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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

The Protopolitics of Play:  

From Gameworlds to Playing-in-the-World 

 

by 

 

Oscar John Arellano Moralde 

Doctor of Philosophy in Film and Television 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2022 

Professor Stephen Mamber, Chair 

 

 

How might we understand the medium of video games beyond the static structures of 

encoded processes and audiovisual signifiers, and better articulate the ways that games 

meaningfully intervene in the lived space and time of individual players? This dissertation 

assesses games from a media theory perspective and argues for examining the embodied 

aesthetics of gameplay to extend existing proceduralist approaches to games as media texts. 

Those embodied aesthetics are articulated through an existential media phenomenology of 

gameworlds, where the game’s technical capacity to perceive the player’s perception through the 

interface allows for a full intersubjective encounter between player and game, and where each 

subject feels and responds to the other via playing-in-the-world. Rather than being clearly 

ideologically defined from the outset, this gameplay encounter is protopolitical, wherein 

embodied gameplay experiences create a variety of starting points for intervening in the public 

sphere. The dissertation considers questions of perspective and power relations through these 

experiences. One ideological framework for this intervention is gamification, which imagines 
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that gameplay experiences can be cleanly transposed into more productive value-generating 

modes of action; however, its limited conception of the “real world” and inability to resolve the 

indeterminacy of gameplay experience prevent the idealistic extremes of that project from 

reaching fruition. Gamification’s most notable successes are better characterized as a form of 

player participation, a framework through which we can understand how player-subjects 

connect with each other through gameplay experiences in the discursive public sphere. Critical 

and enactive gameplay communities, although contested spaces for progressive and regressive 

forces, illustrate the possibilities for game experience to become public action. Ultimately, a 

phenomenological understanding of playing-in-the-world allows for analyzing the ways in which 

games rehearse, dramatize, and recontextualize our interactions with the range of technological 

interfaces that permeate everyday life. The dissertation closes by considering how the 

continuously-changing technical and social contexts of games culture call for methodologies 

attentive to how bodily experiences emerge within those spaces. 
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Chapter 1: An Introduction to Games as Embodied Aesthetic Media 

 

This introductory chapter situates the dissertation’s work within existing discourses in game 

studies and media studies. In game studies, historical questions about the primacy of narrative 

representations or rule-based systems as the ontological core of games gave way to proceduralist 

approaches that accounted for both. Yet in doing so, proceduralism solidified the idea of the 

game as a static text and elided or abstracted the specificity of the player and the dynamic 

process of gameplay. This dissertation focuses on the dynamics of game experience and 

subjectivity, and I draw from work in cinema and media studies that engages with the aesthetics 

of embodied spectatorship. Though games are not simply a “successor” to cinema or other 

screen media, the productive affinities they share in terms of how creators and audiences are 

culturally positioned, and how people engage with assemblages of media technologies, make it 

worthwhile to link the player and their subjectivity to these discussions.  

In this dissertation, I use existential phenomenological method to identify playing-in-

the-world as the state of experience that arises when the game player perceives that their 

actions are being perceived by another subjectivity—the game’s subjectivity. The worlds and 

experiences arising from this intersubjective relation between player and game are 

protopolitical, materially impactful on embodied players and games but indeterminate in 

meaning until those experiences emerge in the public sphere of discourse, which makes the 

cultural framing created by contexts and communities highly significant in shaping gameworld 

meaning. The second half of the dissertation investigates two visions for that cultural framing. 

Gamification, though highly influential in terms of constructing and validating an identity for 

game creators as social and political actors, ultimately imagines games as fungible processes 

that can be redirected towards the generation of value, and relies on a narrow understanding of 

player subjectivity and gameplay experience to make that redirection plausible. Another cultural 

framing, of participation, discloses how communities of play build outward from shared game 
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experiences in ways that make in-game aesthetic structures and interactions relevant to how 

these communities organize themselves and constitute identity. To help illuminate these ideas, 

let us begin with an example of a classic video game and the various ways its experiences have 

entered media discourse. 

 

 

Figure 1. E3 Trailer for Tetris Effect (Enhance, 2018).  
Reproduced under fair use. 

Three moments of Tetris 

Over ethereal synthesizer music and a starfield that gives way to pulsing psychedelic patterns, 

an even-toned narrator tells us: 

One of the first formal studies of the phenomenon was at Harvard Medical School in the 
year 2000. Participants played the game for seven hours each, spread over the course of 
three days. Remarkably, sixty-three percent of the participants, almost two-thirds, 
reported seeing imagery from the game hours after they finished playing, often just as they 
were falling asleep. This fact, on its own, is newsworthy. But even more surprising, 
amnesic patients with brain damage that prevents them from forming new memories also 
reported seeing game imagery well after they’d finished playing. These participants were 
unable to recall having ever played the game, but their descriptions matched those of 
players with perfect memories. Blocks – they all saw blocks, falling through space, 
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sometimes rotating or fitting neatly into empty spaces between other blocks. Some 
participants also reported seeing completed lines disappearing…1 

This trailer for the 2018 game Tetris Effect by Enhance describes neuroscientific research which 

showed the imagery and maneuvers of Tetris embedding into subjects’ implicit procedural 

memory, even when the conscious mind did not directly contemplate or act upon them.2 The 

original version of the puzzle game, developed in 1984 by Alexey Pajitnov, has become one of the 

most popular games of all time, with authorized versions over the years earning over $1 billion, 

and the abstract simplicity of its mechanics has spawned a multitude of ports, clones, and 

adaptations.3 Popular culture touchstones such as The Simpsons have referenced the game, and 

particularly the experience of perceiving, like an afterimage, the block-based geometry of the 

game within the spaces of the physical world. A Wired Magazine writer used the term “Tetris 

effect” in 1994 to describe a “biochemical, reductionistic metaphor” for “curiosity, invention, 

[and] the creative urge” as visual contemplation of the playfield and its pieces gave way to 

automatic, instinctive game action.4 That writer interviewed Pajitnov at the moment that he, and 

soon many other game developers, were on the cusp of imagining three-dimensional virtual 

worlds as the dominant space of gameplay, rather than the two-dimensional puzzle box of 

Tetris. 

 Three-dimensionality was crucial for bringing the 2018 Tetris Effect to fruition. Aside 

from a few experiments such as Tetrisphere (1997), most officially-licensed Tetris games 

followed the template of Pajitnov’s original, and the Tetris Company, highly protective of its 

trademark and copyright, tightly control the licensing of new versions of the game for each 

platform. Game designer and producer Tetsuya Mizuguchi, known for highly synesthetic games 

 
1 PlayStation, Tetris Effect - E3 2018 Announce Trailer | PS4, accessed October 15, 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mr8fVT_Ds4Q. 

2 Robert Stickgold et al., “Replaying the Game: Hypnagogic Images in Normals and Amnesics,” Science 290, no. 5490 
(October 13, 2000): 350, https://doi.org/10.1126/science.290.5490.350. 

3 Dan Ackerman, The Tetris Effect: The Game That Hypnotized the World (New York: PublicAffairs, 2016). 

4 Jeffrey Goldsmith, “This Is Your Brain on Tetris,” Wired, May 1, 1994, https://www.wired.com/1994/05/tetris-2/. 
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that link gameplay action to music and light, such as Rez (2001) and Lumines (2004), finally 

had an opportunity to produce a version of Tetris for the PlayStation 4 and its virtual reality 

add-on, the PlayStation VR. Mizuguchi’s company Enhance had envisioned a “Zen” Tetris to 

deliver an experience that experience that one executive at the company described as “I lose 

myself and get out of my head.”5 With this link between gameplay, sensory response, and the 

self, the newest version of Tetris has been brought more forcefully into the discourse of virtual 

reality and the questions it raises about embodiment, immersion, the interface, and interaction. 

For example, virtual reality’s focus on overtaking one’s field of vision and reacting to embodied 

presence has led scholars and makers to position the medium as a method for generating 

empathy in its users.6 However, while this hardware may have made the relationship between 

human and machine more visible, video games such as Tetris have always been embodied. 

 Another moment of Tetris: An Oxford neuroscientific study advanced the hypothesis that 

gameplay could affect how we recall and experience other memories. The experiment, which 

involved participants that viewed a film with traumatic imagery and then later were shown 

images from the film while they were playing Tetris, found that the cognitive interference of the 

game had a noticeable effect in preventing intrusive memories, like those experienced by 

patients with post-traumatic stress disorder.7 While the study mentioned by Tetris Effect 

delineated how a gameplay experience shaped cognition and perception, these researchers went 

further and suggested one way that gameplay experience might do something in the world—in 

this case, to relieve the effects of trauma. Game researcher Jane McGonigal references this study 

in self-help writing that tells readers, “Control over your attention spotlight is a hidden 

 
5 PlayStation, Tetris Effect Interview | PS4, PS VR at E3 2018, accessed October 17, 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VKeBcLKx8s. 

6 Nonny de la Peña et al., “Immersive Journalism: Immersive Virtual Reality for the First-Person Experience of 
News,” Presence: Teleoperators and Virtual Environments 19, no. 4 (August 1, 2010): 291–301, 
https://doi.org/10.1162/PRES_a_00005. 

7 Ella L. James et al., “Computer Game Play Reduces Intrusive Memories of Experimental Trauma via 
Reconsolidation-Update Mechanisms,” Psychological Science 26, no. 8 (August 2015): 1201–15, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797615583071. 
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superpower you already have, one that can help you combat stress, anxiety, depression, and 

pain… to prevent traumatic flashbacks or curb cravings, swing your attention spotlight toward 

something that is highly visually engaging, like Tetris or jigsaw puzzles.”8 This framework that 

considers games as tools that can be used for social intervention has been adopted by groups 

such as Games for Change, and thought leaders that speak at venues such as TED and the World 

Economic Forum and aim to shift the flows of philanthropy and social policy. This idea of 

“gamification,” broadly defined, assesses the effects that gameplay processes have on their 

players and aims to transplant those processes into other social, economic, and cultural contexts 

to produce positive effects. Yet, while others rush to craft these games-as-tools, what other 

qualities of gameplay experience might not be so easily instrumentalized, and yet still shape how 

games impact cultural and social action? 

 Another moment of Tetris: in her 1997 book Hamlet on the Holodeck, digital media 

researcher and scholar Janet Murray used Tetris as an example of games as a kind of symbolic 

drama: 

Instead of keeping what you build, as you would in a conventional jigsaw puzzle, in Tetris 
everything you bring to a shapely completion is swept away from you. Success means just 
being able to keep up with the flow. This game is a perfect enactment of the overtasked 
lives of Americans in the 1990s—of the constant bombardment of tasks that demand our 
attention and that we must somehow fit into our overcrowded schedules and clear off 
our desks in order to make room for the next onslaught.9 

While Murray used this example to relate gameplay to wider horizons of human experience by 

relating it to the symbolic drama of choreographed dance, the Tetris example became a 

flashpoint for ripostes such as those by Markku Eskelinen in the inaugural 2001 issue of the 

journal Game Studies, which inveighed against the importation of narrative-based symptomatic 

critique or ideological readings from other fields: 

 
8 Jane McGonigal, SuperBetter: The Power of Living Gamefully (New York: Penguin Books, 2016), 51. 

9 Janet H. Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace, Updated edition (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2017), 178. 
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Outside academic theory people are usually excellent at making distinctions between 
narrative, drama and games. If I throw a ball at you I don't expect you to drop it and wait 
until it starts telling stories. On the other hand, if and when games and especially computer 
games are studied and theorized they are almost without exception colonised from the 
fields of literary, theatre, drama and film studies.10 

He singled out the Tetris example as a reading of a “Soviet” game (implicitly denying the validity 

of the reading to American lives through lack of authorial intent) where “we don’t learn anything 

of the features that make Tetris a game,” which in his framework consists of the abstract 

parameters and rules that define gameplay events and goals. Murray has argued that this 

characterization of her analysis was a misinterpretation and a salvo in a turf battle designed to 

legitimize rules-based approaches and delegitimize representational analysis – and misdirected, 

in any case, as Murray’s primary focus was on interaction design and not particularly rooted in 

the “narratology” that early game studies scholars polemicized against.11 In any case, the 

narratology-ludology debate, or some imagined version of it, dominated the discussions of the 

formative years of video game studies and raised questions about how the field should be 

defined. But this binary dialectical framing obscures other possibilities for examining the nature 

and qualities of gameplay. Murray’s Tetris example is salient not only for the thematic content it 

reads from the game, or the rule-based action it might obscure, but because she attends to the 

experience of a specific player—an overtasked, overscheduled player—and through that, opens 

the possibility to discuss how players fit the experience of gameplay within those schedules and 

among those tasks. 

 As the game called Tetris and the multitudes of variations, copycats, and sub-created 

media it inspired have permeated global culture, they have helped to provoke many insights and 

questions about the nature of games—questions that are not unique to Tetris. What happens 

when a player sits down (or lies down, or stands) to play a game? How does the player act upon 

 
10 Markku Eskelinen, “The Gaming Situation” 1, no. 1 (July 2001), http://www.gamestudies.org/0101/eskelinen/. 

11 Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck, 190. 
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the game, and the game act upon them? What are the aesthetic qualities of this play experienced 

with and through video games? Can those experiences percolate into society at large, and how? 

Supplementing existing textual game critiques and political-economic investigations of the 

games industry, this dissertation affirms embodied gameplay aesthetics—the alignment and 

tension of the senses, particularly sight, hearing, and touch—as a key component for 

experiencing games, which create worlds that fit into larger frameworks of social, cultural, and 

political action. Ultimately, gameplay produces a protopolitics: an array of prereflective 

experiences that precede considerations of games as ideological-rhetorical texts, and which 

inform how players come to understand the textual meaning of their play. From these 

experiences, gameplay correlates with public discursive action in subtle, complex ways. To 

examine those correlations, this dissertation takes a humanities-based media studies approach, 

grounded in existential phenomenology and action theories of political philosophy, to examine 

the aesthetics of games as qualities that precede the specificities of representation, but which 

cannot be detached from or elide those representational elements.  

