uses computational procedures in order to show the consequences of the player’s actions. A computational procedure refers here to the computer’s “defining ability to execute a series of rules” (Murray 1997, 71) or use of algorithms to model the behaviour of objects (Bogost 2007, 4), but we could also say the game engine is built to simulate what will happen in the plague-ridden city when the number of dead increases. In addition to simulating the plague, procedurality is also used to calculate the final outcome of the game, as the sum of the actions taken in the game will result in different endings. This shows a clear bias towards low chaos. Whereas the high chaos ending is one in which the player does not meet the main objective of the game, which is to clear Corvo’s name and put the right heir on the throne, it also creates a grim ending to the narrative as it puts Dunwall into turmoil and rife with plague. Low chaos, on the other hand, is a happy ending in which the player reaches the main goal and the city thrives. Although some prefer tragedies to happy endings, the very negative consequences of the high-chaos ending are indicative of an ethical valuation of the two outcomes.

These examples demonstrate how Dishonored uses procedures in order to stress a specific bias towards low chaos as opposed to high chaos. We are, for this reason, talking about procedural rhetorics, “the practice of using processes persuasively” and “authoring arguments through processes” (Bogost 2007, 28–9). Through procedural rhetorics the player learns there are consequences to his/her actions and the consequences of being reckless and violent are not only more rats and weepers but also a city in turmoil, as well as the corruption and possible death and exile of Emily and Corvo.

However, whereas procedures are used to stress the consequences of the player’s actions in the cases above, many of the consequences are not the result of procedures. Often consequences do not emerge out of a game-play process but are narrated as fixed events based on a specific choice that is being made. These scripted consequences are a source of ethical reflection because they are sometimes unforeseeable, which suggests there is no clear relationship between a virtuous action and its consequences. The presence of such scripted consequences, which may or may not be related to the intentions behind the action, is particularly powerful because the game uses fiction and narrative to go beyond what the procedures in this game can do, and because it challenges the ideological framework of both virtue ethics and consequentialism in this game.



CONSEQUENTIALISM AS A SOURCE FOR ETHICAL REFLECTION

Although both virtue ethics and consequentialism are used to stress the low-chaos bias in Dishonored, something interesting happens when the two are combined in the game. Whereas the game on the surface asks the player to be virtuous and avoid unnecessary violence, a question about what actually is unnecessary violence in this game arises when coupled with utilitarian consequentialism. Utilitarianism is interested in how consequences affect the individuals involved and states that an ethical good action is that which creates the greatest overall value or secures the greatest benefit for most people (Darwell 2002, 3). In Dishonored, this perspective becomes important in several contexts. It is perhaps most apparent when considering whether to kill a target or not, in the spreading of the plague, and in the evaluation of the overall outcome of the game.

However, often there is a conflict between virtuous behaviour and the actual consequences of an action. In some cases the player may act in accordance with what appears virtuous, for instance by deciding not to kill a target, but then it turns out the consequences are different from those the player might have expected. An example is the non-lethal fate of the corrupt Pendleton brothers in the mission “House of Pleasure”. In addition to being involved in the killing of the Empress and holding her daughter Emily prisoner, they are sadistic owners of slave mines. The player may not feel much remorse for killing them, but the manager of the slave mines offers to deal with them non-lethally. This way, the virtuous player has the option to spare two lives, which may appear as the more favourable outcome. Not until after he/she has accepted to go through with the non-lethal option does the player learn the Pendleton brothers have had their tongues cut out and been sent to their own mines as slaves.

This new information about the actual consequences puts the situation in a new light, but as the player does not know about the consequence of making this choice this is not a true ethical dilemma. An ethical dilemma is understood to mean “an unavoidable choice between two or more competing and equally important ethical principles that are in direct conflict within an ethical system” (Schreiber et al. 2009). The player does not have to decide between giving the Pendleton brothers a miserable life in the slave mines and killing them. Instead the player is given the choice between sentencing them to life or death. Virtue ethics generally would consider a person who kills as an unethical subject, and because the act of killing is never virtuous or balanced but extreme, this is a relatively straightforward choice from this perspective. From the perspective of utilitarianism, the situation may be more complicated. Both options are doubtlessly unethical if we consider a subjective, hedonistic form of utilitarianism that stresses an individual’s happiness and absence from suffering (Darwell 2002, 3–4). However, utilitarian consequentialism may consider both options as good from a broader perspective. Removed from society, they will no longer make other people suffer. If taken to the slave mines, they may even still be of use to society.

A different example that poses a true ethical dilemma can be found in the mission “Lady Boyle’s Last Party”. This mission demonstrates a case in which the non-lethal option is not ethically favourable but, contrary to “House of Pleasure”, here the player is informed about the consequences of each option before making the choice. The mission’s target is co-conspirator Lady Boyle, and as an alternative to killing her, Corvo may kidnap her and hand her over to Lord Brisby, who is secretly in love with her and wants to keep her locked up as part of his twisted idea of a relationship. The difference from the example with the Pendleton brothers is that in the case of Lady Boyle, the player will sentence an innocent person knowingly to a very dark fate indeed. Again, being locked up may be favourable to dying, but this is a more sinister choice because the player is aware of the grim consequences. In this sense, the ethical dilemma is more obvious here because it gives the player a conscious and informed choice between death and life in captivity and potential torture. However, if we look at this through the spectacles of virtue ethics, we see the favourable option would be to leave her fate to Lord Brisby because she would remain alive. However, from the perspective of consequentialism, it would be possible to argue the consequence of such a fate would be so grim that death would be preferable.

These examples show the conflicts that arise between consequentialism and virtue ethics in Dishonored, which contributes to creating an experience of dark play in the game. They also show how the game uses scripted events rather than procedurality to create consequences based on fictional characters’ agency and the narrative goal of the game.



A MOTIVATION FOR VENGEANCE

The examples of the Pendleton brothers and Lady Boyle can be viewed differently if we consider that Corvo is likely to be motivated to seek vengeance. As the target of a set-up framing him as a traitor, Corvo has a good reason to want vengeance for the conspiracy behind the Empress’s murder and his own imprisonment. A plot twist that leaves him twice betrayed emphasizes further motivation for vengeance.

The situation in the game clearly can be understood as vengeance, since it has its origin in wanting retaliation for an actual offense and injustice committed not only against Corvo but also against the Empress and her daughter. The player may also turn this into revenge, which can be understood as more of a personal vendetta motivated by the desire to see the conspirators suffer for the suffering they caused Corvo (Uniacke 2002, 62–3). In this context, the difference between the two is that while revenge is generally considered morally and ethically improper because the perceived injury may not be connected to an actual offense (Uniacke 2002, 63), vengeance may be justified under certain conditions because it is connected to an actual offense (Uniacke 2002, 65). For this reason, virtuous Corvo would not pursue personally motivated revenge but might find his actions justified due to the offenses committed and thus seek vengeance. Vengeance may, however, in any case be understood as connected to a dark emotion because it is associated with a negative and often powerful sensation about wanting and believing that retaliation will make up for the injustice caused.

As Corvo is subject to a kind of injustice that seems to validate a desire for retaliation (Uniacke 2002, 63) and because there is a government conspiracy that is responsible, there is little chance justice will be served through official channels. Thus Corvo’s vigilantism may appear justified as a fictional motivation. However, because all targets can be dealt with non-lethally, the player may ask him/herself which kind of vengeance is sweeter: to kill Corvo’s enemies in cold blood or deal with them in a non-lethal way, thereby stressing Corvo is a virtuous person who pursues his search for justice through rational means. However, because he is a trained bodyguard and now an assassin, it is unlikely Corvo would approach this situation as a pacifist. The choice between lethal or non-lethal retaliation may also depend on how much suffering the player wants to inflict on Corvo’s enemies in the name of vengeance.

From a different perspective, a vengeance-oriented player may of course also use utilitarian consequentialism as a justification for killing the conspirators, based on the idea that the world would be better off without conspirators trying to overrun the system by way of killing their political opponents. However, this may also lead to conflict for the consequentialist thinker. If all conspirators and their accomplices are killed and unable to participate in more schemes, would this lead to an increase in the plague? The player’s choice of actions is, in this sense, not only based on an evaluation about what is the right behaviour from the point of view of a virtuous player. The choices are also based upon an evaluation and understanding of the consequences each action has.



TECHNIQUES FOR DARK PLAY

The main reason why Dishonored manages to implement dark play is because it is an ethical game by design through its encouragement of ethical reflection (Sicart 2009, 124). However, it is only as long as the values are coherently presented to the player that ethical reflection can be achieved (Sicart 2009, 58). Whereas Dishonored favours a low-chaos approach, it is indeed an ethical game because it also tempts the player into acting in opposition to this approach and thus encourages reflection with regards to the player’s choice of actions. It also supports ethical reflection by stressing fiction and narrative and combining them with procedural rhetorics in a way that opens up unexpected and unintended consequences. These aspects work together to create a strong sense of dark play because they reach out to our imagination and sense of empathy. It is important to stress the players who act on the game as an ethical game are accepting a certain kind of mind-set. This implies a player may choose to ignore the mind-set and the fictional consequences and play the game with only the computational procedures in mind.

In the following, I will concentrate on three techniques that all focus on ethical reflection in order to support dark play in Dishonored: to set up ethical paradigms against each other and ask the player to make a choice based on their own reflection; to encourage ethical-reflection situations in which the player cannot interfere; and to design processes of fictional alignment and embedded narratives.

Technique 1: A Combination of Ethical Principles and Emotional Motivation

I have argued Dishonored plays ethical values against each other. This can be said to be the first of the techniques the game uses to support dark play. I am not going to repeat the argument here, but allow me to show how these work together with the emotional motivation of vengeance.

Dishonored throws the player into difficult situations that are in conflict with each other when approached by traditional ethical theories. By actively combining virtue ethics with different strains from consequentialist ethics, the game encourages ethical reflection. This is further encouraged by combining ethical reasoning with the desire for retaliation against the conspirators. The player is thus tempted to act out of vengeance or revenge, and must decide what ethical approach – if any – he/she should use. The focus on low chaos, combined with the fact that actions have consequences, work as moderating principles that guide the player into evaluating every action he/she takes and encourage him/her to activate problem-solving skills that go beyond traditional shooters.

Actively forcing reflection through a combination of ethical problems and perspectives is not an uncommon way of including reflection in games. Role-playing games built around dialogue trees often do this. For example, Mass Effect 2 actively uses this approach in particular in connection with the personal-companion missions (Jørgensen 2010, 326). Here different ethical paradigms are often used against each other, but this may also be coupled with a conflict between acting in accordance with an ethical system or in accordance with individual moral principles. Should the player choose to help a friend or act in accordance with what may be better from the point of departure of a greater good? In this sense, the game is also asking the player to choose between acting in accordance with what she sees may be the morally right thing to do in each isolated case and what may be the right action from an overarching ethical point of view.

To combine conflicting ethical principles with a personal or emotional perspective is central for designing a level of meaning to digital games, which is compatible with dark play. In Mass Effect 2 the choices that are made become meaningful because of the close emotional links established between the protagonist-avatar and the companion characters, but they may not always be dark in the sense that they ask the player to explore the more sinister aspects of the human mind. In Dishonored, however, the vengeance motive invites the player to experiment with a kind of behaviour generally seen as immoral.



Technique 2: Subtracting and Mirroring

According to Sicart, subtracting and mirroring are two procedures for ethical game design. Whereas subtracting ethics force the player to reflect ethically on the actions the avatar carries out in the game world, mirroring ethics put the player into an uncomfortable ethical position (Sicart 2009, 215–6). The use of such procedures is the second technique used in Dishonored to create an ethical experience.

In many games, subtracting ethics take place when game-play forces the player to act in a certain way that may raise ethical questions on the part of the player. To illustrate, Sicart refers to Shadow of the Colossus (Team Ico 2005). In this game, the player may question whether killing the non-aggressive colossi is the ethical thing to do, but because this is the only goal, there is nothing else the player can do (Sicart 2009, 216). Because there are very few situations in Dishonored where the player is forced into taking a certain action, subtracting is rare in this game. The best example is the mission “The Royal Physician”, where the Corvo must kidnap the Royal Physician Sokolov. This is the only mission in which the player is obliged to go for a non-lethal solution, and they must do so even if it may appear counter to their play style. Whereas a non-lethal solution may be the ethical thing to do from the perspective of virtue ethics, this is questioned by the fact Sokolov has conducted questionable medical experiments on live human subjects. The player comes across a woman in a cage who, according to a nearby audiograph, has been infected with the plague as a test subject. The woman is clearly sick and wants the player to let her out of the cage. Here the player is faced with the dilemma of releasing her and potentially spreading the plague, leaving her where she is, or killing her to relieve her suffering. Regardless of what the player chooses, this leaves the player asking whether letting Sokolov live is the right thing to do. Because the player does not have a choice in this matter, a situation of subtracting ethics occurs in which the player cannot choose how to act but is left reflecting on Corvo’s action.

Similar to subtracting is mirroring, but instead of leaving the player considering whether a mandatory action is the right one or not, mirroring deliberately forces the virtuous player into an uncomfortable ethical situation. Sicart’s example is from Manhunt (Rockstar North 2003), where the player takes on the role of an ex-convict who is forced by a director to star in snuff films or get killed. Here the player must commit extremely violent acts that make most players uncomfortable (Sicart 2009, 116–7). In Dishonored, a similar experience is available to the high-chaos players, as game critic Oli Welsh points out (Welsh et al. 2012). He describes his high-chaos play-through in this way:

         All the killing has started to get less enjoyable, though. Not because it’s hard, but because I’m getting too good at it. ... Playing this game this way is making me feel a bit sick. I’m not sure why – I’ve stacked the corpses higher than this in countless other games with few qualms. I don’t think it’s the civilian kills either. … Perhaps it’s because Dishonored’s world is neither amoral nor frivolous. The story’s broad-brush stuff, but … the world-building is something else entirely. I’m really quite surprised at how horrible Dunwall is. It’s an intensely grotesque, nasty and depressing place, and it’s putting me in a dark mood. Going all Travis Bickle on it should be cathartic, but it’s the opposite. I just feel like my feet are sinking further into the filthy quicksand.

(Oli Welsh in Welsh et al. 2012)



Although the player is not forced to extremes such as those found in Manhunt, Welsh’s account describes how a violent play-through may feel distasteful in quite a different way than other games where killing is mandatory. In this sense, the high-chaos play-through is one that raises ethical reflection in the player, something that is given extra emphasis by Emily’s responses to the player’s actions (Drake 2012). Also, perhaps more importantly for dark play, this description fits very well with Schechner’s understanding of the concept: as a play activity that is subversive in the sense it runs the risk of destroying itself as play (Schechner 2002, 119).



Technique 3: Fictional Alignment and Embedded Narratives

According to Doris C. Rusch (2009), a design technique that can be used for emotional impact is fictional alignment. This technique is also central for games that want to give the player an experience of dark play. In games, fictional alignment means implementing game and fiction to make them operate together as a whole. Fictional alignment matches game mechanics and fiction so the game mechanics operate in a way that appears to simulate the fiction in a convincing manner, at the same time as fiction appears to reflect the game mechanics. An important part of fictional alignment is to make the player feel the match between fiction and game mechanics is able to reflect actual, recognizable emotional states. With reference to God of War 2 (SCE Santa Monica Studio 2007), Rusch shows how the game makes player and avatar emotionally aligned by allowing them to have the same experience of being overpowered and then depriving them of that power (2009). As the player unexpectedly becomes crippled with respect to what he/she is allowed to do in the game, the sensation is a reflection of what the avatar feels when Zeus takes away his superpowers as punishment for his hubris.

Fictional alignment can come into being through many techniques. Dishonored combines the role-playing aspect that asks the player to decide what kind of person Corvo is with embedded narratives that stress and reinforce motivation.

The question about what kind of person Corvo is has close ties to virtue ethics and the focus on the virtuous character of an individual. Is he a vengeful person who wants to set things right by killing the conspirators who framed him, or is he the better man who will try to find a peaceful solution? This also ties in with consequentialism because the consequences of making this choice are also at work. What are the consequences of killing them as opposed to not killing them? Without knowing the consequences, the player may consider not killing them to be a naïve approach. This would potentially leave it possible for them to come back for vengeance. But also killing one’s political opponents – however corrupt they might be – is not a good strategy if one wants to be seen as the representative of a just and fair ruler.

After being framed for the Empress’s murder, Corvo has good reasons to want vengeance. This is emphasized half-way through the game when Corvo is betrayed for the second time. However, the game also tries to reinforce and develop this motivation by using embedded narratives, that is, to distribute informational pieces across the game world environment (Jenkins 2004, 126). In Dishonored, the player may come across information such as letters and audiographs, or overhear dialogues, and thus get a better understanding of a certain character’s motivation or background. In this way, the player may get a deeper knowledge of the game world and its inhabitants by accessing optional information. Whereas some pieces of information are available in locations the player is likely to visit, other pieces are hidden and may be more difficult to find. Because this information may provide additional information about non-playing characters, they may work to illuminate certain situations and make the player’s choices more informed. However, this information is also used to make characters more complex and human-like. In this sense, the information may also contribute to more complex decision-making processes. However, most often such information does not contribute to create an ethical dilemma or a conflict. On the contrary it tends to reinforce the player’s existing perspective of an individual.

The item known in-game as “The Heart” is the most elaborate method of distributing this kind of information. This item works as a compass for locating important objects in the game world, but can also be directed towards a non-player character to reveal their secrets. The Heart is, for this reason, an important source for information in the game and one that contributes to establishing each character as an individual with a background, dreams, and personality. For this reason, it also works as a tool to motivate a less violent play style.

In the case of one of the Pendleton brothers, the Heart may reveal one of them “was raised to believe the world is but a toy for him to play with”, whereas the second brother “takes cruel pleasure in others’ discomfort”. This and other pieces of information may increase the likelihood the player finds the brothers unsympathetic and may make it less difficult to decide to kill them. Also, players who feel conflicted about sparing them but still do it for the sake of a low-chaos outcome may feel a sense of justice when learning these corrupt and egocentric individuals have been forced to work in their own mines (Bramwell in Welsh et al. 2012). When the information has a bias towards a particular outcome in this sense, it stresses Corvo’s motivation for vengeance and helps the player make decisions that are in favour of taking vengeful actions. This is further emphasized by the fact that The Heart is implied to be a reflection of the Empress: they are voiced by the same actor and The Heart also uses a first-person perspective in a way that suggests it speaks with the voice of the Empress.





CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter, I have carried out a case analysis of the design techniques used to support dark play in Dishonored. I have focused on dark play as play that explores and experiments with the sinister aspects of human behaviour in a safe game environment built around fictional events. Dishonored is, in this sense, a good case because it deals with vengeance as a central topic and because it illustrates a dystopian interpretation of consequentialism in which the effects are, at best, ethically ambiguous, regardless of the choices one makes.

In discussing the techniques used in Dishonored to create a framework for dark play, I have showed the game uses ethical philosophy to model certain processes and narrative structures, as well as design techniques for ethical play identified by Miguel Sicart. In addition, the game uses fictional alignment through embedded narratives and role-play to engage the player in the game’s fiction. I have also showed the game pulls the player in two directions: it tries to uphold and reinforce a motivation for vengeance at the same time as it uses techniques that motivate ethical reflection in order to ensure the violence does not become too dominant. This makes Dishonored an ambivalent game. In one sense, it is normative in how it appears to favour a low-chaos approach but at the same time, it stresses vengeance is a valid approach and even tempts the player into giving into that emotion. However, because there is no difference in consequence between bringing the conspirators to justice violently or peacefully, the game does not actually argue strongly for one or the other.

The techniques used in Dishonored are, to a large degree, overlapping and infused with virtue ethics and consequentialism. In many aspects, virtue ethics and consequentialism are put against each other in order to provoke ethical reflection and create potential dilemmas. This is an effective way of addressing dark play in a game focused on narrative progression such as Dishonored. However, although it is also effective to have pre-scripted consequences designed to surprise the player, this is not an approach that necessarily works in all games. It is, for instance, easy to imagine pre-scripted consequences would feel forced in otherwise emergent games. In such games, a more focused use of procedurality would probably be better, in which procedural rhetorics and value statements would be more specifically simulated by the game mechanics.

The three types of design techniques for dark play identified in this chapter are, of course, not a complete list of techniques that can be used to design for dark play. However, they demonstrate specific ways of supporting dark play in a case study. What is common for the techniques, and may work as a general guideline for designing for dark play in the future, is to be aware of whether one uses fiction or game mechanics in order to represent and simulate the experience of what is considered dark in the game. Using fiction may be the easiest and also most common approach, which works well in games of progression as well as in games of emergence (Juul 2002) and may indeed foster critical reflection. However, for the player to get into the experience of dark play, an alignment between fiction and game mechanics may be necessary through experiential metaphors and procedurality (Rusch 2009).
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14 Sonic Descents

Musical Dark Play in Survival and Psychological Horror

Isabella van Elferen

During the 2010s a new horror videogame subgenre emerged from survival horror games. Games such as Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional Games 2010) and Slender: The Eight Pages (Parsec Productions 2012), both of which have achieved cult popularity, are referred to as psychological horror games. These games have very different operating principles than traditional horror games. While players of survival horror games encounter and conquer horrific monsters in the most explicit ways, psychological horror games hardly ever reveal the ghostly enemies they are battling. On the contrary, they continuously emphasize the dreadful thought that the real enemy is the player’s own fear and the real danger lies within.

Psychological horror games represent a significantly darker form of play than survival horror games. This article traces a development in the genre of horror games that can be described as a gradual darkening of play, introducing three shades of darkness in particular. While dark play in survival horror games such as Dead Space (Visceral Games 2008–2013) refers to the horrific events in the game plot and on the screen, dark play in psychological horror games such as Amnesia: The Dark Descent is a further-reaching type of darkness, the game-induced toying with the idea that the player him/herself might be always/already psychologically unstable. Psychological dark play, the notion that gaming might disclose the hidden layers of player psychology, was first introduced in the Silent Hill series (Konami 1999–2012). Extending the diegetic darkness to extra-diegetic realms, this form of dark play unveils the darkness of the player’s mind. Based on these assessments this article proposes a three-fold scale of dark play: from “dark play lite” in survival horror, which will be analyzed through the case study of Dead Space 2; to “hazy play” in psycho-survival horror, which will be discussed via the Silent Hill series; to “pitch-black play” in psychological horror, which will be analyzed through Amnesia: The Dark Descent. It will be argued this scale reflects the subtle differences between the horror and Gothic genres. Whereas the explicit gruesomeness of survival games is typical for horror, the implicit terror in psycho-survival and psychological horror games ties in with the long tradition of the Gothic genre, which focuses on the uncanniness of psychological anxiety.