 The remainder of this introduction provides the foundation for analyzing gameworlds 

and their contexts by considering the narratology-ludology debates along with the aesthetic 

questions that lie outside that binary. This juncture also serves to demarcate the corpus of work 

and experiences for which this discussion is most useful, a question that requires addressing 

basic questions of what “video games” are, and their relation to art and traditional forms readily 

available to aesthetic critique. It also traces the productive lines of inquiry that move from 

textual approaches to games towards process-based or procedural approaches, while also 

demarcating the limits of proceduralism.  Here I also contextualize the role of cultural studies 

and ideological critique for positioning games as actors and venues for social or political impact, 

the role aesthetics plays in that impact. Finally, this dissertation considers the special role for 

cinema and media studies, its histories, and its methods, for examining video games. 
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The narratology-ludology binary and the space outside 

The conflict over Tetris and its meaning exemplifies the narratology-ludology “debates” 

that defined the formative decade of the field in the late 1990s-early 2000s. Scholarly work on 

video games predates this era; David Sudnow’s 1983 Pilgrim in the Microworld examined the 

phenomenology of Atari gameplay and Brenda Laurel’s 1986 dissertation “Towards the design of 

a computer-based interactive fantasy system” examined human-computer interaction through 

video games.12 These works issued from sociology and theatre studies respectively, however, and 

the question raised by the self-described ludologists was the specificity of both the medium of 

video games and the academic discipline of video game studies. Just as media studies as a 

humanities discipline emerged from a scholarly intervention from other fields and the non-

academic writing of critics and practitioners, the early authoritative writings on video games 

came from a combination of game designers codifying their experience into abstract principles, 

and critics and observers examining specific games and play experiences. To move from that 

towards an intellectual framework that was academically legitimated and yet outside the 

purview of established humanities disciplines, ludology turned to scholarly work on the nature 

of games and play exemplified by Roger Caillois and Johan Huizinga. By discursively enshrining 

play, ludology both polemically pushed back against representation-focused scholarship as 

superficial and recast the young medium of video games as part of a millennia-old tradition that 

actually predated cinema, literature, and other arts.  

The early scholarship of the 2000s regarded as part of the ludology camp, exemplified by 

Eskelinen, Jesper Juul, and Espen Aarseth, de-emphasizes the usefulness of narrative tools or 

questions of representation for analyzing video games; the surface-level depictions of plot, 

character, or theme are less important than what a game communicates to the player through its 

structures of rules and algorithms. Aarseth, while never using the term “ludology” himself in his 

 
12 David Sudnow, Pilgrim in the Microworld (New York: Warner Books, 1983); Brenda Laurel, “Toward the Design of 
a Computer-Based Interactive Fantasy System” (dissertation, Ohio State University, 1986). 
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writing in this period, provides the quintessential example of this stance in discussing Tomb 

Raider (1996)’s player-character Lara Croft, writing that “the dimensions of Lara Croft’s body, 

already analyzed to death by film theorists, are irrelevant to me as a player, because a different-

looking body would not make me play differently.”13 Arguing that the semiotics of a video game’s 

representations are “most coincidental” to understanding the game compared to its rule system, 

Aarseth pares away audiovisual aesthetics as something that can be cleanly separated from the 

gameplay aspects, and in fact claims that players see through and past it. In this line of 

argument, representation becomes transparent in the act of play, and the primary goal of 

scholarly game study should also be to see through and past the surface representations to the 

underlying systems. 

This argument was hotly disputed, even within the same book where it was published, 

and continued to be referenced as the hardline ludological stance when ascertaining the value of 

textually analyzing games.14 If we attempt to take the hardline argument to its conclusion, 

situating games, their players, and their designers within the cultural contexts of play shows the 

difficulty in completely bracketing gameplay rules from the aesthetics that instantiate them. The 

effort and expense of modeling, animating, and voicing the character of Lara Croft both 

differentiates Tomb Raider from other action-adventure games and indicates the value of this 

specific character representation. Lara’s appearance in over a dozen games, some with 

significantly different gameplay systems and mechanics, also shows that the character is not an 

interchangeable element that could be replaced with any different-looking body. Instead, Lara 

produces an affective connection with players and audiences that exists beyond specific sets of 

 
13 Espen J. Aarseth, “Genre Trouble, Narrativism and the Art of Simulation,” in First Person: New Media as Story, 
Performance and Game., ed. Noah Wardrip-Fruin and Pat Harrigan (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2004), 
48. 

14 Esther MacCallum-Stewart, “‘Take That, Bitches!’ Refiguring Lara Croft in Feminist Game Narratives,” Game 
Studies 14, no. 2 (December 2014), http://gamestudies.org/1402/articles/maccallumstewart; Adrienne Shaw, 
Gaming at the Edge: Sexuality and Gender at the Margins of Gamer Culture (Minneapolis, Minnesota: U of 
Minnesota Press, 2015), 131. 
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rules, and players do not simply see through and past her. In addition, the aesthetic experience 

of gameplay is tied to those representations and cannot be cleanly separated from the rules. The 

interaction systems of the 1996 game encourage players to avoid falling off cliffs whether or not 

one’s avatar is a hyper-feminized caricature, but because Lara is that caricature, what the player 

sees and hears correlated with their gameplay action evokes storytelling frames and cultural 

assumptions about women and perilous narrative situations. This is reinforced by elements in 

the 2013 remake, which presents a Lara Croft with less exaggerated bodily proportions, but 

which also more graphically depicts the consequences of player failure with detailed, violent 

death animations. These representations shade the gameplay with qualities of horror, fear, and 

discuss that cause players to play differently because of the specific body on display. 

In any case, scholars at the time recognized the questions raised by this line of discourse 

as testing and shaping the boundaries of the discipline, and participants sought to find common 

ground that eventually resembled a dialectical synthesis. Gonzalo Frasca characterized the 

perceived camps and conflict as a “debate that never took place” based on misconceptions 

among the scholars involved.15 Celia Pearce rejected the divide as a “false polarity” and that 

scholars should “be allowed to move freely across the spectrum of ideas that lie between play 

and narrative without being forced to take a ‘position’ on either end.”16 One example of the 

synthetic approach is in Juul’s characterization of games as “a combination of rules and fiction” 

wherein some aspects of gameplay involve reconciling overlapping yet distinct experiences with 

each system.17 This has also become the conciliatory approach in canonical game design texts 

which try to synthesize the varied definitions of what a game “is”, where a game’s theming and 

 
15 Gonzalo Frasca, “Ludologists Love Stories, Too: Notes from a Debate That Never Took Place,” in Level Up: Digital 
Games Research Conference Proceedings, ed. Marinka Copier and Joost Raessens (Utrecht University, 2003). 

16 Celia Pearce, “Theory Wars: An Argument Against Arguments in the so-Called Ludology/Narratology Debate,” in 
Proceedings of DiGRA 2005: Changing Views: Worlds in Play (Vancouver, Canada, 2005), 
http://summit.sfu.ca/item/218. 

17 Jesper Juul, Half-Real: Video Games between Real Rules and Fictional Worlds (MIT Press, 2011), 197. 
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narrative can never be truly divorced from gameplay mechanics and structures as a holistic 

expressive system.18 However, synthesizing this dialectic still leaves unresolved the qualities of 

video games that lie outside either narrative or rules – elements which include the processes of 

play and the aesthetic experiences produced within. 

Even though ludology rejected textual analysis of game representation as a valid 

approach, with Aarseth flatly declaring “games are not ‘textual’ or at least not primarily textual”, 

it nevertheless primarily advocated the examination of texts.19 Rather than authored narratives, 

it focused on designed rule systems, and many of these analyses resembled the structuralist 

methods of actual narratology scholars such as Tzvetan Todorov and Gerard Genette. Eskelinen, 

for example, rejects a thematic reading of Tetris in favor of breaking down “the old and new 

game components, their dynamic combination and distribution, the registers, the necessary 

manipulation of temporal, causal, spatial and functional relations and properties not to mention 

the rules and the goals.” Examining these structures from the top down requires a distancing 

from the moment-by-moment experiences of play and minimizes or effaces the aesthetic 

experience at that level: the sensorimotor reactions, affects, and emotions experienced when 

engaging with a game. While Aarseth rejected the importance of aesthetics for analyzing games, 

this was more in the context of the cultural and disciplinary apparatuses associated with high art 

and its study. Attempting to examine games in comparison to other art forms, or to define 

games as art, was unnecessary because there was no need to elevate games to the status of other 

arts in the first place. (On the other hand, connecting video games to a much older 

anthropological history of play performed much of this legitimating work through an alternative 

to art discourse.) 

 
18 Katie Salen Tekinbaş and Eric Zimmerman, Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2004), 379–80. 

19 Aarseth, “Genre Trouble, Narrativism and the Art of Simulation,” 47. 
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In this dissertation, I support the stance that the games-as-art debate is a less fruitful 

line of inquiry to follow, and that scholars and critics should not be anxious to legitimize games 

by enshrining them within the socially-constructed frameworks of prestige afforded to art, 

literature, cinema, or other forms of expression. Video games already make their importance 

known through their economic, cultural, social, and even political influences. Thousands of 

people make games and millions of people play them, and games have discrete effects on the 

patterns of their everyday lives. This, itself, should be enough to justify examining video games 

without a recourse to artworld legitimation. However, this should not entail discarding the 

methods and modes of inquiry for examining the experiences of those other art forms, because 

they can and should also be applied to the experiences of games. Games can provide beautiful 

and novel and provocative experiences, and the desire to have those experiences underwrites the 

impulse to play them. Studying those experiences requires considering games not just as static 

texts or systems, but as variable, multivalent processes that unfold through time and through 

the interactive experience between player and game. 

 

Proceduralism and game aesthetics 

One key aspect of games is that they are scripted: the constituent elements of a game – things 

like sounds, images, and numerical data – are capable of conveying meaning through their 

organization. The player’s actions that create, alter, and destroy these elements of the world are 

a process of meaning-making. A full understanding of how a specific game world operates must 

therefore account for the relations of these elements, and the potential for their recombination 

and configuration. “Script” here, is best taken not in the narrow sense of a single defined 

narrative trajectory, but as the blueprint for multiple potential performances within the game. 

To unpack this concept Ian Bogost uses the idea of unit operations as “modes of meaning-
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making that privilege discrete, disconnected actions over deterministic, progressive systems.”20 

He argues that examining these unit operations break downs and delineates the components 

that form a game, and which might otherwise seem to be an undifferentiated stream of events. 

In light of previous ludology-narratology discourse, Bogost’s arguments perform a bit of 

synthesis: he applies his critical method of “configurative expression” to modes of meaning-

making in cinema and poetry, establishing connections between those media and games rather 

than rejecting them, but ultimately frames these structures within algorithms and simulation – 

the latter of which was Frasca’s preferred resolution to questions of meaning. According to 

Frasca, games as simulations provide a qualitatively different mode from representational forms 

for expressing a worldview because rather than rehearsing a static structure, games are focused 

on “what may happen.”21 Bogost expands on this by arguing that the player’s critical 

interpretation of the simulation and its rules, “where instantiated code enters the material world 

via human players’ faculty of reason,” is the key intervention point for a game’s rhetorical 

impact on a player, because “all simulations are subjective representations that communicate 

ideology.”22 

 This framework serves as the basis for Bogost’s discussion of “procedural rhetoric” as the 

primary lens for understanding the meaning that games produce for their audiences. Like other 

representational media forms, games can persuade and emotionally or intellectually affect their 

audiences. However, rather than encountering a system of signifiers which communicate an 

intended message, games can present simulated worlds which model or evoke elements and 

processes that exist in the real world, and it is the player’s interaction with the simulation that 

impels them towards constructing the intended message. Games are a potent medium for 

 
20 Ian Bogost, Unit Operations: An Approach to Videogame Criticism (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2008), 
3. 

21 Gonzalo Frasca, “Simulation versus Narrative: Introduction to Ludology,” in The Video Game Theory Reader, ed. 
Mark J. P. Wolf and Bernard Perron (New York: Routledge, 2003), 233. 

22 Bogost, Unit Operations, 98, 102. 
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procedural representation because they can enact processes that unfold over time, rather than 

simply describing or depicting them – a view which recalls Frasca’s argument for the potency of 

games and their orientation towards futurity.23  The core of Bogost’s proceduralism lies in 

examining games as ideological works that persuade players through processes that function as 

arguments (itself an argument that will inform the examination of the game as political actor in 

subsequent chapters of this dissertation).  

 The proceduralist argument has been critiqued by game studies scholars who argue that 

focusing on games as primarily enacting cognitive processes, with the linguistic trajectory that a 

rhetorical frame provides, effaces wide swaths of the game experience, especially its aesthetic 

qualities. Graeme Kirkpatrick regards the concept of procedural rhetoric a “regrettable 

narrowing” of the broader possibilities of unit operations and argues that the fundamental 

undecidability of game aesthetics precludes their success as tools of persuasion.24 Brendan 

Keogh describes the broader array of proceduralist approaches (which in his view include both 

Aarseth and Murray, in addition to Bogost and others) as analyses which “thoroughly detail how 

the mechanical and procedural aspects of videogames that differ from other screen media 

produce meaning, but less how these systemic skeletons fundamentally relate to the audiovisual 

and haptic flesh in which they are wrapped.”25 Aubrey Anable most forcefully argues the point 

that serves as the foundation of this dissertation in writing that “the player as a feeling and 

active subject goes missing from strict proceduralist accounts, or is there only as the thing that 

pushes the buttons to activate the code.”26 These later scholars primarily argue that the 

 
23 Ian Bogost, Persuasive Games: The Expressive Power of Videogames (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2010). 

24 Graeme Kirkpatrick, Aesthetic Theory and the Video Game (Manchester: Manchester UP, 2011), 209. 

25 Brendan Keogh, A Play of Bodies: How We Perceive Videogames (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2018), 5. 

26 Aubrey Anable, Playing with Feelings: Video Games and Affect (Minneapolis, Minnesota: U of Minnesota Press, 
2018), xiv. 
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embodied qualities of video games, which precede and operate parallel to linguistic rhetoric are 

a substantial portion of the game experience that previous theories have not fully explored. 

 This dissertation maintains a similar skepticism about the ability of proceduralism, or 

any method which examines processes or algorithms absent the direct engagement of the player 

with those processes, to explain the total significance of video games. The basis for this stems 

from similar media studies critiques of theories that psychoanalytically circumscribe cinema 

purely as an ideological apparatus. Gabriele Pedulla uses French symbolist Remy de Gourmont’s 

quip “The public doesn’t go to the cinema to dream; they go to enjoy themselves” to ask the 

question of apparatus theory, “How do we ignore the fact that at the movies spectators are not 

deceived, but rather buy a ticket to attend a show and have a story told to them?”27 While games 

can mobilize arguments through their algorithmic structures, many players do not play games 

for their rhetoric and many developers do not design games to affect players via persuasion. 

What drives them is instead a search for experiences, and those experiences are the unavoidable 

substrate that precedes and direct rhetorical address. The effects of video games, before they are 

available to reflective cognition, must be sensed and embodied through an array of audiovisual 

and tactile strategies, and this dissertation examines the aesthetic experience of video games to 

explicate and contextualize those strategies. 

 Centering on the moment-by-moment experiences of gameplay, I recognize that those 

experiences consist of a cybernetic assemblage between player and game. By casting games as 

cybernetic, I mean that perception and expression are correlated within this dynamic system at 

the liminal threshold of the interface. That technological threshold shapes the player’s 

sensorium through game output and elicit and enfold the player’s expression through control-

based input. This relationship conjoins the two in an assemblage, or to put it more simply, a 

system where the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.  The methods of existential 

 
27 Gabriele Pedullà, In Broad Daylight: Movies and Spectators After the Cinema (London: Verso, 2012), 12. 
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phenomenology, drawing from Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s work on perception and intentionality, 

and developed by Don Ihde to expound upon human-technological relations and by Vivian 

Sobchack to examine the film experience, set the stage for questions about game aesthetics in 

the dissertation’s first half. What does gameplay feel like? How do players correlate what they 

see and hear, and what they touch and push, to perceive the space and time that constitutes a 

gameworld? As with Keogh, I am “squarely interested in the corporeal capacity of perceiving 

through senses that are themselves augmented by the technologies and feedback that we 

perceive.”28 While recent virtual reality and haptic interface technologies make the embodied 

nature of play unavoidably obvious, they only highlight the interface relationships that have 

always already been present for players of video games, and thus these questions of embodied 

aesthetics are applicable to the wide array of examples within the medium. 

 The focus on video game aesthetics in this dissertation requires addressing several 

questions on boundaries and categories. For example, onto what specific kinds of media might 

these findings on game aesthetics be applied? Games and play inhabit a variety of different 

platforms, from the multiple generations of mass-produced game consoles, both for the home 

and portable devices, to personal computers and phones, to unique devices and installations 

located in museums and art galleries. Part of the early ludological scholarship’s work was also 

intent on crafting a definitive array of characteristics that could be used to codify games and 

play; Salen and Zimmerman’s text collates the definitions of games from eight different sources 

to produce the statement that “A game is a system in which players engage in an artificial 

conflict, defined by rules, that results in a quantifiable outcome,” for example.29 While parsing 

the specific elements that make up these definitions is useful for thinking about taxonomies and 

larger structures, I take a more expansive view of game aesthetics and where they can be 

 
28 Keogh, Play of Bodies, 9. 

29 Salen Tekinbaş and Zimmerman, Rules of Play, 79–80. 
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applied. On one level, this is because the creators and audiences of video games have used 

definitions of “what is a game” to police the social and cultural boundaries of video games. 

Declaring that a specific work or genre is “not a game,” for example, has been a maneuver to 

exclude specific creators and communities on the basis of aesthetics, whether it is the “walking 

simulator” genre whose meditative explorations of space preclude traditional notions of action, 

or “casual” games for phones whose visuals and interactions have often been dismissed through 

gendered stereotypical associations with women.30  

 Because of this, while the quest to elevate the video game medium to the category of art 

may not be intellectually productive, it is still worth contemplating how the artworld’s critical 

discourse can also apply to the experiences that players have with games. For example, we can 

frame aesthetic questions within Rancière’s conception of regimes of art and the political-social 

permissions for specific forms of expression and ways of feeling.31 The definitions for what 

constitutes a game already account for a spectrum of game-like works, such as Juul’s “classical 

model” of games which includes borderline cases such as pen-and-paper role-playing games or 

open-ended simulators.32 But rather limit the dissertation’s discussion to works that fall within a 

specific taxonomy, given my methods is it more reasonable to proceed from the experiential 

qualities that games can provide. These are socially constructed from what players seek out 

when they decide to act on a desire to play a game, and on how game designers contextualize 

their output. With its acculturated prestige, Tetris would fall into the “regime of games” with 

little dispute from most circles, for example. However, rather than debating whether an 

experimental art game such as Bill Viola and the USC Game Innovation Lab’s Night Journey 

(2007-18) is “truly” a game, it would be more productive to consider the embodied relationship 

 
30 Melissa Kagen, “Walking Simulators, #GamerGate, and the Gender of Wandering,” in The Year’s Work in Nerds, 
Wonks, and Neocons, ed. Jonathan Paul Eburne and Benjamin Schreier (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 2017), 275–300; 
Anable, Playing with Feelings, 84. 

31 Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics, trans. Gabriel Rockhill (London: Bloomsbury, 2013). 

32 Juul, Half-Real, 44. 
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between the player and the work through its interface, which can be described, critiqued, and 

examined through questions of aesthetics. Or, as in Bo Ruberg’s eloquent formulation, the 

object of this dissertation’s interest is “any designed, interactive experience that operates 

primarily through a digital interface and understands itself as a video game.”33 

 The social and cultural formations around games also point to the relationship between 

embodied game aesthetics and ideology, politics, and society. While this dissertation examines 

the aesthetics of games as a parallel path to procedural rhetoric’s linguistic frame for 

understanding game ideology, this does not mean that the aesthetic experiences contained 

within games can be considered independent or separate from ideology, just as Mia Consalvo 

argues that the “magic circle” which demarcates the applicability of game rules and outcomes 

cannot fully separate games from the larger spaces of everyday life.34 To establish the basis for 

considering game aesthetics within larger social and political contexts, the work of game studies 

as cultural studies is an invaluable foundation. 

 

Cultural studies, critical game studies, and contexts 

 This dissertation does not examine video game worlds and their aesthetics within a 

vacuum but seeks to contextualize those gameplay experiences within how people approach 

games in a wider culture and society – how gameworld experiences are a foundation for the 

position of games-in-the-world. Video games, as a technological and cybernetic assemblage, 

emerged from specific cultural spaces that differentiae them from other forms of games and 

play—specifically, the confluence of computing technology and the military. The earliest 

examples of video games, such as Tennis for Two (1958), which was designed to be played on an 

oscilloscope, arise from laboratories and scientific institutes working on projects of national 

 
33 Bonnie Ruberg, Video Games Have Always Been Queer (New York: NYU Press, 2019), 8. 

34 Mia Consalvo, “There Is No Magic Circle,” Games and Culture 4, no. 4 (October 1, 2009): 408–17, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412009343575. 
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military importance, such as nuclear research. The cultural foundation of video games in part 

emerges from the mindsets of the twentieth-century scientists and engineers within those 

institutions, along with the gender, race, and class frames that those institutional frameworks 

provided.35 While sports and games have been historically associated with war and the military, 

from team ball sports to the Prussian Kriegsspiel, the specific relationships between video 

games and the military-industrial complex form the basis for Greig de Peuter and Nick Dyer-

Witheford’s examination of games and political economy. Other scholars have also examined the 

legacy of military associations with games, particularly in configuring discourses of algorithmic 

play, representations of violence, and the gendering of game audiences.36 Examining the 

military-industrial historical contexts for games has helped to highlight cultural assumptions 

about the role of video games within ideological discourses of technology, war, and politics.  

 However, Anable notes the contingency of these cultural contexts: for example, the 

original purpose of Tennis for Two was not primarily for entertainment or expression, but to 

make the complex and potentially-intimidating scientific apparatus of Brookhaven National 

Laboratory more legible and relatable to the public.37 Inscribing this as one of the origin points 

for video game history requires engaging with questions of what video games are, not in the 

ontological sense, but in how the medium fits into the spatial, temporal, and subjective realities 

of everyday life. This dissertation asserts as one of its primary theses that video games are a 

technologically-mediated dramatization of a wider array of embodied human-technological 

relationships. The way that we use technology to perceive the world as an informational matrix, 

or to extend, augment, and refine our embodied capacities to act upon that world, are rehearsed 

by and within games. This mode of dramatization resembles the simulation framework, in that 

 
35 Nick Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter, Games of Empire: Global Capitalism and Video Games (Minneapolis, 
Minnesota: U of Minnesota Press, 2009), 8–9. 

36 Matthew Thomas Payne, Playing War: Military Video Games After 9/11 (New York: NYU Press, 2016); Patrick 
Crogan, Gameplay Mode: War, Simulation, and Technoculture (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota Press, 2011). 

37 Anable, Playing with Feelings, x. 
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gameworlds have points of reference or contact with the larger world, and based on what they 

represent, what happens inside those gameworlds can inform how people act outside them. 

However, the embodied aesthetics of games means that gameplay itself is a choice enacted 

within the world—players must fit games into their lives. This ineluctable fact means that game 

aesthetics must be examined within a framework that attends to the larger cultural contexts that 

shape how players arrive at the moment of gameplay, and how the takeaways from that moment 

are reconfigured as they return to the realm of discursive judgment. While dominant histories of 

video games emerged from the technocratic echelons of the military-industrial computing 

complex, video games are now experienced by a multiplicity of players with a multiplicity of 

bodies, and critical aesthetics must be informed by cultural contexts to do justice to those 

experiences. 

 Recent game scholarship has examined key questions of identity, race, gender, and 

sexuality as they manifest within and around games. By connecting how women, people of color, 

and LGBTQ people are depicted (or not depicted) within games to the implicit assumptions that 

underpin both the communities that produce games and those that consume them, these 

scholars directly challenge ludological skepticism of game representation as superficial signifiers 

obscuring the “real” qualities of a game.38 These representations matter because they frame 

implicit assumptions about who plays, how they play, and why they play within a given context. 

An individual player might argue that the qualities of a specific depiction within a game do not 

affect the way they play. But by caricaturing or erasing certain groups and thus hailing or 

rejecting specific subjects, that same depiction has already affected who actually sits down to 

play. Adrienne Shaw notes that this line of inquiry positions game representation as the basis for 

a complex relationship of identification between player and game that expands beyond a 

 
38 Bonnie Ruberg and Adrienne Shaw, eds., Queer Game Studies (Minneapolis: Univ of Minnesota Press, 2017); 
Jennifer Malkowski and TreaAndrea M. Russworm, eds., Gaming Representation: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in 
Video Games (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 2017); Shira Chess, Ready Player Two: Women Gamers and Designed 
Identity (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota Press, 2017). 
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connectedness to whomever or whatever is being depicted.39 It is not simply about depicting a 

character of a specific race or gender within a gameworld, but in placing that character within a 

framework of gameplay that opens or closes the player’s possibilities for inscribing their own 

dominant, negotiated, or oppositional readings into the gameworld itself. In this dissertation, I 

examine embodied aesthetics as a similarly complex and negotiated relationship between player 

and game whose effects might extend beyond that moment of gameplay. 

Soraya Murray sums up one cultural studies approach to games by noting that “Games 

are potential sites for negotiating unresolved cultural, social or political frictions…to play video 

games is to engage with the myths of a constituency whose access, agency, and ability to wield 

the technology allows them to communicate their wishes, fears, dreams—and even identity 

politics—through a form of interactive entertainment.”40 Murray’s focus on one’s abilities with 

and through technology is especially important, as the expressive range of game form is often 

tied to questions of challenge and embodied skill, which Christopher A. Paul has tied to the 

persistence of a “toxic meritocracy” within video games and game culture.41 While video games 

contain audiovisual and textual representations that can be scrutinized for their content, we can 

also scrutinize the enacted, embodied technical relationships created through gameplay as 

representations in themselves that are also sites of contention within culture. Stephanie Boluk 

and Patrick LeMieux foreground this cultural conversation in Metagaming by drawing 

connections between specific games and what goes on “about, within, around, without” those 

games, in order to show how “videogames conflate the magic circle of social ritual, the white 

cube of autonomous art, the black box of technical media, and the commodity form of capital 

 
39 Shaw, Gaming at the Edge, 41. 

40 Soraya Murray, On Video Games: The Visual Politics of Race, Gender and Space (London: I.B.Tauris, 2018), 2–3. 

41 Christopher A. Paul, The Toxic Meritocracy of Video Games: Why Gaming Culture Is the Worst (Minneapolis: U of 
Minnesota Press, 2018). 
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into the ideological avatar of play” and how player practices can destabilize that conflation.42 

These connections between the game-as-work and metagaming practices are often discursively 

marginalized and effaced by gatekeepers within video game culture through hegemonic 

definitions of games and play. A sustained examination of the aesthetic experience of gameplay 

at the level of the interface, and how that experience can expand outward beyond that interface, 

can help serve as a corrective to such cultural gatekeeping. 

This dissertation thus builds on the crucial foundation of game studies as cultural studies 

by attending to the simple fact that what occurs within a video game’s world and what that video 

game “does” in the world are unmistakably linked. The aesthetic choices and activity that 

constitute gameplay both reflect the cultural context that helped form the game, and in turn 

allow the game to reshape and reform that culture. By intervening at the moment of gameplay as 

embodied experience, which precedes and facilitates the explicit linguistic framework of 

proceduralism as ideological rhetoric, I hope to highlight the numerous forms of engagement 

that players have with games, and how players confront game ideology and take it with them 

into the world. These thoroughly embodied qualities might be ineffable, but nevertheless speak 

volumes. Aubrey Anable addresses this same tension by looking to “that space between the 

expressible and inexpressible… to read across code, images, and bodies without reducing video 

games to either their representational qualities or their digital and mechanical properties.”43 

Brendan Keogh argues that the assemblage of player-and-game destabilizes the notion of the 

self-contained subject of liberal humanism; a cybernetic phenomenology allows us to see “how 

players are culturally habitualized to perceive their own incorporation with the videogame and 

how they evaluate the videogame through that perception.”44 

 
42 Stephanie Boluk and Patrick LeMieux, Metagaming: Playing, Competing, Spectating, Cheating, Trading, Making, 
and Breaking Videogames (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), 25. 

43 Anable, Playing with Feelings, xvi. 

44 Keogh, Play of Bodies, 173. 
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I also argue that existential phenomenology can unpack that cultural habituation and 

denaturalize assumptions about incorporation and perception. It allows us to take the moments 

and qualities of experience within games that might not be coherently verbalized (and thus 

otherwise judged as apolitical) and, as Vivian Sobchack argues, ascertain how they can be 

“protopolitical.”45 The protopolitical arises from Sobchack’s work in film phenomenology, which 

serves as a counterweight to dominant psychoanalytic and poststructural theories which aimed 

to fully encircle the cinematic medium as an ideological project, and in so doing neglected the 

qualities of cinema as an embodied aesthetic experience. The idea of protopolitics is to reject the 

idea that phenomenology is apolitical because of its focus on individual, often prelinguistic, lived 

experience that resists generalization. A phenomenological method is not suited to 

psychoanalyzing societies or unearthing grand ideological narratives; however, Sobchack argues 

“phenomenology thus enables the possibility of understanding other vantage points, other ways 

of seeing—i.e., where other people are ‘coming from’. This understanding is not equivalent to an 

endorsement, but it can be helpful in creating dialogue rather than forestalling it.”46 Because of 

video game simulationist tendencies towards multiple unfolding possibilities and multiple 

vantage points within the same work, these kinds of understanding might be even more valuable 

for games discourse. Attending to cultural contexts and the cybernetic assemblage of player-

and-game helps phenomenology avoid reinscribing the privileged, unmarked perspective of the 

abstract subject at the heart of liberal humanism, which has been responsible for many of the 

technocratic assumptions that critical game studies must deconstruct.47 

Using Sobchack’s work on film phenomenology creates affinities between games and 

cinema as forms that occupy distinct yet overlapping positions in the cultural conversation, each 

 
45 Quoted in Julian Hanich, “The Journeys of a Film Phenomenologist: An Interview with Vivian Sobchack on Being 
and Becoming,” NECSUS: European Journal of Media Studies 6, no. 2 (Autumn 2017), https://necsus-
ejms.org/vivian-sobchack-interview/. 
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47 Keogh, Play of Bodies, 173. 
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with unique aesthetic affordances and constraints that shape how audiences approach them. 