Special attention is paid to the role of sound and music in this development from survival horror to psychological horror. Psychological horror game soundtracks are often highly rated and assessed as vital parts of the games’ frightening effect. This is not surprising, as these games are visually very dark, so the player has to rely more on sound than in other games. Music is an active agent in psychological horror dark play. It functions as part of the game’s Gothic destabilization of sanity. More even than the so-called sanity effects in psychological horror games, music extends the avatar’s psychological destabilization to the player. Because player perception of a game soundtrack is much less conscious than that of other psychological effects, sound is a paradoxically important factor in the game’s transferral of “insanity” from the diegetic game space to the extra-diegetic player space. Musicological analysis of game-play will therefore importantly inform the analyses in this chapter, which argues the Gothic dark play of psychological horror games is an eminently sonic descent into the pitch-black dungeons of player sanity.

DARK PLAY LITE IN SURVIVAL HORROR

In survival horror games such as Resident Evil (Capcom 1996–2012), Dead Rising (Capcom 2006–2010), Bioshock (2K Boston 2007), Dead Space, and Left 4 Dead (Turtle Rock Studios 2008–2009) players have the heroic task of fighting their way through zombie-infested, post-apocalyptic environments that need rescuing through a monster genocide. The game space tends to be designed as a grim, post-industrial landscape or destroyed laboratory, and the monsters that roam it are generally presented as the hideous progeny of a biotechnological experiment gone wrong. As terrifying as their premises are, the end goal of survival horror game-play is unequivocally positive. Even though the setting of game-play is that of skilled survival in a horrific situation, these games are eventually aimed at winning. The game-play consists of little more than smaller and larger shoot-outs, to which end the player avatar has the choice of a generous array of weaponry. In comparison to first-person shooters, however, these weapons are often hard to find and their use is limited, so the managing of weapon inventory comprises an important part of survival horror game-play. Through the accumulative scripts of a relentless fighting spirit and the inevitable path to victory through struggle and survival, the main avatars in survival horror games invite a traditional, winner-oriented form of player identification. This pattern is underlined by the graphic design of the games. Because survival horror games are often third-person shooting games, players can watch their avatar moving through the game and conquering monster after monster, boss after boss. With the help of low camera angles and backlight showing off broad-shouldered male silhouettes and dainty female curves, player avatars are portrayed as unambivalent heroes. The exaggerated masculinity and femininity of many game avatars – think, for instance, of Ada Wong’s ridiculously impractical outfit in Resident Evil 4 – illustrate the explicitly gendered politics of survival horror heroism.

The sound design of survival horror games blends industrial and acoustic sounds. Both on the diegetic (sound that is part of the game world and is heard by game avatars as well as players) and non-diegetic (sound that accompanies the game and is only heard by players) level, this mixture of timbres juxtaposes the nature of the game-play characters. While the enemies are the result of evil sentient technology, which is represented sonically by the “unnatural” timbres of white noise and digital distortion, the human heroes are connoted as the epitome of all that is good and brave and natural, which is represented musically by the “natural” timbre of a full orchestra. Emphasizing this distinction between “human” and “mechanical” (and by connotation “self” and “other”) sounds, the digital parts of survival horror soundscapes consist of atonal, non-linear drones lacking any form of musical recognizability. These “inhuman” sounds contrast sharply with the pleasant euphony of tonal melody and harmony pervading the orchestral sections.

One musical parameter is shared by the industrial and the orchestral, the diegetic and non-diegetic sections of survival horror soundtracks: the volume of survival horror soundtracks is very high all round. Even in sequences in which the player avatar is merely walking around without encountering any enemies, the ambient sound of digital white noise is surprisingly loud. In fact, survival horror games are never entirely silent. This high volume of survival horror soundtracks finds a partial background in the fact that sound has a clear game-play function in survival horror. Besides the affective characterization of avatars and situations, sound is programmed in such a way as to indicate the presence and location of enemies.

Like horror films, horror games employ leitmotifs, short musical motifs identifying a specific character or situation. The signifying power of leitmotifs can be so strong, they need not even be accompanied by images. Famous leitmotifs such as the repeated semitone announcing the Jaws monster or the chilling death rattle of The Grudge’s Kayako have come to suggest the presence of a killer shark or an evil spirit regardless of the context of both films (cf. Gorbman 1987, 26–9). Such suggestive use of film sound is a form of what Michel Chion calls “acousmêtre”, the occurrence of acoustic characters that are “neither inside nor outside the image” (Chion 1994, 129). The eerie idea of an invisible but audible presence is eminently suited for the portrayal of monsters, ghosts, and murderers in cinema, but it lends itself even more to horror digital games. The principle of acousmêtre allows zombies and monsters to announce their presence before they appear within the vision of the player avatar. As game music is designed as “adaptive audio” (Collins 2008, 119ff), this effect is much more lively in games than it is in films, as the sound of the monster increases in volume and musical prominence when the avatar comes closer to it. The combination of adaptive audio and 3-D sound reproduction means the player can locate the direction from which they will appear. It is for this reason that game sound often functions as an in-game GPS system. Sound tells players a new situation is coming up even before they can see it, it tells them from which direction it will be coming, and it tells them whether that situation is dangerous, neutral, or pleasant (cf. Van Elferen 2011, 32–3).

In summary, in survival horror games, game-play and game rules as well as game graphics and game sound convey a clear message: You play a fearless winner. A brief analysis of Dead Space can illustrate this audiovisual heroism. In the year 2508, player avatar Isaac Clarke embarks on the task of saving the starship USG Ishimura from the grotesque Necromorph zombies that have taken over all human life on the ship. Clarke, whose name references science-fiction visionaries Isaac Asimov and Arthur C. Clarke, can be watched in third-person perspective as he runs tirelessly through the broken starship, floats through larger spaces, and combats Necromorphs with futuristic weapons. His versatile navigation capacities are performances of his RIG (Resource Integration Gear) spacesuit, a wearable technology that enables real-time health management, holographic information regarding ammunition and inventory, and sports the helpful “stasis” and “kinesis” fight modules. Despite being thick enough to protect Clarke from space temperatures as well as from Necromorph attacks, the RIG suit is flexible and tight so the hero’s sporty, masculine build is clearly visible. The game-play moves from smaller to larger shoot-outs and from bosses to end bosses. In all these situations, Clarke remains calm and in control, showing himself the uncontested master of dead space, undead space, and outerspace.

The Dead Space soundtrack shows the combination of digital and acoustic composition described above. The non-diegetic ambient drones accompanying Clarke’s navigation through the spaceship consist of slowly pulsating white noise. The atonality and machinic timbre of this sound evoke threatening connotations, suggesting – following horror movie conventions –danger is imminent. Although the volume of this non-diegetic music is high, its continuous sound and nonlinearity make it appear as if in the background or as a part of the starship’s diegetic soundscape. It is only when the slow drones turn into fast motifs with zooming glissandos (tones that glide upwards or downwards) and distorted Necromorph grunts that the player becomes more consciously aware of the game soundtrack. In sequences immediately before fight scenes, the combination of non-diegetic motifs and diegetic acousmêtric grunts builds recognisable “half-diegetic” leitmotifs that clearly announce the presence and location of enemies (cf. Van Elferen 2011, 5). During fighting sequences, the diegetic sounds of shooting, screeching, and spluttering build a deafening counterpoint to the already booming non-diegetic orchestral explosion of brass blasts and flute flurries. The resulting cacophony is a detailed sonic representation of the battle between machinic and human agents: timbres, tempo, volume, harmony, and melody all collaborate in the musical depiction of the characters involved in the battle, the violence of the fight, the speed of the game-play interaction, and the emotions the game conveys to the player. As soon as the last Necromorph has been shot, the music ends and the half-diegetic motifs fade out, leading back into the white-noise drones of the non-diegetic game-play accompaniment. The musical and affective contrast between in-fight and post-fight composition becomes the most tangible after the end boss fight, when the dissonant chaos changes into a soft orchestral sound, with a gentle melody moving into a consoling tonal cadence. All is well that ends well.

Survival horror games could be considered a form of dark play for two reasons. First, their audiovisual design is geared towards horror and scare effects, with eerie surroundings, gory details, uncanny soundscapes, and dissonant stingers (sudden blasts of sound). Playing these games has the inherent darkness of interacting with a horror movie. Second, survival horror games present ethically problematic content, as they prompt players to take immediate decisions about life and death that more often than not result in the killing of other beings. As these beings are usually either evil or undead, however, those decisions are presented as morally justifiable within the context of the game plot. Not only are they made in self-defence and/or in heroic rescue operations but the creatures being killed were physically or ethically dead already. This comforting form of dark play thus affirms moral boundaries between good and evil, and emphatically places the player on the good side of that binary. If there is any real darkness in these games beyond the external levels of game design, it is conquered by the good-guy avatar, who has not a shade of darkness in him/her. Survival horror game-play, therefore, is a form of dark play lite in which monsters are domesticated into pets, the avatar survival is programmed, and frightening moments are quite predictable.



HAZY PLAY IN PSYCHO-SURVIVAL HORROR

With the Silent Hill series (1999–2012) the survival horror genre underwent a radical change that caused the forms of play it presented to develop a deeper shade of dark. Bernhard Perron has argued that in comparison to traditional survival horror games such as the Resident Evil series, Silent Hill is focused on suspense and fear rather than on horror (Perron 2004, 2–3). For that reason Silent Hill, although it is usually qualified as a survival horror game, will be referred to as “psycho-survival horror” here, indicating these games’ transitional position between first-generation survival horror and the newer genre of psychological horror, which will be discussed below. The game plot and game-play in the Silent Hill games turn inwards, stressing not so much the horrific circumstances their avatars found themselves in but rather the realization that the actual source of terror was to be found inside these characters’ damaged psychologies. Thus the avatar in these games was no longer a monster-slaying hero but a severely flawed human being. This became explicitly evident in Silent Hill 2 (2001), in which James Sunderland gradually discovers he has killed his wife, Mary, but has repressed the memory of that heinous act. On top of the guilt of being a murderer, he has to carry the guilt of forgetting that horrible fact. His repressed shame has produced two of the most notorious gaming monsters to date: the Bubble Head Nurses and Pyramid Head, both of which are revealed to have been invented by James Sunderland himself as unconscious figurations of his sexual desires and his guilty remorse.

Within the Silent Hill franchise, the inward move of dark play became most tangible in Silent Hill: Shattered Memories. The game-play of this 2009 instalment switches between three different surroundings: avatar Harry Mason’s frantic search for his daughter, Cheryl, in the ghostly town of Silent Hill; nightmare sequences in which Silent Hill freezes over into a zombie-inhabited “Otherworld”; and therapy sessions after these events in which Harry is urged to talk about his traumas. To the player’s growing discomfort, moreover, Harry is gradually revealed to not only be untrustworthy but to not even be alive. He is a posthumous figment of Cheryl’s insane imagination.

The Silent Hill games moved away from the generic survival horror framework. Although they are third-person games, their protagonists are by no means as heroic as those in traditional horror games. They look like ordinary men and women who are not excessively muscled, broad-shouldered, or glaringly cleavaged (apart from the horrifically attractive zombie nurses). Camera angles in these games are not low but straight. The light in the game does not show as backlight enlarging the characters but is rather faded and hazy, twilight at most. Worries, fears, and fatal flaws torment the Silent Hill protagonists. A characteristic still from Silent Hill 2 shows James Sunderland peering thoughtfully into the mirror, trying to excavate the frightening truths hidden inside his own mind.

Akira Yamaoka’s soundtracks for the Silent Hill series received critical as well as popular acclaim and were praised for their understated eeriness. This is due in part to the radical change in sheer volume. Compared to traditional survival horror soundtracks, the regular game-play in the Silent Hill games seems silent. As Zach Whalen has observed, however, actual silence is rare in this game. Just as in other survival horror games, the player can often only rely on sonic cues for his/her navigation through the game, as vision is inhibited by darkness and fog (Whalen 2007, 75–8). The actual reason Yamaoka’s soundtracks are so effective is they thwart survival horror conventions and thereby listener expectations (cf. Ekman and Lankoski 2009). Zombies are not announced by non-diegetic or half-diegetic leitmotifs or even by their own diegetic sound. Their presence can only be sonically detected by machines like radios or mobile phones. At irregular intervals, the sound of radio static indicates a supernatural presence is near. Since radio static itself, of course, is a marker of non-presence and non-signification, Yamaoka’s choice to replace the unambivalent leitmotifs of conventional horror game soundtracks by this nondescript white noise bears the uncanniness of paradox.