This reinforces the significance of video game studies as a mode within media and cultural 

studies. Justifying this connection, however, requires one last look at the disciplinary question 

of the boundaries of game studies, and what cinema and media studies, specifically, offers to 

this line of inquiry. 

 

Cinema studies, media studies, game studies 

 Throughout this dissertation, my arguments build upon methods and lines of inquiry 

developed within cinema and media studies that have primarily been applied to analyzing 

cinematic works and their contexts. My discussion of the phenomenology of the video game 

interface draws from Vivian Sobchack’s examination of the reversible intersubjectivity of the 

viewer and the film. In situating video games within larger social contexts, I refer to earlier 

parallel discussions that wrestled with film’s position within those same contexts, such as those 

by Walter Benjamin, Siegfried Kracauer, and Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino. And 

ultimately, this framework for examining video games through media studies builds upon earlier 

“new media” frameworks that similarly linked cinema and video games. Lev Manovich, for 

example, draws on the algorithmic fragmentation of Dziga Vertov’s cinema to characterize the 

“new media” of which video games are a part, arguing that games (with Tetris as his example) 

“demand that a player execute an algorithm in order to win.”48 Jay David Bolter and Richard 

Grusin’s examination of new media forms as remediations of other media includes links 

between games and the hypermediacy of television, along with the imitative legacy of 

“interactive film.”49  

 
48 Lev Manovich, The Language of New Media (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2001), 222. 

49 J. David Bolter and Richard Grusin, Remediation: Understanding New Media (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT 
Press, 1999), 93–94. 
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 I do not use cinema and media studies to argue that video games are best explained in 

their totality through such methods, as the ludologists’ specter of colonialism feared. Other 

recent scholarly works have approached similar questions from other disciplinary frameworks 

such as literary criticism and contemporary art criticism, each offering unique insights.50 For my 

purposes in examining the specific questions of gameplay aesthetics and social context, inquiries 

from cinema and media studies offer several productive parallels. Chief among them are the 

similar positions that cinema and games occupy in popular culture. For the majority of their 

audiences, both cinema and video games are leisure activities, consumed for entertainment. 

Nowadays, the most visible works are produced and distributed by a handful of studios under 

multinational conglomerates (in some cases the same ones, as Sony and Time Warner both own 

film studios and game publishers), while more marginal and experimental communities of 

creators reach niche audiences and enthusiasts. Both cinema and video games have wrestled 

specifically with controversies about whether they could be considered art, and whether the 

technological apparatus surrounding both created an outsized effect on their audiences; this also 

includes questions about the politics of representation, and how a medium might represent race, 

gender, sexuality, and other aspects of identity. Because of these parallels, the historical and 

theoretical discussions around cinema aesthetics and media effects can be instructive for 

examining video games. 

 Similarly, discussions of technical apparatus and platform help trace affinities in 

audience expectation and aesthetic experience; Bolter and Grusin’s juxtaposition of television 

programming and game programs sharing the same screen has become only more salient when 

games and audiovisual media constitute their own kind of flow across not only televisions but 

computer screens and phone screens as well. The notion of the screen is crucial to 

understanding how player intentionality flows into the assemblage of the player, interface, and 

 
50 John Sharp, Works of Game: On the Aesthetics of Games and Art (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2015); 
Astrid Ensslin, Literary Gaming (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2014). 
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game, and scholarly examinations of the cinema screen lay important groundwork in showing 

how a viewer’s expectations are directed and bounded by the threshold of the screen.51 Similarly, 

explorations of how audiovisual media can activate senses and affects beyond the recognition of 

images gain additional purchase when looking at the tactile nature of embodied gameplay 

aesthetics.52 However, these similarities do not entail taking up cinematic ontology wholesale 

and bolting on an interactive component, partly because those cinematic discourses have 

themselves been destabilized by questions of materiality regarding the digital image, a question 

that is but one of the starting points for video game aesthetics.53 Engaging this discourse also 

highlights how comparisons between cinema and video games themselves have themselves 

become points of intellectual friction. 

 At its most reductionist, the conflation of film viewer and game player reproduces the 

myth of games as “interactive film,” an idea that not only occurs in early media studies 

scholarship on games, but which also continues to exert normative force as an ideal espoused by 

some developers and promoted in the marketing of big-budget games that showcase the latest in 

graphical technology. Other scholars at the intersection of cinema studies and game studies have 

examined the direct connections between the two disciplines, often through arguing how video 

games have inherited stylistic and ideological assumptions from cinema, but sometimes also 

recognizing the relationship as a dialogue.54 These connections have become even more visible 

as developments in computing technology allowed game developers to make more robust use of 

cinematic stylistic tools such as photorealistic cinematography and montage to represent game 

 
51 Anne Friedberg, The Virtual Window: From Alberti to Microsoft (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2009). 

52 Laura U. Marks, Touch: Sensuous Theory and Multisensory Media (Minneapolis, Minnesota: U of Minnesota 
Press, 2002). 

53 Vivian Sobchack, “The Scene of the Screen: Envisioning Photographic, Cinematic, and Electronic ‘Presence,’” in 
Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 135–62. 

54 Geoff King and Tanya Krzywinska, eds., Screenplay: Cinema/Videogames/Interfaces (London: Wallflower Press, 
2002); Gretchen Papazian and Joseph Michael Sommers, eds., Game On, Hollywood!: Essays on the Intersection of 
Video Games and Cinema (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2013). 
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worlds, while the more auteurist of those developers cite direct influence from Hollywood 

cinema. Felan Parker notes that video game audiences have long juxtaposed the two mediums 

and often clamor for the established social cachet and prestige of cinema when discussing the 

contested artistic status of the video games.55 These presumptions rehearse some of the 

teleological drives that André Bazin discusses in cinema’s quest for realism.56 Just as some 

strands of cinematic thought argued for film’s power to depict the lifeworld as it was, these 

drives are brought to video games and manifest in ideas of “immersion” and “photorealism.” 

That is, these ideas ascribe to video games the goal of reproducing worlds that “feel” like the real 

world and which the player can get lost in—recall the earlier characterization of Tetris Effect by 

one of its developers. Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman characterize this as the “immersive 

fallacy,” or “the idea that entertainment technology is inevitably leading to the development of 

more and more powerful systems of simulation. These technologies will be able to create fully 

illusionistic experiences that are indistinguishable from the real world.”57 The anxiety of 

influence created by cinematic realism weighs on this quest for immersion, and this dissertation 

critiques that quest, particularly in how it intersects with what occurs at the level of the interface 

and how these ideals might shape or restrict how games and players enter the social, public 

sphere. 

This dissertation takes up these intersecting lines of inquiry with critical nuance, aiming 

to highlight the most useful lines of media studies inquiry that can be imported to games—the 

intersubjectivity between audience and work across a technological interface threshold, and the 

position of popular culture and its aesthetics within society—while critically deconstructing 

assumptions about video games that are based on tenuous similarities to the textual strategies of 

 
55 Felan Parker, “Roger Ebert and the Games-as-Art Debate,” Cinema Journal 57, no. 3 (May 3, 2018): 77–100, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/cj.2018.0032. 

56 André Bazin, “The Myth of Total Cinema,” in What Is Cinema?, trans. Hugh Gray, vol. 1 (Berkeley: U of California 
Press, 2005), 17–22. 

57 Salen Tekinbaş and Zimmerman, Rules of Play, 451. 
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other media. The interplay between player and game contains layers and connections beyond 

the images and sounds that issue forth from the screen, and that complexity is indeed the 

central focus of this dissertation. 

 

An overview of the dissertation 

 First, I aim to examine gameworlds as they are created through the embodied 

assemblage of player-and-game, through interfaces that correlate sensory perception and 

gameworld action. The feel of gameplay experience—the reservoir of audiovisual and tactile 

reactions produced through play—shape the player’s intentionality toward the gameworld. The 

first half of the dissertation thus constructs a framework for examining the specificities of 

embodied player experience within gameworlds, and how games can produce individualized 

experiences of the political and social within those worlds, which ultimately constitutes potential 

political and social action within a larger lifeworld.  

Chapter Two, “A Phenomenology of Playing-in-the-World,” provides a discourse on 

method that examines the intersubjective experiences produced between player and game 

across the liminal sensory conduits of the audiovisual and tactile interface. By “intersubjective”, 

I refer to the key idea that gameplay is not a one-way experience from a player-subject to the 

game-object, but that it is a relationship where both are subjects in their own right as well as 

objects for the other. This undergirds the phenomenology of technology and phenomenology of 

media (particularly as synthesized by Vivian Sobchack’s film phenomenology) which this 

chapter uses to highlight the importance of gameplay as an embodied aesthetic which possesses 

qualities inaccessible to purely textual-representational examination. Preceding narrative 

elements or of the signifying structures of game rules, games create a delimited space and time—

a gameworld—that must be felt and acted upon through the game interface. Qualities of physical 

speed or stasis, expansiveness or constraint, for example, are produced by the correlations 

between player input and game output that generate a specific feel that meets with or defies 
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player expectations. This interface threshold, where it becomes possible to correlate player 

perception and game perception, defines the specificity of games as a medium. The ability for 

the game to perceive the player perceiving is the ultimate catalyst for intersubjective, 

intertwining experience within the gameworld. This reversible, intersubjective relationship 

between player and game means that as an intentional subject, the player adopts a specific 

attitude of playing-in-the-world where their actions affect both the world created by the game, 

and the lifeworld within which the game is a work, a text, and a process.  

 Chapter Three, “The Protopolitics of Game Experience,” uses phenomenology to trace 

the protopolitical qualities of gameplay experience: emerging from perception and feeling 

before conscious reflective thought, and thus indeterminate in its meaning until embodied 

feeling returns to the public sphere and its “space of appearance.” This experience is thus the 

foundation for future political possibility rather than as a legible ideological site of political 

critique. I begin with a consideration of how games mobilize perspective in constructing their 

embodied subjects, and how that embodied subjectivity creates the horizon for the kinds of 

action that can be imagined within a given gameworld. The chapter then works to discern how 

that horizon manifests as the power the player has to act on the objects of the gameworld, even 

as the gameworld exerts a power over the player. This power manifests through how games 

produce different experiences of spatiality, temporality, and relationality that become concrete 

and felt by the player through gameworld activity. I close the chapter by interrogating the 

qualities of that activity via consideration of Hannah Arendt’s tripartite vita activa and its 

delineations between biological labor, aesthetic work, and political action. The gameplay 

experience, as a composite of overlapping activities across these various categories, can thus 

emerge from an individualized playing-in-the-world to the public world of discursive judgment. 

 In the second half of the dissertation, I describe how this reservoir of experience should 

be considered when examining the contextual relationships of games in the lifeworld: how 

games and players, through the aesthetic experiences of gameplay, might bring that 
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intentionality to social and political action within the larger cultural spaces that those games and 

players occupy. Chapters Four and Five consider how the types of game experience discussed in 

the first half of the dissertation have been used in social contexts beyond the horizon of 

individual play, and how they might be theorized as agents or vectors for change within the 

public space of appearance.  

Chapter Four, “The Limits of Gamification,” interrogates the ideas and ideologies that 

underpin gamification, or the application of gameplay structures to non-game contexts, via a 

dialogue with the work of scholar-practitioner Jane McGonigal. While gamification has been 

deployed in a wide array of marketing, commercial, and even military contexts, McGonigal 

advocates for an even broader utopian approach to games and social change. Putting forth the 

idea of “living gamefully” as a way to confront seemingly-intractable problems in the real world, 

McGonigal focuses on gameplay’s possibilities for self-actualization via harnessing the time and 

effort of large numbers of players towards a shared goal. While these ideals have produced 

games and apps that can indeed be used for positive outcomes, they are also underpinned by a 

technocratic rationalism that imagines newer and better technology as frictionlessly converting 

fungible player time into a more productive form. By way of comparison to similar utopian 

discussions of film’s technological-aesthetic potential to redeem physical reality, we can see how 

McGonigal’s vision for fixing a broken reality comports neatly with neoliberal impulses to 

optimize and extract value from ever more granular units of time and facets of experience. In 

contrast to the gospel of gamification, we can identify the benefits of these projects as resulting 

not from the games as direct agents of change, but in how they create a basis or pretext for social 

action. This distinction is a potent reminder that the indeterminacy of gameplay experience 

must be recontextualized within the public sphere to facilitate action. 

 Chapter Five, “Participation and the Connective Possibilities of Gameplay,” examines 

this recontextualization as participation, specifically through social formations that use 

individual gameplay experiences as a basis for community and discourse. While the goals of 
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these groups are more circumscribed than the utopian ambitions of gamified social change, their 

practices attend to the specific aesthetic experience of gameplay that is often effaced by 

gamification’s instrumentalism. This chapter interrogates the notion of participation, 

particularly as it is used in other mediums (cinema, art, theatre) to imagine the passive spectator 

transforming into an active agent through embodied action. In those forms, works or 

performances create an impetus or circumstance for individual or collective action. With video 

games, individual embodied play experiences are brought back to a more expansive public 

sphere through discursive frameworks grounded in game aesthetics. I consider games criticism 

as a profession and a community, where public discussion of games has expanded from written 

consumer reviews to a broader dynamic conversation across multiple forms and frameworks, 

such as roundtable podcasts and longform streaming gameplay videos.  Other communities, 

such as speedrunners and the fighting game community, organize themselves around enacting 

public performances of gameplay. They identify and elaborate game aesthetics that can only be 

brought forth through competition or collaboration with others, and thus repurpose games from 

individual contexts into social ones. Unlike gamification advocates, these communities do not 

always have the aim of explicit sociopolitical intervention, and in fact they are contested spaces 

between progressive and regressive forces; however, their focus on aesthetics as the basis for 

community means they bring gameplay experience into the discursive world in ways that 

unavailable to gamification’s instrumentalism. 

The end of this work, “Towards a Conclusion for Games in the World,” synthesizes the 

previous chapters to argue for the value of considering embodied gameplay experience as a 

protopolitical origin point and discusses what this phenomenological approach may further 

offer to players, creators, and scholars. 



32 

Chapter 2: A Phenomenology of Playing-in-the-World 

 

“Without sensibility no object would be given to us, without understanding no 
object would be thought. Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions 
without concepts are blind.” 