The sound design of Silent Hill battle scenes, too, is markedly different from that in traditional survival horror games. They do not contain any stingers, accelerandos, or glissandos. They are not even particularly loud but rather consist of repeating melodies that are only disturbing insofar as they are too slow, too unexciting for the context. Their seeming calmness is sometimes undermined by composed background noises. In Silent Hill 2’s penultimate fight, for instance, Sunderland has to fight two Pyramid Heads, accompanied by an ethereal melody for wordless alto voices whose nerve-rackingly soothing sounds are undercut by a seething dissonant sound that appears to be made by two chain saws. The overall effect is notably different from that of the Dead Space fighting sequences. In comparison, the Silent Hill fights are much more quiet, more melodic, and rely less on existing cinematic clichés. As a result, the latter mode of composing is in many ways more unsettling than the former, precisely because it is more difficult to interpret the motionlessness of its unknown musical idiom.

Thus in the Silent Hill games, the survival horror paradigm received an important update. Instead of a fearless winner, you play an unheroic, flawed character whose perceptions cannot quite be trusted. This psychological modification of traditional heroism put a significant dimmer on the dark play lite of survival horror. Psycho-survival horror games such as Silent Hill are a form of hazy play in which the boundary-blurring mist featuring in their game-play obfuscates the clear good/evil, winner/loser, and masculine/feminine binaries of traditional survival horror.



PITCH-BLACK PLAY IN PSYCHOLOGICAL HORROR

Silent Hill’s new horror game paradigm was further developed in games such as Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem (Silicon Knights 2002), Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth (Headfirst Productions 2005), Condemned: Criminal Origins (Monolith Productions 2005), and the F.E.A.R. series (Monolith 2005–2011). These games, which have become known as psychological horror games, all feature psychologically unreliable main characters whose past trauma affects their perception of the world as well as their sanity. While set in surroundings that are visually darker and emotionally bleaker than those of survival horror games, the interaction with monsters in psychological horror game-play has undergone a drastic change. Game avatars have access to very few – if any – weapons, many of which are hard to find and have limited effects on enemies or can only be operated in special ways. Enhancing the helplessness embedded in the game-play, psychological horror games tend to adopt a first-person rather than a third-person view, so the distance between avatar and player is psychologically minimal. Looking straight through the avatar’s eyes, the distance between the events on screen and the player’s real-life surroundings collapses so the player experience is often one of a loss of control. The most significant game-play innovation introduced in psychological horror games intensifies this effect. Each of these games contains sections in which the flow of game-play is interrupted by “sanity effects”. In these disturbing sequences, the avatar’s perception is severely undermined by way of visual and sonic hallucinations. Visual sanity effects may include oblique camera angles, increased darkness, seeming warps of spatial proportions so rooms may appear larger or narrower, blurred vision, and the occurrence of paranormal events. Auditory sanity effects may involve sudden crescendos, pounding drums, glissandos, (reverse) echo, disembodied whispers, sobbing or growling, the avatar’s own loud panting and heartbeat, and desperate cries coming from nowhere, calling in despair.

All these visual and sonic sanity effects occur within the game diegesis, or so it would seem. But do they really? Besides their darkening of avatar psychology, sanity effects also test player perception and psychology, so these games ultimately darken horror game interactivity. They are presented as the avatar’s hallucinations but especially the auditory sanity effects challenge the distinction between diegesis and non-diegesis. More often than not, sanity sequences start with the speeding up of the non-diegetic game-play soundtrack. Its already-sounding musical components are simply played faster, louder, and repeated into the diegetic hallucinatory sections, which makes the player wonder where avatar perception ends and his/her own perception begins. The blurring of the lines between the diegetic avatar’s and the non-diegetic player’s auditory perception is a subtle one. A similar but more consciously perceived effect is achieved by seeming corruptions of the interface, suddenly blurry graphics, and distorted soundtracks, and an ostensibly failing game console that appears to delete saved games or to have crashed (cf. Björk’s chapter in this volume). Psychological horror games thus aim not only to evoke the player’s fears but also to play with and on them, an unusual gaming procedure that is made operative by the game’s implicit and explicit breaking of the fourth wall between diegesis and extra-diegesis (cf. Krzywinska 2009). The game breaking through the screen enables it to reach straight into the player’s own surroundings, which, from that moment, are no longer safe from the daemons in the plot.

The psychological horror genre has recently risen to cult popularity with small-scale indie games such as Amnesia: The Dark Descent and Slender: The Eight Pages. These new games increased the fear effects of the earlier generation of psychological horror games. The graphic design of the game surroundings is more orientated towards spookiness and implicit terror than towards explicitly gruesome horror. The game space through which the avatar navigates is now spatially confined. Amnesia plays in a secluded mansion, Slender in a dark wood. The claustrophobic effect of being fenced in is further intensified by the fact there is no light except the small torch the avatar is carrying. That light, however, should not be used too much because it makes the avatar visible to the monstrous enemies roaming the darkness, just out of sight but within earshot. Player avatars have no weapons at all, so they cannot conquer these monsters. They have but three options when faced with enemies: run, hide, or face the beast. And facing their enemies, in the new generation of psychological horror games, means to suffer immediate sanity effects that may result in avatar death. This new game design thus leads to a form of play that focuses on fear only.

A brief analysis of two games can illustrate psychological horror principles. Amnesia: The Dark Descent is set in late August 1839, in Brennenburg, a deserted castle. The castle is haunted by the late Baron Alexander and his monstrous servants, the Gatherers and the Brutes. The game avatar is Daniel, an archaeologist from Mayfair, London, who once succumbed to Alexander’s evil and committed unspeakably horrible deeds. However, he chose to forget his sins and drank an “amnesia mixture”. At the beginning of the game, Daniel wakes up alone in the dark castle, not knowing what has happened to him and why he is there. He suffers from severe sanity disturbances causing visual and sonic hallucinations that can kill him. Playing in first-person perspective, the gamer can only figure out what to do, how to do it, and what the dangers are by stumbling around in the darkness. All that the player can rely on is the ears, eyes, and memory of the avatar, but these are highly unreliable because of amnesia and irregularly occurring sanity effects. Alexander’s voice floats around from time to time as a disembodied absent presence giving Daniel instructions. Gradually it is revealed through flashbacks and puzzle-solving that he used to help Alexander conduct horrific experiments on human subjects, of which the Gatherers and the Brutes are one result. Remorse and forgetfulness alone do not lay the ghosts of Daniel’s past to rest. The only way to redeem himself is to find and conquer Alexander’s spirit in a dungeon called the Inner Sanctum hidden deep below the castle. The road down there, however, is unknown, dark, and full of terror. The player has to balance light and darkness in order to be able to play the game. There is only the little torch to light the path, but even that tiny amount of light can attract the monsters. Looking at the monsters, moreover, causes sanity loss, as do too much darkness and too much stress.

Mikko Tarmia’s sound design for Amnesia complements the game’s first-person view with what could be described as first-person hearing. As Daniel walks through the castle, the player mostly hears diegetic sounds: the avatar’s footsteps, his panting on seeing distressing things, creaking doors, and an occasional acousmêtric “Help me!” crying through the dark. The non-diegetic music accompanying these sections is very low in volume and very modest in design: a brief chromatic bassoon motif when a door is opened, slowly moving minor chords and clusters, the odd dissonant violin glissando mixed into the background of the soundscape. Though unobtrusive, these non-diegetic parts of the soundtrack are carefully designed for their emotional effect, as the dark timbres of woodwinds and screeching violins as well as the gloomy harmonic effects of minor keys and chromatics blend seamlessly with the understated terror of the diegetic soundtrack.

Lacking the game sound clichés that dominate survival horror composing – such as loud diegetic noise and leitmotifs communicating information about the presence and location of enemies – these parts of the psychological horror soundtrack also lack the clear interpretative clues that such clichés offer the player. The result of this inversion of game sound design conventions is a simultaneous inversion of game sound signification. The only clearly identifiable sounds are those of the avatar’s own hurried footsteps and panicked breathing. Rather than help the player make sense of the game events, as they would in survival horror, these sounds remind the player that the avatar’s perception is linked immediately to his/her own. Consequently, Daniel’s fear, too, is sonically woven into the player’s own fear. As players are thus sonically guided into their own psychology, the move from game diegesis to extra-diegesis made within the game-play is underlined and intensified by the game sound design.

In the insanity sequences, silent understatement abruptly flips into sonic hyperbole. Without any warning Daniel’s vision blurs and the player perceives an indistinguishable accumulation of thumping drums, monstrous growls, threatening organ chords descending, pounding heartbeats, disembodied cries, glissandos in various instruments, panting, shriekingly loud stingers, thunder claps, piping female voices, and many, many echoes. When Daniel is about to collapse, all the sounds melt into an almost-sound-out of piercing white noise on a high F sharp. In stark contrast to the sound design of the silent sections, this brim-full soundscape moves and changes so quickly that the conventions of game sound design spill over their own limits, causing a frantic expenditure of horrific hyper-signification. All these horror film clichés communicate clear messages of threat, danger, and disaster, but their cacophonic accumulation makes it impossible to discern which meaning applies to what, where, and how. If that were not confusing enough, it is unclear whether any part of this insane soundscape is audible within the diegesis or merely a non-diegetic musical commentary. As the sanity sections, moreover, portray the avatar’s hallucinations, it is very well possible all of these sounds occur in his head only. It is possible these sounds are neither diegetic nor non-diegetic but a meta-diegetic reflection of Daniel’s mind-set (on meta-diegetic music, see Stilwell 2007). The first-person perspective links Daniel’s eyes, ears, and fears inextricably to those of the player. As the player is constantly aware of the unreliability of Daniel’s perception, however, he/she can only rely on his/her own. Again, the interpretation of game events is left to the player’s confused and scared imagination. Like the sound design of the silent sections, that of the insanity sections engenders a shift from game diegesis to extra-diegesis. In reverse parallel to the fading of sonic communication in the silent sections, however, here an overload of sonic communication leads to screaming oblivion – a sort of sonic whiteout. How can anyone make sense of a game that gives almost no audiovisual input one moment and an overload of audiovisual input the next? How to interpret game information that meta-diegetically reflects an insane mind?

There are no answers to these questions. On the contrary, the questions only pile up. Amnesia has several possible endings, depending on Daniel’s/the player’s dealing with Alexander’s spirit. One of the “good” endings shows a camera pan over the Inner Sanctum accompanied by wordless female voices and a harp moving in major chords. Overlaid with reverse-echo effects, Daniel speaks: “I knew that it was my purgatory. Hellfire made to wash away my sins” (Amnesia, 2010). The player is left with questions only. Where does Daniel’s voice come from? Why the self-contradictory combination of otherworldly female voices, peaceful harp arpeggios, and reverse echo, a sound effect usually indicating ghosts of the not-so-friendly kind? Is this diegetic, non-diegetic, or meta-diegetic sound? The enigma becomes bigger the longer the game is pondered in post-play contemplation. How were purgatory and hell mixed up? Has Alexander been slain? Did he exist in the first place? Was Daniel ever sane? How real was any of this? I have played it – but do I dare trust my own perception in this confusing accumulation of untrustworthy information?

Psychological horror games problematize the concept of winning. Even if the player does manage to finish with a good ending of a game, the remaining feeling is that of fear, as he/she has been forced to interact with her own deep-seated fears. Amnesia and Slender have fast acquired a reputation of being “the most scary game ever”, and both games have become leading meme topics.

Unlike game reviews of survival horror games, the makers of such memes do not emphasize convincingly gory game graphics, seemingly invincible end bosses, or pleasantly splattery shoot-outs, and they very much do not praise the avatar’s triumphant route through the game. Instead, these memes and psychological horror game reviews express their intense terror while playing the game and the ways in which this dread has lastingly scarred their psychology. The games are designed in such a way that nearly every player will have this experience. With little or no information to go on, all the player can rely on is literal and metaphorical darkness. Fear of the dark is fear of the unknown, and everyone can project their own personal daemons onto the unknown. In the dark, we fear sudden attacks, invisible beings, unexpected pain, and inevitable demise. In darkness, we experience the fear of fear itself. Psychological horror games have rendered winning a video game old-fashioned. There is no happy ending to dark games, and that in itself has raised them to cult status. Losers are the new heroes.

The scripted identification strategies of horror video gaming have thus undergone a radical change through the new paradigms of psychological horror games. Whereas in survival horror, whether playing a heroic winner in Dead Space or a flawed character in Silent Hill, scripted identification strategies are aimed at watching an avatar overcome difficult circumstances. There is a clear distance between avatar and player, so a degree of identification can be scripted into game-play by way of empathy, projection, and interaction. In psychological horror games, the game-play setup is entirely different. Not only is the main character a loser rather than a (tragic) winner but the persistent annihilation of the distance between avatar and player causes the scripted identification patterns to skip the stages of empathy and projection, moving straight into interaction. These games tell you that you do not just play a loser; you are a loser. Psychological horror sound design plays a crucial role in this process. By consistently underplaying or inverting conventional models of gaming and musical communication, they forcefully undermine the idea that music helps the player interpret difficult gaming events. Instead, psychological horror game sound does not seem to communicate anything at all except fear. In the absence of clear interpretive clues, players are forced to rely on their own insights, but as their own sanity gradually becomes psychologically destabilized by the same fear that haunts the avatar, these insights are increasingly untrustworthy.

If survival horror games represent an ethically comfortable form of dark play lite, and psycho-survival horror games take place in the hazy borderlands of dark and light, psychological horror games venture into a deeper shade of dark. They immerse players in the hidden corners of their own mind, disclosing fears, thoughts, and traumas they had rather kept hidden. In addition, being confronted with these, of course, evokes the terror of having to enter the twilight zone of one’s own in/sanity. This is a pitch-black form of play. There is no solution, no justification, no escape, no consolation – not from the insanity in the game and not from our own insanity.



AUDIOVISUAL DESCENTS INTO GOTHIC DARKNESS

Psycho-survival games and psychological horror games do not focus on explicit horror but rather on internal terror, suspense, and fear (cf. Perron 2004, 2–3). These types of fright are typical themes in a long history of Gothic literature, cinema, television, and music. Through the flexible vehicle of the ghost story, Gothic addresses the anxieties lurking under the clean surface of organized societies and behind the straight face of rational human beings. Gothic ghost stories are set in desolate spaces – bleak landscapes, ruined castles, urban labyrinths – that are haunted by the fears, traumas, and desires of the past (Botting 1996, 1–20). These old anxieties take the shape of ghosts, spectres that must be looked in the eye in order to process the past. Gothic narratives are often analyzed as figurations of the uncanny, a concept Sigmund Freud explains as repressed memories and feelings from the past that return to and haunt the present as the familiar-unfamiliar (Freud 2003). For these reasons, Gothic is characterized by terror rather than by horror. The effect and genre of horror revolve around the explicitness of grotesque corpses, gruesome monsters, and blood, splatter, and gore. Terror, however, is implicit, focusing on the fear of things that cannot be seen, are unexplained, go bump in the night. Sound and music are crucial factors in Gothic. Whether in literary ghost stories, Gothic film, television, or digital games, sound and music are used as a representation of spectral beings and otherworldly realities. Disembodied sounds can indicate the presence of ghosts and vampires; ephemeral background music can suggest the possibility of a world parallel to our own; a subtly immersive movie, TV, or game soundtrack can make listeners transcend their own reality and partake of the supernatural events presented to them on screen.

It is not difficult to read psychological horror games as a Gothic genre. Their graphic design employs long-standing Gothic tropes, with bleak surroundings, dark mansions, dark colour schemes, a suggestive use of shadows, and ghostly figures whose frightening presence can be felt even if they are not seen (Niedenthal 2009). The plot development of psychological horror games unfolds in traditionally Gothic lines, with a heavy focus on external terror that reflects and reveals internal trauma. The Silent Hill series employs Gothic elements for its psychological reworking of survival horror. The spectral figures of the Bubble Head Nurses and Pyramid Heads in Silent Hill 2, for instance, were borne from James Sunderland’s repressed fears and desires and are classic examples of the Gothic uncanny. The narrative framework of Amnesia is entirely embedded in Gothic traditions, with repressed guilt leading to a blurring of outside and inside terror. It is significant that the question regarding Alexander Brennenburg’s true nature remains emphatically unanswered. Was he a real evil character or an uncanny figment of Daniel’s guilty imagination? “We are so very much the same, you and I”, the Baron revealingly pleads as Daniel approaches the Inner Sanctum (Amnesia 2010). While this spectral conflation of Self and Other is typical for Gothic narration, the space in which that conflation is situated also represents well-known Gothic conventions. The haunted house with its deeply buried truths and ghosts is a literal form of the “unheimlich” that is often used to represent the hauntedness of the characters and cultures in Gothic narratives (Botting 1996, 113–34). The metaphor of the Inner Sanctum itself almost makes the Gothic trope explicit. Daniel finds himself inside his own haunted mind and must descend to its deepest, darkest core in order to address his own spectres. As in other forms of Gothic, sound and music render audible the ghosts that haunt the genre and, through the affective workings of the sonic medium, help audience immersion in its uncanny twilight zones.

When studied through this lens, another important difference between survival and psychological horror games transpires. While survival horror focuses on the explicit scare strategies of the horror genre, psychological horror revolves around the implicit terror of the uncanny. Silent Hill, with its blend of both genres, marks the transition from horror to Gothic in video gaming (cf. Kirkland 2012). Psychological horror games, of course, are distinguished from other forms of Gothic because of their insistence on interaction. By continuously breaking the fourth wall and thereby provoking players to interact with their own fears, this genre extends the on-screen uncanniness to the extra-diegetic real-life space of the player (Van Elferen 2012, 100–27). The effectiveness of the extra-diegetic dimension of psychological horror games is evident from audience reactions. A new genre of YouTube clips exists that compiles the cringing, whimpering, and screaming player reactions to Slender. There is only one reason for that excessive fear. The fear of the invisible, the unspeakable, the unknowable evoked by psychological horror games allows players’ own darkest worries to reappear from the corners of unconsciousness. Moreover, from our own ghosts we cannot run, hence the text on one of the eight pages: “Can’t Run”.

In conclusion, while survival horror revolves around a third-person avatar conquering external horrors, psychological horror does quite the opposite. These games are not about horror that comes from the outside but from the terror that lies within. They address, disclose, and toy with an insanity that already existed before the game ever started: the deep disturbances hidden in the darkness of the player’s own mind. Their game-play purposefully aims to undermine player psychology by blurring the distinction between external and internal terror. This effect is technologically established in three important ways. First, a relentless first-person view of a game that offers no information whatsoever annihilates objective perception or even the illusion thereof. Second, audio-visual sanity effects blur this first-person view into first-person insanity. Third, psychological horror game soundtracks manipulate the conventions of game sound design. Instead of providing a helpful sonic guide to the interpretation of game events, these soundtracks confuse the player and lead him/her from the diegesis via meta-diegesis into his/her own, extra-diegetic surroundings, which have become thoroughly pervaded by fear. The Gothic game-play design of shifting the psychological focus from the avatar’s to the player’s disturbed mind is significantly increased by the inversion of game musical signification processes through sonic understatement and sonic whiteout.

The pitch-black play of psychological horror games leaves the player immersed in insanity, and that is emphatically his/her own insanity as much as that of his/her avatar. This form of dark immersion is not a tumble down the pleasant rabbit hole of comforting play. It is the outward leap of a dark Wonderland, an inverted slip through a glass darkly.
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15 Boosting, Glitching and Modding Call of Duty

Assertive Dark-Play Manifestations, Communities, Pleasures, and Organic Resilience

Alan Meades

INTRODUCTION

Many of the articles in this anthology explore dark play emerging from the things we are invited to do in video games. For example, Rene Glas’s multitudes of “othered” NPCs we routinely kill to reach in-game goals, Marcus Carter’s discussion of Eve Online’s treachery, and Ashley Brown considering the moral quandaries of being invited to play a Fourteen-Inch Barbed Penis. While each of these cases touches on play activities – treachery, sex, and violence – that can be considered dark play, in contrast to lighthearted conventional play forms, we must remember each is a sanctioned dark play, both permitted and planned by game developers. It is not that the players have chosen to adopt these strategies but that the game either requires or suggests it. The player has been invited or required to play darkly.

While there is still an urgent need to reflect on the acts we are being invited to do, it is important to recognize there is another side to dark play that resonates much more directly with Richard Schechner’s (1988) original application of the term. These are the occasions where players take up the mantle of dark play, assertively, spontaneously, and in spite of rules, conventions, and perceived social norms. For the sake of clarity, I will call this assertive dark play.

This chapter aims to explore assertive dark play through a discussion of its manifestations relevant to the Call of Duty (henceforth CoD) first-person shooter franchise on the Xbox 360 console. It touches on three specific manifestations of assertive dark play: boosting, glitching, and lobby modding. Each is in violation of the developer-defined code of conduct and regarded as “game abuse” (Activision 2011). This is contextualized by social definitions of other forms of inappropriate play, such as Mia Consalvo’s work in which players articulated “cheating was more than just breaking a rule or law; it was also those instances of bending or reinterpreting rules to the players’ advantage” (2007, 87). In this case, dark play sits beyond a definition characterized simply by violation of rule but within the gaze of normative values and the social context of play, where the play of others is evaluated for legitimacy and fairness.

Boosting, glitching, and modding can be regarded as dark-play manifestations that exist in a continuum of perceived escalation and seriousness, necessitating increased technical proficiency, awareness of the structures and processes of the game, perceived risk, and premeditated dark-play intent. The repercussions of being found guilty of game abuse vary according to where they sit on this continuum, ranging from the temporary invalidation of game elements through to referral to platform holders and even the risk of incarceration.

Boosting exists within the social sphere of player organization and thorough understanding of the game’s operation, where players collaborate to reach game goals rapidly. Glitching marks an interrogative, experimental approach to the game code and processes, where exploitable weaknesses are isolated and subsequently utilized. Lobby modding revolves around the unauthorized modification of CoD code, necessitating the circumvention of security countermeasures, interpretation, alteration, and reintegration of the modified with the whole.

Each of these dark-play forms is assertive because it is conducted in express violation of the rules of play as defined by the developers and, in the case of lobby modding, international copyright law. The dark-play forms are therefore clearly identifiable as violation and misrule, but are additionally subject to discourses that frame them as deviance – as the behaviors of a pejoratively framed othered minority. However, by exploring boosting, glitching, and lobby modding – activities that are both play as well as being play-aligned – we will begin to trace the wider social formations of dark play, dark-play communities, that challenge the discourses of deviance and illegitimacy but not of violation. Critically, dark-play communities serve as hubs for significant bodies of dark players to develop, communicate, and valorize dark play. Through these communities, dark play takes on an organic resilience that is hardy against code and policy-based security countermeasures and takes on a vitality beyond the contribution of any individual dark player.