— Immanuel Kant, “Critique of Pure Reason”, Datalinks1 

 

This chapter is a discourse on method that constructs an existential phenomenological approach 

to media that can be used to analyze gameplay and gameworlds. I begin with key concepts of 

intentionality and noesis to discern the qualities of lived embodied subjectivity. The player’s 

body is a locus of perception and expression; to surface how feeling and sensation are critical to 

games discourse, I explicate and extend the technological phenomenology of Don Ihde and 

Vivian Sobchack’s phenomenology of cinematic experience. The latter work structures the 

second half of this chapter, because in Sobchack’s correlational schema linking viewer and film, 

she identifies a gap: the inability for a film to perceive the viewer’s act of perception. I argue that 

in games, the reversible bidirectional qualities of the interface close this gap and allow for the 

unique elements of playing-in-the-world, the state of existence wherein player and game can 

perceive each other within the bounds of a cocreated world. The chapter closes by considering 

the perceptive and expressive potential of each subject in this assemblage: the player, the game, 

and the interface that serves as the threshold between the two.  

* 

 

 The reference to the “Datalinks” in this chapter’s epigraph points to my interest in this 

quote not from its original Kantian source or in its conceptual content (though it is certainly 

apt), but the context where it emerges in the strategy video game Sid Meier’s Alpha Centauri (or 

 
1 Brian Reynolds, Sid Meier’s Alpha Centauri, PC/Mac (Firaxis Games, 1999). 
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SMAC), where the text and voice-over narrator read this quote to announce that the player has 

discovered the technology of “Self-Aware Machines” (a topic of interest to game players, game 

designers, and game scholars alike). In SMAC, the player commands one faction of space 

colonists who have crash-landed on a planet orbiting the titular star, as they attempt to build a 

new home for humanity. This is accomplished through the “4X” strategy gameplay framework of 

building outposts, directing civilian and military units to engage with other factions and alien 

life, and managing the political, technological, and economic growth of the colony—or as the 

game tutorials and promotion distill it, to “build,” “conquer,” “explore,” and “discover.” 

 When this quote is played within the game, it signals a pair of simultaneous events in the 

unfolding progression of the game. It affirms that the player has successfully put enough 

research points and met the prerequisites to earn this technology, labeled as the node Discover-

11 in the network graph that represents the game’s model of future human intellectual progress. 

This technology provides the player with mining facilities which increase industrial production, 

orbital weapons which enhance the player’s military defense, and special projects which might 

enhance the economic efficiency of the player’s faction. However, this quote also inscribes these 

numerical and Boolean shifts within the legible framework of narrative: these enhanced 

gameplay capabilities are represented as the results of the fictional people of the player’s 

faction’s newfound ability to create artificial intelligences that possess human-like sapience and 

which can manage these physical facilities at a level that baseline human capabilities could not, 

a development which affirms (in the game’s textual approach to philosophy) Kantian 

propositions on the nature of consciousness and how it is given form. The quote itself is 

contained in the game fictional world’s “Datalinks” encyclopedia, and to hear that passage, in 

the studied and neutral voice of the quoting narrator, is to tether these developments to a 

human historical perspective and away from pure numerical and rule-based abstraction. 

 But, importantly for our purposes, these events are inextricable from each other in the 

unfolding of the play experience and are bound up in the changes that affect both player and 
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game. These changes are not dependent on the player’s conscious, reflective contemplation of 

the event; those who are familiar with the game after repeated playthroughs might quickly click 

through the announcement before it’s finished or even disable it entirely, as it represents 

internalized or low-priority information. But nevertheless, in its visibility or enacted invisibility, 

the “tech” and its attendant quote mark the crossing of a threshold for this specific gameplay 

experience. To play SMAC is to navigate onscreen menus and, through keyboard and mouse 

inputs, to manipulate values across discrete units of time: the turns that gave rise to the 

addicting “one more turn” phenomenon that popular reactions use to characterize the flowing 

engagement with the game. These manipulations are given form through the concrete 

manifestations of image and sound that the game returns as output, which alters the imaginative 

terrain of the player and begins the input-output cycle anew. Subtending the hours of a single 

game playthrough is the push and pull between player and game as they shape the contours of a 

world created through both their contributions and which would not exist without them. In this, 

the Kantian quote marks a moment that is one more “turn” (both in time and in perceptual 

shift) of the player-game connection. Before conceiving of strategy, before conceiving of science 

fiction, that connection underlies (and underlines) the experience. 

 The tools of media phenomenology will help pin down the specifics of that experience, 

for its focus on the sensory and sensual capacities of the body grants access to the dynamism of 

gameplay as it unfolds through time. As discussed in the previous chapter, methods that analyze 

games as an encoded set of play rules, or as a scripted set of narrative elements, provide useful 

but pragmatically abstracted views on the game as a static structure or a process that runs 

deterministically towards an intended goal, similar to Vivian Sobchack’s characterization of 

textual analysis that renders the film as a “visible object” rather than a “visual experience” (and 
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perhaps in the case of games, substantially more than the visual).2 To read the rulebook is not 

the same as playing the game. The unique qualities of a gameworld that a player might take with 

them afterward are dynamically constituted at the moment of play, not simply because the 

player receives or absorbs media content at that moment, but because they are actively 

perceiving and expressing in an encounter with each game’s own specific array of perception 

and expression. This active encounter, which unfolds continuously through time, and which is 

lived and felt before being reflectively crystallized into the data of conscious understanding, is 

the domain of phenomenological method. With its vocabulary and specific focus, we can give 

voice to what occurs when the player sees and touches the game, and when the game, in a real 

and non-metaphorical way, looks and touches the player back. 

This chapter will show how phenomenological method, in its existential and semiotic 

capacities, can illuminate elements and experiences of the game medium which procedural-

textual approaches might otherwise overlook. On this foundation, attentive to the perceptive 

and expressive capacities of the body (both the player’s and the game’s), we might see how the 

gameworlds produced at the moment of intersubjective player-game tension can be a site of 

protopolitical experience that extends outside of the game. After elaborating on core concepts of 

Sobchack’s existential and semiotic media phenomenology and showing how these align with 

existing practical and scholarly approaches to the “feel” of games, the chapter will focus on the 

primary chiasmatic relation that subtends gameplay experience. The elements of this 

relationship are the player, the bodily intending consciousness engaged with media and 

continuously expressing and perceiving through the medium; the game, which itself has a real 

and material body that is dynamically produced throughout the gameplay experience, and 

perceives and expresses itself just as the player’s body does; and the interface, the site of that 

 
2 Vivian Sobchack, “Fleshing Out the Image: Phenomenology, Pedagogy, and Derek Jarman’s Blue,” in New Takes in 
Film-Philosophy, ed. Havi Carel and Greg Tuck (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2011), 197, 
https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230294851_12. 
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chiasmatic reversible relation where inputs and outputs cross a synesthetic threshold that makes 

the game medium, as Sobchack describes with film, “the perception of an expression which is 

perceived.”3 At this threshold the gameworld is produced through tensions in the player-game 

assemblage. As the player and game both perceive the quasi-other on the other side—materially 

distinct yet intentionally and expressively similar—they produce an experiential extension of the 

lifeworld through image, sound, and gesture.  

 

An Existential and Semiotic Phenomenology. 

 Media phenomenology as a method works by “correlating the dynamics, modulations, 

and effects of (subjective) acts of audiovisual cinematic perception with (objective) structures 

of cinematic expression,” as Sobchack describes it.4 Ultimately, in this chapter we will extend 

this to games as a medium. This framework’s lineage emerges from the transcendental 

phenomenology of Edmund Husserl, who analyzed the experiences of the lived body: 

The thing which each I comes upon as “its body” is precisely distinguished from 
all other things as the lived body it owns. It is always and ineluctably there in the 
actual sphere of perceptions. And it is perceived in its own manner, which we can 
describe with greater detail, and it is the central member of the apprehension of 
the thingly surrounding. Everything, which is not lived body, appears to be 
related to this lived body. And further, everything that is not the lived body has, 
in relation to the lived body, a spatial orientation for the I of which the I is 
constantly conscious… the I-experiences are recognized as being to a certain, not 
more precisely, determined extent dependent on the body, its bodily states, and 
processes.5 

Consciousness perceives the empirical world and its objective structures through embodied 

perceptive capacities, and we cannot remove ourselves from them. Subjective embodied 

experience underlies understanding.  This stream of experience, which undergirds one’s 

 
3 Vivian Sobchack, The Address of the Eye: A Phenomenology of Film Experience (Princeton University Press, 1992), 
190. 

4 Sobchack, “Fleshing Out the Image,” 193. 

5 Edmund Husserl, The Basic Problems of Phenomenology: From the Lectures, Winter Semester, 1910-1911, trans. 
Ingo Farin and J. G. Hart (Dordrecht: Springer, 2006), 4–5. 
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approach to everyday life, coheres into a “natural attitude” toward the world as an array of pre-

given things; phenomenology unpacks this natural attitude. The natural attitude to watching 

films, or listening to music, or playing games, takes these objects as given. Importantly, even 

taking a scientific or analytical approach to examining these media continues to operate within 

the natural attitude, if that approach imagines a “view from nowhere” that erases the subject’s 

perception in taking up those objects. Husserl argues for a phenomenological attitude which 

brackets the natural attitude to observe and describe the work of intentionality more precisely.6   

 Don Ihde describes intentionality as a structure “which correlates all things experienced 

with the mode of experience to which the experience is referred.”7 Subjective consciousness does 

not exist in a vacuum, but always has a directedness; it is always consciousness of something. 

Ihde uses two Husserlian terms to pin down this relationship: the noema is the object of 

experience, and noesis is the mode of experiencing.8 This fundamental relationship allows Ihde 

to reject critiques that phenomenology is pure introspection: “far from being self-evident or 

initially transparent, the ‘subject’ is enigmatic for phenomenology. It is known only reflexively 

from which phenomena and how these phenomena are made present to it.”9 Because we have 

limited access to our own interiority, let alone the interiorities of others, we can only know it 

through correlation with the objects of experience within our shared lifeworld. As Ihde puts it, 

“In phenomenology, the ‘I’ appears by means of and through reflection upon the phenomena 

that in toto are the world. Put in ordinary terms, the phenomenological ‘I’ takes on its 

significance through its encounter with things, persons, and every type of otherness it may 

meet.”10 Phenomenologically discussing the film spectator’s experience or the game player’s 

 
6 Husserl, 8. 

7 Don Ihde, Experimental Phenomenology: An Introduction (New York: Capricorn Books, 1977), 23. 

8 Ihde, 42–43. 

9 Ihde, 23–24. 

10 Ihde, 50–51. 
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experience should not elevate a generalized notion of that experience (which can vary widely) to 

the status of incontrovertible or scientific evidence that “proves” something about games or 

players as classes of things. Instead, we must discard assumptions and prior schematizations to 

better probe the noetic-noematic, or the experiencing/experienced, relationship. Or, as 

Sobchack writes, phenomenology is to “dwell on the ground of experience” and “experience and 

reflect upon our own sight.”11 

 Sobchack argues that the most effective variation of phenomenological method must be 

both existential and semiotic, which entails moving beyond the transcendental Husserl to locate 

subjectivity in the “system of anonymous ‘functions’”: the body as it exists, perceives, and acts 

upon the world.12 Drawing upon Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Sobchack crucially avoids solipsistic 

introspection or the inaccessibility of the metaphysical, and focuses on material objects and 

processes that are a part of a shared lifeworld. The lived body both perceives and expresses, and 

“One’s own body is in the world just as the heart is in the organism: it continuously breathes life 

into the visible spectacle, animates it and nourishes it from within, and forms a system with it.”13 

The body is the starting point for where “I” act upon the world, and the destination for what “I” 

perceive of the world. It is difficult to imagine perceiving or acting except as routed through a 

body, whether our own or that of others, human or otherwise.  

A wide range of experience swirls “under” conscious active reflection, in the space before 

what we perceive becomes what we think, and before our intent transforms into intentional 

expression. Sobchack characterizes this as the “reflexivity” that is “not consciously reflective.”14 

The qualities of this experience—of “what it’s like” to perceive or act in a certain way—have a 

 
11 Sobchack, “Fleshing Out the Image,” 194. 

12 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Donald A. Landes (New York: Routledge, 2012), 265. 

13 Merleau-Ponty, 209. 

14 Vivian Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2004), 79. 
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material presence that can be phenomenologically described and interpreted. We need not 

extract phenomena out of their connection to dynamic lived bodily experience as it unfolds 

through time. Ihde writes that “For existential phenomenology, seeing is seeing with one’s whole 

body, because ultimately I commit my body through my mundane seeing… underlying the 

conscious and epistemological activity of seeing, there is a total directedness towards the world 

on the part of the human knower.”15  

Because the subject as a perceptive-expressive entity is bodily implicated in the lifeworld 

with the objects of their experience, these experiences are intersubjective. A subject is the object 

of perception for another. The tie between noesis and noema is not a one-way arrow, but a 

bidirectional bridge.  Ihde notes that “even simple acts of viewing contain a latent stratum of 

praxical activity that ultimately implicate the very existence of the viewer.”16 Media enmeshes its 

audience in a complex array of sensory provocations, and it does this with intentionality. It 

might not possess a sentient, conscious intelligence in we way we ascribe such to ourselves; but 

when we perceive media, it “lives” and acts upon our sensorium as a subject that stands apart 

from its creator and from the audience. Sobchack insists on a method attentive to the moment 

when that media actually lives, and stresses the importance of media’s subjectivity: 

…the film emerges as having an existential presence in its own right. As it comes 
into being through projection, the film becomes. As it has being on the screen, the 
film behaves. It lives its own perceptive and intentional life before us as well as 
for us, inscribing an invested and contingent response to the world it singularly 
(if still socially) inhabits, possesses, and signifies… 

In our presence, the film’s perception is lived as a visual, kinetic, and gestural 
discourse, as the immediate and direct enunciation of its own present 
engagement with a world enabled by a bodily presence in it.17 

Perception is not passive, but a directed and intentional act.  Theories of media reception which 

characterize it as primarily the consumption of a visible object are one-sided and incomplete, as 

 
15 Ihde, Experimental Phenomenology, 128. 

16 Ihde, 127. 

17 Sobchack, Address of the Eye, 216. 
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are theories which fixate on the effects visited upon the “passive” spectator as the target of 

mediated ideology. Both elide the complexities of agency within a dynamic intersubjectivity; or, 

as Sobchack argues, “the lived-body is both a subject in the world and an object for the world 

and others. The lived-body’s individual perception of the world is always also available for the 

world and others as the lived-body’s objective expression, that is, the material and active 

realization of intentionality.”18 We act upon media, and are in turn acted upon. 

 Existential phenomenology answers the question: what is meaningfully produced when 

subjective acts of perception collide with objective structures of expression? To do this, 

Sobchack argues for a method that “attempts to describe, thematize, and interpret the structures 

of communication as they radically emerge in the structures of being.”19 However, this method 

must also be tuned and shaped to the specificities of a medium, and in our case to the 

“structures of communication” that compel people to play, create, and analyze games. 

 

Discourses on the play experience. 