Naturally this exploration of dark and normative play raises potentially irresolvable questions originating from the challenges of interpreting behaviour: What constitutes play, how can we tell whether somebody is playing, and how can we be sure of what they are playing? While many have struggled with these questions, such as Brian Sutton-Smith in The Ambiguity of Play, it is pragmatic for the scope of this chapter to take the stance that we can only be sure of what we individually understand as play and only we know when we are at play. Play is a deeply individualistic activity that, in the form of organized games and video games, adopts a set of rules and restrictions to enable collective play – to enable us to play together. Dark play challenges the signals that control collective play and thus game play, so that individuals (and groups) play in ways they deem fun at that point in time, quite separate from expectations and definitions of conventional play. Thus hacking a videogame system can be playful in itself while simultaneously illegal (by violation of law), deemed appropriate by some (fellow hackers who judge and legitimize the activity), abject by others (players who may be disadvantaged by the acts), and play-facilitating (the hack opening up potential for new ways of future play). These shifting perspectives and definitions are not contradictory or exclusive but are simply the product of the overlapping social and legal contexts of play and the pleasures of playing darkly.



WHAT IS DARK PLAY?

Performance Studies researcher Richard Schechner introduced dark play as a process of playing “in which even the rules of play are subverted or sabotaged [and] … when alternative, often mutually contradictory, realities are brought into contact with each other” (1988). For Schechner, this was not an unusual process but one of the varied manifestations of play, which he saw as a “continuous creative-destructive process” (1988). In addition to its capacity for subversion and defiance, dark play contains an escalatory unpredictability in which “actions continue even though individual players may feel insecure, threatened, harassed and abused” (Schechner 1988, 4). Lastly, another of Schechner’s core characteristics of dark play is its sheer ambiguity, even going beyond the limits that delineate play.

         Dark play may be conscious playing, but it can also be playing in the dark when some or even all of the players don’t know they are playing. Dark play occurs when contradictory realities coexist, each seemingly capable of cancelling each other out, as in the double cross. …

(Schechner 1988, 12)



Dark play violates at least three principles that underpin contemporary Western play values:

• Non-observance of rules and expectations that form a game. Dark play rejects rules but does so in an unpredictable manner. Some rules may be forgone while others adhered to, or rules may be erratically or inconsistently adopted.

• The absence or unreliability of metacommunicational signals that conventionally signal play or non-play. In dark play there is uncertainty over what is being played, when, or by whom. The signals are incomplete, untrustworthy, or entirely omitted.

• The application of violent and destructive unrestrained play. Dark play can embrace violence, causing damage to individuals, systems, or groups (physical, emotional, financial, symbolic etc.) and is therefore full of risk. As a result, there is no reliable way to anticipate how far dark play might go or the stakes for those involved.

From these distinctions, we see that dark play is nebulous, protean, and utterly unreliable. We cannot identify its boundaries. We do not know when, where, and what form it will take, and we have no certainty over if, when, or how it will stop. Dark players each hold differing levels of awareness and influence of the game at hand, and even those with the greatest insight still have no guarantee of controlling what is in play. Dark play is perhaps then best regarded as a semi-autonomous performance or dance, one that can be guided and nudged but never truly controlled. It depends on protagonists and victims, both of whom are subject to similar risks and uncertainties, and it is only understandable when one is certain it has ended. When the sequence of actions is placed in a temporal and social context and subject to “reperformance as narrative” (Schechner 1988, 14), dark play is stripped back and rationalized, seen in the cold light of day as antagonism, theft, vandalism, or much worse.

This last point perhaps betrays Schechner’s perspective on dark play. He was, after all, largely concerned with performance rather than play, and his research was not confined to game spaces but human interaction more generally. What is more, Schechner was exploring dark play in relation to non-Western normative frames and, in particular, performances discussed in Hindu scripture such as “Siva’s tandava dance, and the violence of Krishna in the Bhagavad Gita” (1988, 12).

Part of Schechner’s project was recognition of the universality of mischievous and dangerous performances within everyday life – in other words, performances conducted with a disregard for risk and without the expected metacommunicational signals that would enable protective defensive strategies such as the agreeing of boundaries. This might include the absence of a knowing wink, the wry grin, or the spontaneous ripple of nervous laughter that betrays play is afoot. This lack creates players (perhaps best understood within a theatrical context) who are oblivious yet central to the performance. These “nonplayers – innocents, dupes, butts, anxious loved ones – are essential for the playing to continue; the reaction of the nonplayers is a big part of what gives dark play its kick” (Schechner 1988, 14). Without warning, new boundaries or limits are not established and all involved are subject to risk.

At its core, Schechner’s dark play signals a perceived inconsistency with Western configurations of play that divorce play from manifestations that are vindictive, nebulous, or dangerous. Instead, play is framed as benign, and play that crosses a line of taste, protocol, or law is no longer play but simply violation or deviance. Of course, Schechner is not the first to have offered a critique of Western play values. We see it in Brian Sutton-Smith’s recognition of “the hidden character” of children’s play in which, despite the assumption of a benign character, play is full of “secret clubhouses and forbidden activities, such as stealing, vandalism, gambling, drinking, and watching prostitutes” (1997, 121). We see a similar dynamic in Mihai Spariosu’s exploration of a classical Hellenic “pre-rational play” (1989) or “agonistic play” (1997), which revel in the mastery of the victor over the defeated, and in relation to video games, we see connections with the work of David Myers (2010). Dark play is homologous with concepts across the gamut of arts and humanities research: games of order–disorder (Sutton-Smith 1977), counterplay (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2005), transgressive play (Aarseth 2007), countergaming (Galloway 2006), and deludology (Kücklich 2007a), each of these deploying ambiguity, counter-rule, and anti-structure. Myers argues the centrality of “bad play” that resonates with Schechner’s dark play includes that “which is harmful to the self or others; and play that is against the rules” (2010, 17). Yet Myers recognizes this dark play, this “extreme risk-taking (and risk-enjoying)” behaviour, is determined as extreme through reference to an external normative framework.

These arguments present dark play as common and intrinsically linked to conventional play, the difference being that it is duplicitous, embraces outcomes or methods that violate opinion, and contains risk that frequently causes harm. This is not to suggest dark play must result in harm to victims or players or others need necessarily recognize it. Instead it may simply pass, the “kick me” sticker may quietly fall from the back, having never instigated violence, or take place privately, such as the lone driver who floors the accelerator without the blink of speed camera or wail of siren. It is these pleasures of risk, of violation, and of personal agency that resonate through dark play, even extending to the vicarious pleasure of knowing of, but not performing, dark play – the thrilling anticipation of awaiting a practical joke’s performance.

Despite this darkness, is something comprehensively isolated from our lexicon of play in exchange for the reading of play as benign and games as regulated and predictably safe? Roger Caillois, for example, singles out the corruption of games, which he extends into “the corruption of the principles of play, or preferably, their free expansion without check or convention” (2001, 53). The suggestion is that corrupt play, dark play, is selfishly primitive and needs to be controlled and restrained to best “contribute usefully to the enrichment and the establishment of various patterns of culture” (2001, 55). This betrays the notion that individualistic and dangerous examples of play, such as dark play, are regarded as abject and at odds with community and consensus. It is therefore not surprising that in relation to video games, with the additional complexity of being commercial products, dark play has become clearly defined as deviant and framed as peripheral and abject.

Depending on the extent to which player/nonplayers/victim/dupes are offended, hurt, or slighted, and referring to the normative codes of conduct and game rules, videogame dark play may be recognized as overt deviance that warrants retribution, social, legal, or judicial. Within a videogame context, dark players are also treated in the same ways. They are ejected, often having user accounts invalidated, and in some cases must await legal and judicial repercussions. In spaces where authority does not exist or does so at a distance, there may be a significant delay before something is done. Frequently dark-play manifestations, such as boosting, glitching, or modding, are explained as having deviated so far from expectations that they no longer constitute play. Yet, once again, we might best consider anti-ness (no longer play) and risk some of the qualities of dark play:

         Dark play subverts order, dissolves frames, and breaks its own rules – so much so that the playing itself is in danger of being destroyed. … Its agendas [are] always hidden. Dark play rewards its players by means of deceit, disruption, and excess.

(Schechner 2013, 119)



But why play darkly? First, as we have alluded, there is a pleasure to dark play – pleasures of risk, inversion, and unpredictable novelty. Second, despite the discourses that argue otherwise, engaging in dark play need not mean abandoning the aims and goals of the games entirely. Dark play may be beneficial in responding to and engaging with the game, such as in cases where disavowal of some rules enables greater identification with the prevailing rhetorics that underpin a game. While there are certainly other motivations, in order to develop this idea further it is useful to consider the structure of CoD.



ABOUT THE CALL OF DUTY FRANCHISE

In 2007, Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare was released on the Xbox 360, PlayStation 3, and PC. The release introduced persistent multiplayer progression and “unlock” metrics, with players awarded better equipment and abilities as they became more adept in the game. The game was hugely successful, selling over 17.5 million copies (Vgchartz.com 2014), and creating demand for what has now become an annual event in the gaming calendar. At the time of writing, the franchise has sold in excess of 83.5 million copies on the Xbox 360 and 67.5 million copies on the PlayStation 3 (Vgchartz.com 2014).

CoD multiplayer generally focuses around team death-match games in which two groups attempt to kill their opponents using a range of strategies and differentiated weapon hardware (guns, knives, rockets, grenades, land mines). Successfully killing opponents or, where appropriate, capturing objectives awards experience points that accumulate and unlock new weapons, functionalities (perks), ribbons, and medals that mark expertise and skills. These are visible to all players during subsequent games and multiplayer matches are therefore about not only individual progression but also the ability to publicly display the marks of superiority. It is important to consider the impacts these design decisions have on the experience of new players and how this inculcates them with the culture of CoD and valorizes certain behaviours over others. It is useful to consider how these introduce contradictions, seemingly at odds with the games code of conduct, and might be considered more readily associated with definitions of dark play touched on previously.

When a player first starts playing CoD multiplayer, they are severely disadvantaged. They have the least powerful, least accurate, and least prestigious equipment at their disposal. They are unaccustomed to maps, to strategies, and the expectations and etiquette of the game. They are noobs, there to be dominated by their more experienced opponents. As the new player becomes accustomed to the game, they are awarded new equipment, and when they encounter less experienced fresh noobs, it is their opportunity to repeat this cycle. Multiplayer CoD games have a reputation for being hostile environments for the bewildered and overpowered new player and what is more, their domination often comes with a side order of abuse and ridicule such as tea-bagging or insults. While this is partially counteracted by matchmaking systems that keep similarly experienced players together, differences in aptitude that advantage the experienced and an abrasive culture of hostile competition are still plainly felt. CoD presents a discourse of power in which the spoils of conflict consistently go to the victors, creating a schism between dominant and subservient players but, more importantly, a play culture entirely preoccupied with the domination of others.

If CoD signals it’s not only OK to prey upon the weak but is also central to play, it follows this dominance might reasonably extend to any strategies a player identifies. In attempts to find new ways of defeating opponents, the player is likely to go beyond planned behaviour, perhaps exploiting technical flaws or keenly observed algorithmic causality. In more extreme cases the player might expressly seek out strategies that are in violation of known rules but, as Torill Mortensen suggests in relation to World of Warcraft, “activities that are not breaking the rules but simply circumventing them or taking advantage of them, flourish” (2008, 219).

CoD motivates and rewards imaginative dominant play, and it is evident this is at least in partial contradiction of existing Western play values, which accentuate fair play and equivalence. This realization, twinned with a dynamic that appears to tacitly approve the hostile abuse (or at least disregard) of the weak, creates a highly fertile context for conducting dominant, assertive dark play. This is akin to seeking greater efficiency by driving closer and closer to the racetrack boundary or finding places where boundaries can be transgressed without repercussion. At the same time, this behaviour also holds a powerful thrill of risk.

The moment a rule or expectation becomes known, such as Activision’s definition of game abuse within the code of conduct, it presents an opportunity and a source of the pleasures of dark play. It becomes possible to approach, to exploit, and/or to transgress on that expectation, even though doing so places the player at risk of detection and the relevant repercussions. This shift into dark play may be advantageous in terms of the game – cheating – or its pleasures may be about deception, antagonism, and the dupe. Dark play is thus forbidden play in its broadest sense, by rule, by law, or by expectation. Thus we might argue that while Activision explicitly opposes dark play within CoD, the game-play mechanics and the culture created by the game inculcate players towards it. This can be seen by creating a culture that strives for new strategies, a gradual erosion of rules in a highly competitive social context, and a continued adherence to domination and antagonizing the dominated. We will now look at three examples of dark play – defined as game abuse – and see how these are defined in relation to external normative frames.



FROM DARK PLAY TO GAME ABUSE

Like all previous iterations of CoD, the latest release, Call of Duty: Ghosts, contains a code of conduct that all players must observe when using multiplayer game modes. The code of conduct defines three types of game abuse:

         BOOSTING: Any user who colludes with another user to exploit the game for the purpose of gaining XP, prestige, game score, weapon level, or in-game unlock.


         GLITCHING: Any user who abuses an exploit in game code or other established rule of play is subject to penalty. An example includes but is not limited to using a hole in the map geo to intentionally go outside of the map boundary.


         MODDING/HACKING: Any user who runs a modified version of game code or uses a modified game profile. … (Candyslexia 2014)




Players deemed to have resorted to game abuse are subject to penalty and public censure. On the first identified case of boosting or glitching the player has elements of their game restricted. The multiplayer component is temporarily invalidated and all accrued experience points, unlocks, and progression metrics are reset. Repeat offenders have multiplayer elements of the game permanently invalidated, including options for offline split-screen multiplayer, and the player’s account is omitted from all in-game leader boards. The message is that these dark players are unfit to play with others and must cease to exist competitively. By contrast, those that mod console games encounter severe repercussions. On detection, the “User will be permanently banned from playing the game online, will have their stats reset, and will be blocked permanently from appearing in leaderboards” (Candyslexia 2014). Additionally those game-abusers have their details referred to Microsoft, the console manufacturer.

This referral is significant and barbed, holding a threat of possible legal action on breach of the US Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) and the equivalent European Directive 2001/29/EC. This is no idle threat. In 2010, Microsoft instigated the trial of twenty-eight-year-old Californian Matthew Crippen on the grounds of DMCA violation, for having been paid for modifying two Xbox 360 consoles. The modifications turned these consoles into JTAG systems (named after the electronics protocol used to hack the system) capable of running unsigned code such as modified instances of CoD. The DMCA expressly forbids the circumvention of “access control or protection process” (1998), such as the technologies within an Xbox 360 that require an official Microsoft disc or data package. The Crippen case failed on account of inadmissibility of evidence (Kravets 2010). However, at the time there was broad speculation the modifications did indeed violate the DMCA, and each violation carries the risk of five years incarceration. This is the barb.

I spent some time interviewing individuals involved with the development of the JTAG hack. One was keen to highlight the centrality of play to the process, as opposed to other discourses that might have been used to justify it. “My true and only focus was homebrew development – replacing as much code as possible with own code. … It was fun for me”. Part of the pleasure was almost certainly the illicit nature of the act, in clear violation of the DMCA. This dark play, working in a loaded, illicit environment, testing the boundaries, restrictions, and, in this case, security infrastructure is the same play that likely motivates other hackers and reverse engineers. Additionally, while Crippen was accused of simply running these mods as a profit-making exercise and thus one might consider them a rational risk/reward transaction as opposed to a playful act, for the end user, the JTAG hack was certainly an avenue towards play: play against the rules, literally opening up more opportunities for play through the use of pirated downloads and the additional promise of new, modified ways to play. The person paying for Crippen’s services was orientated towards play in a similar way that an adolescent may climb over an amusement-park fence, as both a prelude to play, a way of extending play (through avoiding the entrance fee), and as playful act in itself (the risk of being caught and getting hurt).

In addition to being labelled as game-abuser and having to face up to the repercussions as defined by code of conduct and law, there is an additional social framing of the dark player. Dark players are subject to vocal discourses of (il)legitimization that serve to ostracize, ridicule, and “other” the dark player, emphasizing yet again its irrelevance to conceptions of contemporary play. Those who boost, glitch, or mod are regarded as malign, destructive, and antagonistic by publishers, player communities, within the game press, and frequently in game studies literature. In this case, the normative frame is that of the game rules and the authorial intent of the designer. The reasoning is clear; to protect against the risks of subverted play experiences, unhappy players, and lost revenue. An example of this discourse can be seen in CoD creative strategist Robert Bowling’s comments about dark-play game abuse.

         Any attempt to cheat, hack, or glitch in #MW3 will not be tolerated. 1600+ bans issued. ... Every ban unique to the level of douchiness of the offense. The greater the douche the greater the length. PermaDouche possible. (2011)



Bowling’s comments build on and echo the language of CoD game design director David Vonderhaar’s equally public statements that place dark players and conventional players in opposition, reinforcing the boundary between the normative judgements:

         We are disinterested in making mini-celebrities out of douche-bags. You better think twice before you glitch. You never know who in your game doesn’t like glitchers who reports you and saves the game in their File Share and tells us about it.

(Watts 2010)



Such discourses of legitimization assert there is a right and a wrong way of playing, and if you play darkly, you are not only in violation of rules, code of conduct, and law but are a douche-bag, to be reviled by other players. This is partially true. There are some players who do accept a clearly defined division between appropriate and inappropriate play, but this boundary is, for Consalvo, “more than just breaking a rule or law; it was also those instances of bending or reinterpreting rules to the players’ advantage” (2007, 87). For these players it was not simply the breaking of rule but the inequality inherent in dark play that was problematic. This open hostility, and suggestion of a weary, unforgiving player community, is representative of the way dark play is regarded. CoD-orientated videogame communities have developed these themes, and subsequently it is foolhardy to publically talk about dark play or to conduct it conspicuously. Those that do so are frequently challenged, criticized, and reported to forum and game authorities and are thus subject to the judgement and censure of game abuse.

On encountering these attitudes, one might assume dark play really is something utterly marginal to contemporary videogame play, something that, despite being part of play in its broadest sense, is absent or indeed divisible from play when we turn on our consoles and pick up a controller. This is evidently not the case but instead, it has generated a player culture where dark play exists at the margins and intentionally keeps out of view of most conventional players. As public, visible spaces, such as multiplayer levels or videogame forums, are generally unsafe for dark players, they must rely on “safe houses” (alternate social spaces that are sympathetic to dark play) and “beachheads” (in-game spaces that are controlled to enable uninterrupted dark play). We will now explore some of the dark-play community forms that are relevant to boosting, glitching, and modding.



DARK PLAY COMMUNITIES

There are a number of websites, social networking groups, and YouTube channels that support dark-play manifestations. For boosting, the most well known is the Boosters Hotline website. As glitching is reliant on the replication of detailed interactions, its communities now tend to operate as YouTube channels, including those of chaoticPERFECTION and mapMonkeys. Illicit modding is supported through online forums such as TheTechGame.com and Se7ensins.com. While the websites and social network spaces can be considered safe houses to support organization and discussion, dark play must shift onto the game at some point, such as for testing, planning, and eventual performance. This can only reliably occur using a beachhead, a way into the gamespace to enable dark play.

Each of these communities works to develop an understanding of the games and their processes, which in turn can be exploited or utilized for a range of outcomes. Boosters carefully study the videogame algorithm, building an understanding of the most efficient and utilitarian means of progressing within a game – such as, in the case of CoD, earning experience points. Glitchers seek to expose latent flaws in videogame code while modders open up the very architecture of the systems and the constituent software, altering it and attempting to reintegrate the changed elements back into the existing system. These communities support a range of engagement from their members. Some are more active in the processes of videogame analysis and the recognition of patterns for exploitation, others synthesize this knowledge, and many more simply utilize outcomes: rapidly gaining experience, playing with glitches, or playing with fun mods.

For Alison Gazzard (2008), “those who for intrinsic or extrinsic reasons, seek to discover ‘hidden features’ of the game and through this enrich their play or that of others” are “contributive aberrant players”. These are the players who identify glitches and share this insight within safe houses where it can be utilized by players with differing aims and objectives, including “disruptive aberrant players” who set out to negatively impact other players through dark play. As such, the disruptive, aberrant player aligns closely with Schechner’s dark play, shifting from contribution to disruption (2008).

While the specific makeup of individual dark-play communities differs, it is useful to consider them as spaces that enable the sharing of exploitable information, the co-ordination and casual mentorship of prospective dark players, and the development of new technological and procedural innovations that respond to countermeasures. The communities therefore both develop and sustain dark play, giving it a longevity and resilience in the face of censure and penalty. We will now look at the specific features of boosting, glitching, and modding communities and the manifestation of dark play.



BOOSTING WITH THE BOOSTERS HOTLINE

The Boosters Hotline (henceforth TBH) was formed in 2008, presenting itself as a “worldwide cooperative videogame community”, boasting in excess of 100,000 members. While it is ostensibly a gaming fan-community website, its major attraction is that it enables players to boost on a broad range of games. Within the context of CoD, boosting consists of creating multiplayer matches solely populated by other TBH members (a beachhead), who take it in turns to shoot each other in the head or repeatedly take and lose objectives in order to accumulate experience points. The expectation here is that once the booster has fulfilled their obligation to boost and to boost others, they are free to utilize the spoils in games against conventional players. The booster therefore may boast an advantageous weapon, a particularly desirable medal or award. This constitutes dark play since it is dependent on deceit and advantage is conferred, all contextualized by the risks attributed to being discovered as a game-abuser.

TBH is reliant on a structure of trust, obligation, and reputation. On joining the site, individuals must submit applications and are scrutinized before being integrated into the community. They are expected to provide their XboxLive or PlayStation Network credentials for review, and respond appropriately to the messages and invites that now flow from other BHL members. Assuming they have been compliant, the player is free to apply to join a boosting game via the TBH website. A shout box lists the available boosting games and the expectations of membership, such as an agreement to play for a certain period or until all players have reached a specific unlock objective. Players who fail to meet expectations are subject to probation, are likely to be declined invitation from further boosting matches, and may have their site access removed. Likewise, those deemed trustworthy and reliable, especially those who perform admin functions or donate towards upkeep costs, are given preferential access to forum pages and boosting matches. For trusted members, joining a boosting game is as simple as “find a banner for the desired game, log into xbox.com, ask for an invite, push send and wait for an invite” (Boosters Hotline 2010).



GLITCHING WITH CHAOTICPERFECTION

Glitches are generally discovered by an individual or small team and then shared with the general public, including detailed instructions allowing replication. Glitching communities therefore function differently to BHL, serving as a distribution/publication channels rather than widespread co-ordination systems. While there is still a definite need for glitchers to co-ordinate themselves and to share expertise while identifying and developing prototypical glitches, this can be done through a loose matrix of interpersonal communication channels such as instant messages, texts, and e-mails.