 The scholarly ontological and epistemological questions that preoccupied the previous 

chapter’s ludology-narratology debates often abstracted game structures in an attempt to 

properly define them. However, more practical discourses from game creators have already 

focused on the “player experience” as a design consideration.  They have described aspects of 

player psychology such as reward, loss aversion, and happiness, and one significant influence on 

this discourse is the work on “optimal experience.” Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi characterizes this as 

“flow state” experienced by high-achieving performers such as professional athletes and virtuoso 

musicians.20 Many design discourses identify this state as the experiential goal and suggest 

formal strategies for inducing positive changes to player psychology with the goal of producing 

 
18 Sobchack, 40. 

19 Sobchack, 49. 

20 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience (New York: Harper Perennial, 2008). 
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pleasure and satisfaction. These range from “back-end” concerns such as large-scale rule 

structures governing success and failure, to immediate visual, sonic, and tactile feedback cues in 

response to player action, such as the “screen shake” strategies designed to make the game 

screen feel like a tactile object.21 The emergence of UI/UX (user interface/user experience) as a 

role in digital development, particularly in games, points to the field’s continuing pragmatic 

concern with the player as an experiencing subject, albeit in a rather narrow way.22 

 Steve Swink’s Game Feel: A Game Designer’s Guide to Virtual Sensation describes some 

of the key points in designing for player experience. Defining game feel as “the tactile, 

kinesthetic sense of manipulating a virtual object” and “the sensation of control in a game,” 

Swink identifies the actionable design components for achieving ideal game feel.23 These 

include: the physical player input device, the system’s response to player input, the context of 

simulated space, the polish of artificial visual/sonic aesthetics, the metaphor that structures 

player expectations, and the game rules which create behavioral relationships.24 Together, these 

produce the matrix of a specific game’s feel. Swink’s framework is valuable for both the clear 

instructions it provides to budding designers as well as its engagement with the concerns of 

phenomenology, particularly in his acknowledgement that “perception is a whole-body 

experience” and that technologies and tools become extensions of their users’ bodies.25 However, 

he puts practical limits on the discussion to games with “real-time control of virtual objects in a 

simulated space, with interactions emphasized by polish,” which remains only a subset of a wide 

 
21 Nicolae Berbece, “Game Feel: Why Your Death Animation Sucks,” in Game Developers Conference Europe (Game 
Developers Conference Europe, Cologne, Germany, 2015), https://gdcvault.com/play/1022759/Game-Feel-Why-
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22 Regina Bernhaupt, ed., Evaluating User Experience in Games: Concepts and Methods, Human–Computer 
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23 Steve Swink, Game Feel: A Game Designer’s Guide to Virtual Sensation (Burlington, MA: Morgan Kaufmann, 
2009), xiii, 23. 

24 Swink, 85. 

25 Swink, 56–57. 
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array of possible experiences one can have with games.26 As Aubrey Anable reminds us, to 

“privilege programming and design as the site where a game’s experience is created… cannot 

fully account for what it feels like to play a video game. The responsiveness of the controller and 

the physics of the game world are important but small parts of what makes up our aesthetic 

encounter with video games.”27 

 Beyond Swink's concerns, consider: game experience is experience of and through 

technology. Constructed artefacts subtend and facilitate creators’ intentionality. They shape 

players’ embodied perceptive-expressive capacities. They direct intentionality to specific ends. 

Gameplay phenomenology considers how technology intercedes between player and game, and 

how it might destabilize the boundaries between them. Game experience is also experience of 

and through media. Games manifest the embodied perceptive-expressive capacities of their 

creators even as they display their own intentionalities. Games transmit meaningful experiences 

by generating worlds through the extension of the players’ bodily capacities. The elements of the 

game-as-work allow the player to perceive and express to the game-as-subject. In this, players 

become the objects of the game’s perception and expression.  

 Game technology can behave like a microscope or telescope, extend the “immediate and 

focused bodily” capacities of the user, allowing them to see things they would not otherwise be 

able to see, in what Ihde terms “microperception.” This individuated perception takes place 

against the ground of a larger “macroperception”: a habituated and sedimented “way of seeing.” 

This technologically-augmented perception “has a multistable range of ambiguity such that this 

structure is compatible with a wide range of different cultural-hermeneutic contexts.”28 The 

technological substrata of individual games might recede to the background of conscious 

perception in the moment of play, especially if the player becomes sufficiently engrossed (or “in 

 
26 Swink, 6. 

27 Anable, Playing with Feelings, 44. 
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the flow”) of the game; however, that platform continually shapes the boundaries of perceptive-

expressive experience. Consider the qualities of expression linked to specific configurations of 

controllers or gamepads as input devices; the individual gamepad facilities a “microexpression” 

in extending player bodily capacities, but the form of the gamepad as a mass-produced input 

device represents a “macroexpression” as an acculturated and habituated understanding of a 

“way of play.” The dual thumbstick layout of most contemporary controllers, for example, allows 

the player to intuitively produce vectors of motion with their thumbs, if they fit the standardized 

expectation of a body that possesses the expressive capacity and bodily comportment to do so. 

Brendan Keogh notes that “input devices persist due to how readily they can be incorporated by 

bodies that have already been broken in through bodily repetition with similar input devices… 

Input devices produce a hegemony of input.”29 Considerations of the player, game, and interface 

that lies between them must account for how technology underlies the affordances and 

constraints of player-game intersubjectivity. 

 Peter-Paul Verbeek uses Ihde and other philosophers of technology to articulate a 

framework for a “post”-phenomenology of mediated interaction with technological artifacts: 

artifacts mediate human experience by transforming perceptions and interpretive 
frameworks, helping to shape to the way in which human beings encounter 
reality. The structure of this kind of mediation involves amplification and 
reduction; some interpretive possibilities are strengthened while others are 
weakened. From an existential perspective, artifacts mediate human existence by 
giving concrete shape to their behavior and the social context of their existence.30 

Games are technological artifacts. They produce structures that amplify and reduce the player’s 

own perceptive-expressive capacities. The player encounters a reality that extends from their 

lived subjectivity: a world comprised of visual, sonic, and tactile elements. In this, game 

technology mediates; Verbeek stresses that “mediation helps to show that technologies actively 

 
29 Keogh, Play of Bodies, 87. 
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shape the character of human-world relations.”31 In parallel, Sobchack identifies film as an array 

of technologies that stretch across space and time, from the devices that facilitate the embodied 

intentionalities of their creators to the audiovisual technologies that disclose the work to the 

viewer. Technology subtends subjectivity, and Sobchack’s considerations of film subjectivity, 

and how we might build upon this to understand game subjectivity, can be considered in more 

detail. 

 

Sobchack and The Address of the Eye 

Sobchack examines the film experience according to Ihde’s hermeneutic rules, beginning 

with: “attend to the phenomena of experience as they appear,” “describe, don’t explain,” and 

“horizontalize or equalize all immediate phenomena.”32 These ground analysis in the lived body. 

They bracket out both the natural attitude and any transcendental or idealist abstractions. The 

fourth rule, “seek out structural or invariant features of the phenomena,” identifies specificities 

of individual experience to isolate specific phenomenal qualities.33 Sobchack argues that through 

this variational method and “through comparison with other phenomena like and unlike it, a 

general (albeit not universal) shape or pattern… emerges.”34 The fifth rule, quoted earlier, that 

“every experiencing has its reference or direction towards what is experienced, and contrarily, 

every experienced phenomenon refers to or reflects a mode of experiencing to which it is 

present,” is the noesis-noema correlation rule.35 Experience is a relation and not an object, and 

Sobchack argues for looking at the “synthetic correlation of consciousness and its object in a 
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lived body-subject as it is, at once, particular in experience and general in structure.”36 

Sobchack’s two body-subjects are viewer and film, and from this we can construct a framework 

for examining players and games. 

Sobchack notes that the directed intentionality of perception and its focus entails action, 

“for as the lived-body intends toward one object of consciousness, it necessarily turns away 

from another. Thus, a choice is made, a value ascribed and inscribed.”37 The viewer’s perceptive 

body, in its filmic encounter, actively sees and hears and synesthetically activates all its sensory 

capacities in response to the film. On the other side of the relation is the film. It is a material 

object where all the elements that constitute it, the video frames and audio signals, can be 

contained reels or discs or files. But the viewer does not take up these atomized structuring 

elements at the moment of viewing; instead, they encounter a technologically-facilitated visual 

and auditory experience. The individual images might be visible objects. But when taken as a 

gestalt, they present the intentional act of viewing, and thus disclose a subject position not the 

viewer’s own. Sobchack argues, “the film emerges as having an existential presence in its own 

right. As it comes into being through projection, the film becomes. As it has being on the screen, 

the film behaves. It lives its own perceptive and intentional life before us as well as for us…”38 

Film viewing is a series of intentional conscious perceptive-expressive acts. For the 

human viewer, the acts of seeing and hearing the film correspond with our habituated 

understanding of seeing and hearing other objects in the world. Similarly, the film expresses  

through moving images and sound for the viewer to perceive and interpret. These more obvious 

elements of the experience do not constitute the whole, however. The viewer also expresses; 

those sensations do not simply pass the horizon of perception only to evaporate or be filed away 

without comment. Sobchack likens this moment to a polite host in conversation with a 
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houseguest; the host’s silence should not be taken to be passivity but an empathetic act of 

making space for their interlocutor, and the most visible and audible reactions, such as laughter 

or other vocalizations, represent the most salient eruptions of an expressive process that 

continues throughout.39 The popularity of informative or entertaining audio commentary tracks 

to films, and the genre of “reaction” videos which center another viewer’s embodied responses to 

a work as meaningful, clearly make the expressive viewer’s experience visible.  

The film’s act of perception is similarly less obvious. Though empirically a film and its 

technological substrate do not possess a sentient humanlike consciousness as we know it 

(though the limit cases of research into machine vision might eventually point in that direction), 

it nevertheless has, and is, a view that is not the viewer’s. Its images and sounds do not issue 

from nowhere. This expression of perception enacts the processes of seeing and hearing in ways 

that we can hear and see, a subjectivity which we do not confuse for our own act of viewing. The 

viewer recognizes that view’s alterity as co-constituting the experience.  Sobchack identifies the 

film as a “quasi-subject” that is “encountered not merely as a visible object but also as a viewing 

subject, and our engagement with it is necessarily—if often invisible—dialogic and dialectical.”40  

The film experience is meaningful and valuable precisely because the viewer encounters not just 

visible images, but an embodied vision. 

 Sobchack uses the second-order acts of “expression of perception” and “perception of 

expression” to complete the schema of film intentionality: all the noetic-noematic possibilities of 

the film experience. These are:  

1) The film perceiving an intentional object in the world (such as a stagecoach)  

2) The viewer perceiving that same object through the film as both viewer and film are 

directed towards the same object  

 
39 Sobchack, 272. 

40 Sobchack, 142. 
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3) The viewer perceiving the film’s perception (as in attending to the film’s stylistic mode of 

viewing, its noesis) while the film’s noema remains the object in the world.  

4) The viewer perceiving their own expression of perception (becoming reflexively 

cognizant of the act of viewing, with the film’s intentional view of the in-world object as 

background for this act). 

5) The film’s own reflexive expression of its perception and display of its noetic act 

(paralleling the viewer in the fourth correlation, as with reflexive documentary self-

consciously disclosing the materiality of viewing). 

6) The viewer’s perceiving of the intentional object, as in the second correlation, which 

becomes at odds with the film’s reflexive turn. 

7) The viewer’s perceiving the film’s perception, now aligned with the film’s own reflexivity 

to foreground cinematic perception as noema. 

8) Both viewer and film intending towards their own acts of perception, both taking 

opposite trajectories in the moment of viewing.41  

There is no hierarchical order to these correlations, nor does one come “before” the other in the 

film experience (though culturally habituated dominant codes of film production and viewing 

might privilege the first two); any and all of these occur during a specific viewing of a film, in 

any order and potentially at the same time.  

In these correlations the perceiving subject, cognizant of their own lived body and the 

visible expression it produces in the world, recognizes the visible expression of another lived 

body and the subjectivity bound to it. As Merleau-Ponty describes, “it is precisely my body that 

perceives the other’s body and finds there something of a miraculous extension of its own 

intentions, a familiar manner of handling the world. Henceforth, just as the parts of my body 

together form a system, the other’s body and my own are a single whole, two sides of a single 
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phenomenon.”42 In taking up another as an intentional object, I recognize my own objectivity 

and the possibility and reality of being taken up by another’s intentionality—and on the screen I 

can see it happen. Consider the discrepancy of bodies here: the viewer’s body, biologically and 

physically situated in a single place with a single view, encountering a technologically-mediated 

view that extends across space and time. This discrepancy does not diminish the intersubjective 

intertwining that occurs; drawing from Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the flesh, Sobchack writes 

that “generally sharing the common material of being, if in different modalities and 

differentiated forms, body-subjects and embodied objects are generally reversible.”43 In its 

continuously changing perceptual modalities, the film extends the viewer’s perceptive 

capacities; and in viewing another’s view, we might sense what it’s like to be viewed. 

As a basis for game phenomenology, however, it is important to note that while the 

viewer has three potential noematic objects in this schema (the object in the world of the film, 

the film’s perception, the viewer’s own perception), the film only has access to two (the object in 

the world and its own perception). This is a fundamentally asymmetrical relationship because, 

within cinematic technological constraints, a film does not possess the capacity to perceive the 

viewer’s expressed perception, except through secondary narrative codes, constituting one part 

of this interrelation that Sobchack acknowledges as non-reversible.44 It is this portion of broken 

symmetry that games, with a distinct set of technological affordances, specifically have the 

potential to address. The remainder of this chapter will explicate the intersubjective positions of 

player, game, and the interface that forms the relation of reversibility. 

 

The player: “Play on.” 
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 Like a film viewer, a game player is an intending conscious subject engaged with a work 

of media. The player brings sensory-perceptive and sensual-expressive capacities that mold 

themselves to the game’s affordances and constraints. From the game’s output of graphical 

imagery, written text, sound, and even haptic “force feedback” producing tactile sensation, the 

player inputs bodily movement and gesture. The player has three potential noematic objects in 

this relation. First, there are the “in-game” objects can range from the abstract example of dots 

on a black background (the archetypal historical examples of the earliest games like Tennis for 

Two [1958] and Spacewar! [1962] rest on these very objects), to “photorealistic” renderings of 

human characters that legibly display the subtleties of emotional expression. However, the 

player’s noematic objects include not only what is on the screen, but also what lies in front of 

them: the input devices as technological artifacts and extensions of the game. Brendan Keogh 

notes that “if digital computers are to comprehend the user’s intentions and process them 

through binary code, they require tools that translate continuous bodily movements into 

discrete values for the computer to internally comprehend.”45 The specificity of those tools—in 

buttons, in joysticks, in touchscreens, in motion controls, and so on—emerge as objects for 

player intentionality. In the sustained engagement of gameplay, these devices might recede into 

the background of experience and become “transparent” conduits for player action. However, 

the player only arrives at this habituated state after a process that starts with a conscious 

encounter with the device and how it comports with the lived body. 