As a result, glitching communities share much more with other publication forms, particularly that of the YouTuber, where videos are periodically released to the public alongside varying levels of audience interaction. Because of the visibility of YouTube, and the ease of subscription and sharing, it is relatively straightforward for well-regarded glitching groups to become pivotal in the development and communication of glitches across a platform, as is the case with chaoticPERFECTION and mapMonkeys. chaoticPERFECTION and mapMonkeys were both founded in 2006, and have subsequently become known as the two primary glitching entities on the Xbox 360 console. By October 2012, the mapMonkeys YouTube channel hosted ninety-three glitch videos that had been viewed over nineteen million times, with 45,000 channel subscribers. At the same point, chaoticPERFECTION’s YouTube channel (their third, due to copyright claim-related account suspensions) hosted two hundred videos with 900,000 views and 2,500 subscribers.

Within such a context, being the first to discover and publicize a glitch becomes critical for the status and standing of glitching groups. It becomes a race to identify exploits or anomalies before others. Despite the inherent competition within glitching communities, it is best conducted in flexible, close-knit teams, and competition between glitchers is often suspended if it is likely to facilitate the development of a new glitch. This means glitchers of varying ability and experience frequently work together and become known to each other. This forms bonds among the glitching community, acts as a way of inducting new glitchers into the practices, but also serves as a way of rapidly assessing skills and reliability, a purpose similar to BHL’s vetting. Additionally, this formation is also a pragmatic way of responding to the time required to effectively identify, develop, and document a glitch. The more glitchers working on the same task, the more likely the glitching session will be successful and a glitch identified.

When a glitch is discovered, it is typically documented as a video with a voice-over tutorial that explains its replication. This is then uploaded onto a video-sharing website such as YouTube for distribution and eventual consumption by other glitchers and members of the public. For those interested in learning about new glitches, all they need do is search or view the latest releases from the glitch teams to which they subscribe. Then, using the videos as guidance, the player need only practice replicating the glitch and then use it within a game – that is, until it is eventually patched by the developer.

Glitches are entirely unpredictable and protean, with a huge range of uses. The glitch offers varying levels of advantage to the player and visibility to others, as it alters the normal operation of the game. It might contain new visual and aural elements, change player navigation, make the player invulnerable, allow them to exit the play area, or offer new potent strategies. Many glitches have profound potential for disrupting and dominating other players, such as attacking them invisibly from below the game map, a classic malign glitch application in CoD. Where a glitch is both highly advantageous and visible, it is regarded as a game-breaker, and is particularly problematic if adopted by disruptive, aberrant players. Game-breakers tend to result in immediate and escalatory intervention from institutional stakeholders. The CoD: MW2 Javelin glitch is a salient example, conducted through priming an explosive charge that is immediately substituted with a Javelin rocket launcher. When an opponent eventually kills the glitcher, the primed explosive detonates alongside the Javelin rocket’s payload, creating an explosion with such a large blast radius that multiple opponents are likely to be killed. After its discovery, the Javelin glitch rapidly spread throughout multiplayer matches, causing major disruption and necessitating a mandatory patch within a fortnight of manifestation at a reported cost of $40,000 excluding the development and any lost sales due to reputational damage (Stuart 2012).

Glitches therefore can be used to disrupt, to antagonize, or simply to offer the player new insight into the game such as varying levels of advantage and visibility. Glitching communities exist both hidden within the network of interpersonal communication and in the plain view of mainstream video-sharing websites. This allows them space to develop glitches in secrecy and then to communicate them to the widest possible audience on release.



LOBBY MODDING WITH THETECHGAME.COM

Lobby modding is the process of creating altered iterations of CoD multiplayer games in which the behaviour and properties of interactions differ – such as conferring inflated experience per kill, making select players invulnerable, or having weapons behave in curious manners. In order to create a lobby it is necessary to make use of a hacked Xbox 360 console, such as a JTAG. These hacked consoles are the fruition of months of focused development from hardware hacking communities, such as Free60.org or Xboxhacker.org, initially developed to circumvent the Xbox 360’s protection mechanisms to repurpose it as a powerful low-cost personal computer (2009). Irrespective of the initial intentions, hacked consoles have subsequently been co-opted to execute other, less morally justifiable software, including pirated and manipulated game software. We should recall the JTAG modification appears in direct violation of the DMCA, and this was the reason Matthew Crippen faced up to ten years’ incarceration.

CoD lobbies, named after the pre-match lobbies in which players congregate and now vernacular for modified CoD matches, were predominantly conducted to give players massively inflated experience rewards while in a match. In this respect, modded lobbies worked similarly to a boosting session but on a far more efficient basis – for example, conferring the maximum number of experience points in the game (2516000) per kill. With one shot, the individual using a modded lobby accumulates what might take three months of conventional play or perhaps a week of dedicated boosting. By doing so, the player accumulates all the unlockable content the game has to offer, is able to deploy the best weaponry and tactics, and receive the associated social status.

TheTechGame (henceforth TTG) can be considered one of the core dark-play community sites aligned with lobby-modding, running since 2009 and with in excess of 1.5 million members. Much like TBH, TTG presents an initial façade of legitimacy, resembling another gaming fan site. Another similar site, Se7ensins.com (henceforth 7S), is more willing to present its stance and benefits: “Ask questions, get free, friendly support, Access to free modded lobbies. … Each new registration pisses off Microsoft” (2007–2014). Whether on TTG or 7S, after registration one is party to a huge repository of illicit information: how to create modified games, how to glitch games, adverts for modified game modes produced by others, a marketplace for modding tools, and, especially interesting, adverts for modified lobby rentals. Members are invited to set up or experience game modes that deploy functionality such as “Wallhack”, “God Mode”, “Auto Aim”, “Spawn Projectiles”, “Invisibility” and those related to unlocks and progression: “Complete All Challenges w/ Challenge Progression” and “Experience” (CraigChrist8239 2010). Either those wishing to experience a modded lobby must use their JTAG or RGH console to set one up, approach other TTG or 7S members and request entry to a lobby, or pay for one of the commercial examples.

TTG therefore acts as a forum, a marketplace, and a library, serving a range of dynamics critical to the development and longevity of dark play. While the same is true of BHL and glitch communities, TTG and 7S are especially useful examples for thinking about the organic resilience of dark play.



ORGANIC RESILIENCE

TTG and 7S have given lobby-modding an organic resilience to security countermeasures and other efforts to limit the visibility, impact, and deployment of dark play. Over time, the processes of modding have changed and, in relation to CoD specifically, innovations have offered new affordances and functionality – for example, “infection lobbies”, the second generation of modded lobby, introduced after Microsoft removed the vulnerability exploited by JTAG consoles. The infection lobby adopted a biological metaphor, using a JTAG or RGH console to “infect” a vanilla console with modifications. The freshly infected console could then be connected to XboxLive without detection and, under the right circumstances, these modifications can pass virally to other players’ consoles via XboxLive.

The infection method is notable because of the impact it had on the character and use of modded lobbies. No longer bound by the necessity for income generation caused by costly hardware invalidation, the infection lobby could be used in more esoteric and creative ways than the JTAG counterpart. The infection method democratized CoD modding, radically increasing the visibility of lobby mods and undermined the game’s equilibrium. Once the infection process had made modding commonplace and players routinely found themselves subject to modified settings within an apparently conventional game mode, any kind of unlock or award became meaningless. The assumption was that the player’s progression had been supplemented. Naturally, this caused considerable concern among players and an escalation of the identification and reporting of game-abusers, the development of new patches, and of the normative statements that censure dark play. Curiously, this also led to the development of vigilante modded lobbies in an effort to protest and redress the equilibrium that had been damaged through extensive modding.

Some modders began to use infection lobbies as a direct retribution, running reverse unlock lobbies known as “derank lobbies”. Derank lobbies were used to damage and undermine the statistical profiles (and removing the associated unlocks) of players deemed to have played inappropriately and those with illegitimately distorted profiles. While these are the reasons offered by some modders I interviewed, it is also just as likely these were deployed as barbed examples of dark play, vindictive pranks to humiliate and slight victims. Those who entered these games unawares discovered at the end of the match that the maximum number of experience points awarded was prefixed by an all-too-important minus sign, stripping the player of every unlock and accumulation.

There have been other technological developments that further expose the resilience of modding in particular, such as the leak of Project Rainbowzzz, an illicit modding software package that once again allowed players to connect their JTAG or RGH consoles directly to XboxLive without detection. While this resulted in a series of security patches, the Project Rainbowzzz code has subsequently been redeveloped by many groups of dark players and CoD players are now periodically subject to modded lobbies as a new technology or exploit is identified and applied.

In this newly democratized modding market the role of sites such as TTG and 7S has begun to shift, with them not only acting as a library of modding information but increasingly as the arbiter of reliable modded lobbies. The site allows dark players to co-ordinate their actions, find the right kind of lobbies, and access verified, trustworthy lobbies, and modders, free from the sting of deranking and hopefully the prying eye of the offended conventional player. Modding communities create a second game, a bubble that exists on top of the conventional CoD game. The former occasionally bursts through and subverts the latter, but often these groups and practices simply exist in oblivious isolation. This dynamic can be seen in boosting, glitching, and modding, and resonates deeply with Schechner’s dark play.



CONCLUSION

This chapter set out to explore assertive dark play through the lens of CoD boosting, glitching and lobby modding. By returning to Schechner’s definitions of dark play, we can see how these game-abuse forms share the same core variables: non-observance of rule, the duplicitous absence of metacommunicational signals, and the escalatory potential of unrestrained and potentially violent play. We see this in each example of game abuse’s defiance of game rules, codes of conduct, and legal frameworks. We also see it in the way players are often subject to forms of play they are oblivious to, and finally, we see it in the repercussions that these cause – from offense to inequality and even potential incarceration. We can see dark play contains risk for its protagonists and its subjects, and thus is subject to discourses intended to warn players away from its charms, presenting it as abject and irrelevant to contemporary videogame play.

This inevitably raises the issue of where the distinction between dark play and illegality exists. It is important to be clear on this matter. The two concepts, dark play and legality, are not mutually exclusive. Something playful can be illegal and an activity that is subject to prohibition can still be play. This is not to offer play as an apology, and not to suggest “I was playing” absolves the protagonist nor reduces the severity of the repercussions, but simply acknowledges that play can be, and is, frequently illegal. Hackers can be playing, cheats can be playing, and modders can be playing. The distinction between dark play and conventional play is that dark play embraces risk, deceit, and disruption, and this may or may not transgress into illegality. The distinction between illegal activities and dark play is whether the activity is fun, whether the player enjoys the activity and sees it in terms of play, not whether or not it is illegal.

Despite this, we see dark play exists and is supported by cultural formations of significant magnitude, such as TTG’s 1.5 million members or chaoticPERFECTION’s 900,000 views. This seems immediately at odds with the framing of dark play as peripheral, and when taken into account with the very real implications of its adoption – censure, software deactivation, reset metrics, hardware invalidation, and legal penalty – this highlights the fact that dark play must be significantly compelling to warrant its adoption. This is supported by the organic resilience seen through the examples presented here, in which communities of dark players co-operate to develop and sustain dark play despite the risks.

To conclude, I believe that this betrays the centrality of dark play as part of our human lexicon of play, not at all to absolve it of its damaging or dangerous risk, nor to suggest that its protagonists should be treated with anything but the rule of law and order. It also questions the extent to which dark play is necessarily irrelevant to the games being played. In the case of CoD, I would maintain that the hostile domination of other players resonates very clearly with the dupe of Schechner’s dark play, despite the vocal developer discourses that protest otherwise. Lastly it is not to suggest that assertive dark play is any more meaningful than the permitted invitations to play darkly as seen in other games. This chapter aims merely to recognize that it is natural and pleasurable to occasionally engage with assertive dark play in video games as it is in the flesh, not despite but on account of the very real risks involved.
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