 
45 Keogh, Play of Bodies, 80. 
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Figure 2. The eye-blinking interface from Before Your Eyes (GoodbyeWorld Games, 2021).  
Image taken by author and reproduced under fair use. 

Input devices also highlight that both player perception and expression incorporate the 

whole of the lived body. These duties are not discretely divided so that vision and hearing 

demarcate the perceptual domain while only expression occurs in the tactile dimension. Even 

with cinema, Sobchack notes how tactile sensuality is clearly activated by the experience of the 

film image, that “we are in some carnal modality able to touch and be touched by the substance 

and texture of images,” and not simply in a metaphorical-rhetorical sense, but in the activation 

of literal sensation: “body and image no longer function as discrete units, but as surfaces in 

contact.”46 While Sobchack argues that in the film experience, tactile intentionality finds no 

sensible world-object, gameplay takes a different trajectory.47 The tactile experience of play 

activates the player’s awareness of their own bodily capacities, and also directs itself to input 

devices that encode expression in ways that the game can perceive. Game image translates into 

 
46 Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts, 65; Also see Laura U. Marks, The Skin of the Film: Intercultural Cinema, 
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tactile action, which in turn shapes the image. In a doubled modality, the input device as an 

intentional object is not only a vehicle to communicate bodily expression. In synesthetic 

coordination with other sensorily capacities, it is how the player perceives the gameworld. The 

same is true with other sensory capacities. A game like Before Your Eyes (2021), which uses a 

connected webcam to track the player’s eye movements and blinking activity and translates it 

into game input and action, is one realization of how player vision generally mobilizes: vision, 

hearing, and touch all link together to define the contours of the gameworld. Perceiving 

gameworld objects is not the endgoal of the experience but is instead the basis for further 

expression.  

 The second noematic object for the player is the game’s perception and expression: the 

way it discloses a specific view on the gameworld, or the game’s style. Style is how the game 

signals what the player should see, hear, and touch. Talking about game genres is often an 

uneven categorical collision between narrative tropes and game mechanics, which itself perhaps 

signals the importance of prereflective feeling as a discursive marker.48 Often the player’s 

expected bodily comportment underpins a genre, or subgenre, or design thread within a game. 

Driving games, for example, use perceptive-expressive structures which simulate the physical 

act of driving a vehicle through velocity and acceleration, trajectory towards a destination, 

obstacles and turns, and so on; they also elicit the player’s capacity to act on these structures. As 

an object in the gameworld, a fallen tree in the middle of the road will emerge to the foreground 

of a driving player’s intentionality differently than if the player were a passenger in the vehicle 

with different gameplay actions, or if they were watching events unfold in a pre-scripted 

“cutscene,” where the tree would remain a visible object but recede into the background as 

décor.  

 
48 Dominic Arsenault, “Video Game Genre, Evolution and Innovation,” Eludamos. Journal for Computer Game 
Culture 3, no. 2 (October 26, 2009): 149–76. 
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A player might be primed extratextually or narratively to expect a “driving experience,” 

in a game like Assetto Corsa (Kunos Simulazioni, 2014) that is laden with the visual 

representations of actually manufactured cars and the iconography of professional racing. 

However, the real qualities of the experience do not come to the fore until the player engages the 

controls and sees, hears, and feels how input creates and shapes the destiny of objects in the 

gameworld. Keogh writes that “the physical act of pressing a videogame button is dilated to take 

on a broader embodied significance through the sounds and visuals that are produced in the 

pressing.”49 In this player-game correlation, the player’s intention and attention shifts from the 

gameworld objects in themselves as perceived through the game, to the specific modes of 

presenting those objects that constitute a way of perceiving with the game. The material 

qualities of the input device ground the player’s attempts to achieve a more extensive sensual 

engagement with the gameworld.  

The game constitutes a space for perception, and this corresponds to the space of the 

player’s lived body as it incorporates the controller as an expressive tool. Merleau-Ponty 

introduces the concept of the perceptive lived body with an example of walking around one’s 

apartment and grasping the space as seen from the array of embodied perspectives one has 

taken, or could take, within it. Even envisioning the apartment “seen from above,” as with a 

floor plan, is a unity produced by synthesizing various embodied perspectives.50 Games use 

many types of perspective to disclose the world to the player, whose directed perception seeks 

out the bounds and contours of that perspective to align it with their own body schema. In early 

game history, graphical views from above and from the side predominated; these facilitate a 

wider view of space and make a player-controlled avatar, if any, smaller in comparison. 

Changing technical capabilities and design conventions have enabled and naturalized third-
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person behind-the-back or first-person camera perspectives. All these perspectives have 

instrumental narrative or gameplay rationales (the bird’s-eye view of a strategy game readily 

conveying troop positions, or a platformer game constraining the trajectory of jumps to a flat 

plane as opposed to three-dimensional space), but they also recall material structures—a printed 

map, a diorama, a dollhouse—upon which a player might imagine having an embodied view. The 

player is constantly incorporating the game’s mode of viewing into their own bodily schema; 

even a text adventure such as Colossal Cave Adventure (1976), which only uses written text to 

describe the world to the player, facilitates a spatialized and embodied representation of the 

game’s “maze of twisty little passages” through text descriptions that respond to the player’s own 

typed commands. 

The seemingly indirect nature of control in that game, where the player types words like 

“NORTH” on a keyboard to change the game state and return different descriptions from the 

game’s database, displays a type of player embodiment beyond the narrow consideration of real-

time or cinematic worlds. A game where a visible avatar instantly reacts to the movement of a 

thumbstick certainly makes the connection between bodily gesture and game action 

immediately apparent. Putting on a virtual reality headset and seeing an enworlded view 

corresponding to one’s head motion makes that view more readily incorporable into one’s body 

schema. But these examples are simply the most obvious and visceral examples of a wide range 

of embodied possibilities, just as the most vibrant and saturated red lies at one end of the 

spectrum of colors. The purely text-based dialogue between player and game in Colossal Cave 

Adventure remains materially and experientially distinct from reading a non-interactive 

description of the space, because the act of typing “NORTH”, however abstracted and indirect it 

might seem, requires spatial visualization. The player must take up an embodied view where the 

concept of moving north is meaningful. The ambiguous control scheme of a “point-and-click” 

adventure game like The Secret of Monkey Island (1990) charts this attenuated-yet-sensible 

intentional directedness. In this subgenre’s control scheme, the player does not push buttons to 
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move the protagonist as a direct avatar. Instead, the player moves a visible cursor to direct the 

character to move to specific places and to look and interact with other objects and people. 

While the player directly controls the cursor (which has almost no diegetic presence) and the 

gameworld character only responds at an indirect remove, the cursor’s status as an interface 

intermediary and conduit for intention, staking a claim in space to align player attention with a 

specific character, places that character within the grasp of player control. This distanced 

control allows the game to play up the comedic aspects of this dialogic control; the protagonist 

might break the fourth wall to comment on the absurdity of some of the player’s commands, for 

example. But it also primarily reframes the space of play as one where real-time obstacle 

dodging (like in driving games) is unlikely, and instead offers up the world as a puzzle to be 

solved. In this, the player will change their own embodied actions in response to their 

perception of the game’s own intentionality. 

These considerations include time as well as space. Alexander Galloway has noted the 

potential disjunction between player inaction and the “pure process” of a game’s ambient action 

without direct interaction.51 Christopher Hanson adds that “the temporality of a game is reliant 

on the presence of the player, and it is the player who animates and activates the game.”52 

Human and computer perceptions of time are vastly different, but they must intersect in the 

gameworld. Darshana Jayemanne’s chronotypology of game performativity works to “account 

for both the diachronic (a player-centric, embodied view of the muddle of gameplay) and 

synchronic (ludic, narrative, and other structures)” within games.53 Intersubjective game 

structures manifest embodied perception within this temporal muddle. Just as the player 

activates game temporality via the controls, the game works to activate the player’s temporality. 
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Compare game time to film time, as in Sobchack’s example of the film La Jetée (1962), where 

static photographic images, as individual views on the world, become the act of viewing as they 

are incorporated into the structure of the film and display “existence as momentum”; in this, the 

film “is a presence inserted in the world and out experience not as a series of discrete, 

transcendental, and atemporal moments, but as a temporal movement…”54 The film medium’s 

structure always contains the potential for such movement because of its act of viewing through 

time. The viewer brings their own temporal awareness to the experience; when they take up the 

film’s mode of perception as an intentional object, it is an act of aligning disjointed time. 

Games possess both narrative codes of time, as in the simulated 90 minutes of a soccer 

match, the seasons and years of history in a strategy game. They have mechanical 

implementations of time-based play, such as the split-second reactions of action games, and the 

intermittent forward progress of time in turn-based games like chess. Aubrey Anable speaks to 

“the capacities of video games to wrest us from our everyday rhythms,” and specifically to the 

ways that players fit game temporality  into the everyday rhythm of work and life that surround 

the moments of play.55 Brendan Keogh addresses the tension between the player’s flowing lived-

body temporality and the “ripped apart and restitched together” temporalities of gameplay.56 

Players must work to synchronize their time with the game’s time. This involves temporal 

questions about objects in the gameworld: can I interact with this thing now, and how long will 

the effects of my actions persist? But the player must also recognize how the game’s style 

mediates time. While the underlying computing components of a game might move at the speed 

of electricity, the timescale at which the game addresses the player is often far different. Does it 

wait for the player, or does it move without them? Does it render a world frozen and open to 

contemplation, where player action stands out as dynamic intervention, or is player expression 
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subsumed by a larger chorus of action? The game takes static objective structures and renders 

them dynamic via stylistic choices. The player perceives this style and reshapes their temporal 

horizon in response. 

This leaves the third noematic object for the player: the player’s own perceptive-

expressive acts. This is where the film viewer and player diverge most significantly because the 

player’s intentional inward turn occurs against the backdrop of a game which can perceive 

player perception. This radically reshapes the reflexivity of the intentional act. The player is 

cognizant of their visible subjectivity: the game can perceive the player, and it can judge them. 

The game controller and the actions it records produce the embodied player within gameworld, 

which responds by showing that those actions are going somewhere. The “somewhere” is the 

realm of computational evaluation, where the game system translates and processes player 

inputs. That evaluation lies beyond the horizon of the interface; when the player perceives their 

own perception and expression, they recognize that the significance of those actions requires the 

indeterminate response of another subject—the game. 

This indeterminacy is commonly characterized as the “difficulty” of a game. This is 

distinct from the difficulty of interpreting media, of “following” along with the story or thematic 

signification. Instead, game difficulty gates the continuous unfolding of the experience itself—

the challenge of “progressing” the game towards its conclusion. Espen Aarseth uses “ergodic 

literature” to describe interactive media; games invite some kind of exertion, and the quantity 

and quality matters57 The game can quantitatively evaluate the player’s expression (and the 

perceptive capacities it rests upon): with numerical points, or letter grades, even the binary 

“pass/fail” of continuing with the game or encountering the terminus of a “Game Over.” Keogh 

argues that games construct the expectation of an embodied literacy, and the difficulty of this 
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act is akin to the language proficiency demanded of reading a written text.58 Players suspect and 

expect that a game will respond to their actions, and judge whether those actions meet designed 

expectations. In expecting judgment, they might also judge themselves. 

Regardless of whether the game provides explicit numerical points or grades, the player 

is aware of how they have acted within the gameworld. They have taken a trajectory through that 

world, and there might be an “optimal” version of that trajectory, whether implicit in the game 

structures or underlying a preconceived normative judgment of what the game experience 

should be. In a “walking simulator” game like Gone Home (Fullbright 2013), for example, where 

the player explores an abandoned house and discovers environmental clues and diary entries 

that tell a story, there is no specific “fail state” or explicit normative judgment passed on how the 

player moves through the house. But with how the narrative layer of the experience unfolds 

through spatial exploration, a player unable to locate the “next” clue in the world will have a 

vastly different spatiotemporal trajectory than someone who did not face that difficulty. 

Navigable space entails the possibility of being lost in that space, unable to align their embodied 

viewing position with their presumed knowledge of the world. Sobchack comments that being 

lost “is about a loss of present grounding and temporally about being lost in the present” as an 

existential condition rather than simply a hermeneutic problem.59  Games might work to 

attenuate these moments, or be designed to exacerbate them: Gone Home provides an in-game 

map with a “view from above,” while Colossal Cave Adventure only describes what is in the 

immediate room and leaves the player to remember the rest). But more generally, if the player 

plays in a way they recognize the game doesn’t “expect,” this exposes a miscommunication 

between the player’s embodied self-awareness and the gameworld—failure. 
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The player’s perception of failure constitutes a significant spatiotemporal rupture based 

on the medium’s formal and technical properties. “Failure” in other mediums more often points 

to the text or the creator, but because the player is materially implicated in the game experience, 

gaps or breaks in that experience are always potentially a consequence of the player’s perceptive 

and expressive action. Aarseth characterizes this potential as the “risk of rejection” that form the 

stakes of engaging with a variable medium.60 Game studies scholars note that the premature and 

abrupt ends of “dying” or “losing” games often do not mean the termination of the experience 

itself, but are themselves structured into cyclical repetition; they are a tool for the game to 

facilitate player experimentation and producing visual spectacle, whether in explosions or 

violent animations or even simply colorful menu text announcing “YOU DIED.”61 Hanson notes 

that these breaks, which prevent forward progress or satisfying resolutions, are often part of 

industrial conventional strategies to inculcate spatiotemporal mastery in the game’s players.62 

Jesper Juul asserts that “games are a perspective on failure and learning as enjoyment” because 

rather than witnessing tragic failure mimetically as catharsis, the player implicated in failing a 

game action must correct those failings.63 More critical approaches include Bo Ruberg’s 

discussion of “failing against” a game’s hegemonic framework as a mode of queer resistance64, 

and Aubrey Anable’s contention that the aesthetics of failure “disrupt the commonplace 

harnessing of our bodies to machines that are meant to smooth and expedite labor.”65  

These arguments align with Keogh’s concern for the political normativity of game design 

that imagines and discursively produces body ideals that often exclude disabled bodies. Iris 
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Marion Young’s phenomenology of the gendered body in sports identifies a cultural space which 

discursively produces gendered bodily capacities as incapable compared to an historical norm of 

male-as-default.66 These examples, particularly on the questions of ability and disability, are 

subtended by the existential question that frames the player: How am I made a sensible object to 

the game? What aspects of my body’s perception and expression are being evaluated? 

I describe the intentional attitude that inheres within the gameplay experience as 

playing-in-the-world, aligning it as a segment of experience recalling both Heideggerian Dasein 

as “being-in-the-world” and Merleau-Ponty’s existential être-au-monde, “in and toward the 

world.”67 Mechthild Nagel uses this same formulation to critique Heidegger’s conception of 

Dasein as an individualistic, isolated, and agonistic encounter with the world, which itself might 

serve as a corrective reminder against reading the games medium in such a light.68 Playing-in-

the-world foregrounds intersubjectivity with and through games. It thus also stands distinct 

from other existing theories of gameplay ontology and player psychology, such as Johan 

Huizinga’s “magic circle,” which has historically achieved hegemonic status warranting 

significant placement in both design-oriented and critical introductory texts.69 The magic circle’s 

conception of “temporary worlds” within the larger world where rules produce localized 

outcomes only meaningful within that space, and similar definitions such as Bernard Suits’s 

lusory attitude and “the voluntary attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles,” are useful tools 

for discerning gameplay’s social and cultural context as perceived by players (and which will be 
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the subject of chapters four and five).70 But existential game phenomenology seeks out how 

embodied perception and expression mobilize prior to fictional frameworks and arbitrary 

outcomes. These gameworlds are carved out from the larger lifeworld, and they remain in-the-

world as extensions of it, whether on a soccer pitch or a virtual racetrack. A player that is 

playing-in-the-world encounters objects that shape their capacities for perception and 

expression. They encounter other intentional subjectivities (the games) that produce both 

prereflective awareness and reflective meaning about the world. In this encounter, the player 

reflexively perceives their own embodied capacities as they are disclosed to another subjectivity. 

Therefore, this relation depends not just on the player’s intentionality but also on the 

game that co-constitutes the experience. The game stands across, with, and around the player, 

with its own set of materialized capacities and intentional qualities. How do these serve as figure 

and ground to the player?  

 

“The game is the game.” 

 The question of what material-textual configurations “count” as games has been a thorny 

ontological question for the field (even without accounting for the language games played by 

analytic philosophers). Salen and Zimmerman’s Rules of Play, for example, attempts to cross-

reference eight theoretical and practical discussions of games to distill the definition down to “a 

system in which players engage in an artificial conflict, defined by rules, that results in a 

quantifiable outcome.”71 Jesper Juul, situated in the historical moment of narratology-ludology 

concerns, proffered a model accounting for both rule-based procedures and fictional worlds 

along a spectrum.72 We should understand these definitions as participating in larger social and 

cultural contexts of field legitimization, and establishing connections with other modes of 
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cultural expression and creative production. The scholarly narratology-ludology discourses 

made this visible, but popular games discourse also continues to litigate questions of “real 

games.”73 Recognizing these contextual factors, Bo Ruberg acknowledges as games “any 

designed, interactive experience that operates primarily through a digital interface and 

understands itself as a video game.”74 The emphasis in the text reinforces the role of subjectivity: 

not in the relativistic sense of “it’s all subjective,” but that subjective perception is crucial to 

understanding games. The sociocultural expansiveness and solidarity that underpins that 

definition will emerge to the foreground in later chapters, but this definition (to which I also 

subscribe) is important for game phenomenology as well. If a perceptive-expressive subject 

encounters the player in the playing-in-the-world relation, and perceives the player as both 

intentional object and subject, that is a game. This definition should not be considered 

tautological or overly anthropomorphizing; what matters is a structure of intentional objects, a 

mode of perceiving those objects and expressing through them, and a way of perceiving the 

player-subject, who can themselves perceive that perception. Outside the relation this may be 

an array of inert, material, visible objects, but within the gameplay relation this assemblage 

activates a visual and sensual experience dynamically unfolding through time. As with the 

player’s subjectivity, it is worth considering each of the game’s noematic objects within the play 

experience.  

 Like the player, the game can perceive the visible objects in the world in a relatively 

transparent directed relation. The distinction between “seeing” a physically existing object in the 

world (as in live action film) and building that object digitally from encoded structures is a 

minor one; animated films exist which offer up their objects to perception in similar ways. In 

any case, regardless of whether the object is “found” or constructed, it must be perceived within 

 
73 Mia Consalvo and Christopher A. Paul, Real Games: What’s Legitimate and What’s Not in Contemporary Video 
Games (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2019), xxiv–xxvi. 

74 Ruberg, Video Games Have Always Been Queer, 8. 



62 

the game framework. Consider Sobchack’s archetypal example of a stagecoach in Monument 

Valley as a cinematic intentional object for both viewer and film.75 A game could present this 

same object in a variety of visual styles—a “photorealistic” asset made of thousands of polygons, 

a low-resolution sprite comprised of a handful of pixels, or indeed even a real stagecoach 

captured on video—but subtending this representation are the affordances present to both 

player and game.  That stagecoach’s appearance in a game could be in a pre-recorded “non-

interactive” cutscene where every frame displayed on screen has been determined in advance 

and in which player and game attention are directed towards watching or playing back a video 

clip. In this case, while the stagecoach might be visible in the game world, it has barely any 

tactile presence for the player (who might intentionally withdraw from the controls and even 

physically remove their hands for a moment as their experience resembles the activity of 

watching a film). Similarly for the game, on a structural level the object could be literally a video 

file the game is directed to play back, or a functionally similar encoded structure where the 

possible activities are simply to start and stop a sequence.  
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Figure 3. A stagecoach in Red Dead Redemption 2 (Rockstar Games, 2018.)  
Image taken by IGN.com and reproduced under fair use. 

On the other hand, a gameworld object can possess more affordances for action within 

and by the game. As a non-player character (NPC) in the gameworld, the stagecoach might 

perform specific behaviors like driving in different directions, speeding up and slowing down, 

and so on. While on a textual-procedural level these behaviors are usually similarly pre-scripted 

like cutscenes but simply more granular in operation within the game process, that granularity 

specifically opens up the range of possible actions for player and game. Compared to a video clip 

when the player and game are enjoined from direct action, this different set of structures 

produces the stagecoach as a vehicle for the game’s perception of the world. The Boolean IF-

THEN structures of even the simplest of routinized behaviors evaluate the state of the world and 

act accordingly. For example, the stagecoach might move in a certain direction until a given 

amount of time has elapsed or until another object interrupts its path. The world state is 

constituted by those processes alongside the actions of the player, which might run parallel to a 

given process, or which might intervene in its outcome.  These objects, which from the player’s 

perspective behave to some degree independent of player action, are also the channels through 
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which the game perceives and expresses itself in a world shared with the player. The stagecoach 

might be the intentional object for the player acting through another object (to jump onto the 

stagecoach, to shoot at it, to crash another vehicle into it), and the game acts accordingly 

through encoded responses. 

 The player encounters gameworld objects like their in-game representational avatar, the 

camera they control to view that avatar and the space around them, the cursor that signals 

player attention and intention, and so forth. These contain affordances for directing player 

perception and expression. These objects also constitute the gameworld through encoded 

processes in concert with the player’s action. A player-controlled stagecoach might be visually 

similar to a cutscene stagecoach or an NPC stagecoach but becomes existentially unique with the 

dual intentionalities operating through it. It is not simply the indeterminacy that player action 

creates that distinguishes this site of interaction, as randomized or stochastic outcomes can be 

built into encoded processes absent player action. Specifically, these objects contain affordances 

for the player to act not just upon but also through them, originating with the input devices that 

form the boundary of the game’s body. They are interface objects where the player and the game 

make their most direct encounter. When player and game intentionality align on the same 

objects, they produce the most obvious and intense instances of “game feel.” Through the visual, 

auditory, and tactile structures of the gameworld, a player can perceive the difference between a 

stagecoach that reacts to their control inputs compared to one that behaves on its own.  

But even a directly controlled gameworld object does not fully recede or become a 

transparent channel of the player’s embodied intention, as a technological tool in a non-game 

relation might. Tools are used for an instrumental task, whereas in the game the task is aesthetic 

experience itself, and therefore the tensions and frictions of this action disclose the presence of 

the game on the other side of this relation. While from the player’s side the controller might be 

incorporated into one’s body schema through what Keogh describes as interface “dressage,” the 
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results of those actions remain contingent.76 Controlling a moving stagecoach might not feel the 

same as driving a car in a game because of the designed imperfections and irregularities in 

translating player gesture into gameworld movement—representing the squirrelly 

responsiveness of real horses, perhaps. Through this, as the player pushes buttons, the game 

pushes back. In this reversible intentional encounter, the game receives information from the 

input device and responds by creating new gameworld objects or modifying the characteristics 

of existing ones. This response produces the specific “foreground” the player uses to situate 

themselves within the space and time of the gameworld, and this gives shape to the player’s 

embodiment as a gameworld object itself. Recalling the etymology of the term “avatar,” these 

interface objects are how the game perceives the player’s subjectivity within the horizon of the 

gameworld itself—within the game’s own body. 

While the example of the in-game stagecoach uses an iconic representation that has a 

presence in a fictional world, a wide range of game elements sit outside the fiction but remain 

crucial structuring elements. Kristine Jørgensen notes the role of “superimposed” human-

computer interface information in games that follows the WIMP (window, icon, menu, pointer) 

design patterns common to contemporary software.77 These elements communicate the state of 

the gameworld such as the health of the player’s character and other gameplay-crucial 

attributes; onscreen maps, clocks, and other ways of visualizing space and time; printed 

dialogue for characters in lieu of voiced dialogue, and so on. Taking on a variety of formats 

including auditory and haptic (such as alarms and controller vibrations similar to smartphone 

notifications), they are often used in games to “represent something that is already present in 

the gameworld but is not effectively communicated to the player.”78 While I have a general sense 

of the health of my lived-body through tactile and internal sensation, some characteristics might 
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need to be rendered as numerical and verbal information for me to become aware of them; the 

same is true for the player’s intentional bodily extension into the gameworld. Beyond 

communicating information to the player, as intentional objects for the game, they also present 

a specific view of the world: a focus on one character in detail like a cinematic closeup, for 

example. It can view the world with the inculcated and embodied knowledge of a specific 

perspective, such as a racecar driver’s sense of velocity entering into a corner, or a city planner’s 

knowledge of traffic patterns, or a visual artist’s nuanced perception of color. When the game 

takes these interface elements and other gameworld objects as perceptual objects, it not only 

communicates information to the player so that they can act within certain expectations, but it 

also fundamentally creates those expectations as the game’s “subjective frame” on its world.  

The game can also take up a reflexive correlation that involves what Sobchack calls a 

“turn away from the world to fulfill its intention and interest in the noematic terminus of its own 

activity and materiality… intentionally directed toward its own intentional activity of realizing 

perception as expression.”79 In cinema, this involves perceptual activity which reveals the 

structure of perception itself, such as a camera filming its own reflection in a mirror. Games 

often disclose their own “gameness,” beginning with the ubiquitous “press start” or “press any 

button” directives upon loading a game. These acknowledge the necessity of player input to 

begin, as well as the physical facticity of the game’s body as possessing devices with buttons. But 

what constitutes a game perceiving its own perception, and how does this shape the game 

experience shared with the player? What occurs when the game reflexively turns inward to 

perceive the process of co-creating the gameworld with the player?  

There is an important distinction between the intentionality of the creator represented 

by a work, and the intentionality of the work which possesses its own subjectivity. A painting, for 

example, represents the painter’s view and their literal embodied gesture as recorded onto 
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canvas.80 Similarly, a filmmaker’s technologically augmented perception captures and stitches 

together a view of the world to be viewed by others. But the viewer’s experience with these 

objects is not with the creators, whose presence remains primarily as traces within the work, but 

with the standalone view they manifest.  Similarly, a game might reflexively disclose a relation 

with the creator, as with the game Cibele (2015) which features video recordings of the creator 

playing an autobiographical character, or Getting Over It with Bennett Foddy (2017)’s ending 

which links players to an online chat room with other players who have completed the game and 

(for a time) the creator himself who would offer congratulations.81 But these elements are objects 

within the horizon of the gameworld for player and game perception, and are therefore 

examples of the previous correlation. Instead, when considering the game “perceiving its 

perception,” we should turn to how the game engages the player within the game experience. 

In film, perceiving perception is by definition recursive: the tool of cinematic sight seeing 

itself, or the gap between what the film “wants” to see and actually seeing it. These moments 

might occlude the viewer’s goal of viewing objects in the world, serve as a backdrop for the 

viewer’s own self-conscious reflexivity, or align with a viewer’s turn to the stylistic and structural 

elements of the film. In games, this implicates touch—“feeling out” the world—alongside vision 

and hearing. Games reflexively turn inward when interaction discloses the innumerable gaps, 

cracks, and ruptures in the construction of the gameworld. This does not emerge in the 

intentional fourth wall breaks of a designed game narrative, though narrative might self-

consciously signify these experiences. These moments are the “unintentional” (from the 

creator’s perspective) errors that occur when the player or game acts in ways that the game itself 

does not “expect.”  
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Stephanie Boluk and Patrick LeMieux discuss the metagame which “emerges as the 

material trace of the discontinuity between the phenomenal experience of play and the 

mechanics of digital games,” and ask, “what if videogames were not considered games in the 

first place, but equipment for making metagames?”82 With this question, they locate the rupture 

points where the game encounters its own gaps and perceives the boundaries of its perception. 

Glitches produced by specific player behaviors in the gameworld, which produce unexpected 

numerical inputs to the game, and which in turn ultimately produce “abnormal” gameworld 

behavior, are core elements of “speedrunning” tactics. These enable players to walk through 

solid walls, “sequence break” to skip levels entirely, and otherwise complete the game faster 

than normal.83 To varying degrees, games are open to exploits, cheats, and modifications which 

can modify perception, such as changing the appearance of objects and the world; they can also 

affect expressive capacities, as with the cheat commonly called “god mode” which renders the 

player’s character impervious to damage. Though creators might envision an ideal trajectory for 

an imagined player to take through the gameworld, these ruptures and gaps, sometimes left 

open as acknowledgment of the player population that might make use of them, and more often 

simply remaining due to the complexity of the coded systems underpinning games, represent 

possibilities that diverge from that ideal. These moments affect the player’s intentional 

capacities in the gameworld, and they also direct the game’s attention to the perceptive and 

expressive structures constituting that world. 

Consider the example of “camera clipping” in 3D games. Games with a three-

dimensional world often allow the player to control their character and the camera viewing that 

character independently, with different mechanical constraints and affordances for each. The 

player character, for example, is usually unable to walk through walls, a restriction in terms of 
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gameplay mechanics and fictional world verisimilitude. The game camera is also an instantiated 

world object, but does not operate by these rules, considering its role is usually to provide a 

transparent and intuitive view on the gameworld. Camera movement is often unencumbered by 

any physics simulation that affects the player character, and as a non-physical point entity in the 

gameworld, the camera can move through and see past obstacles in the world. The game 

camera, like a film production, pushes aside the walls that are physically present in the fictional 

world to provide the optimal view on the relevant action. And like a film production, this 

capability rests on a world that can be viewed from specific angles and responds to a specified 

range of actions. Outside those angles, the game will reveal its artifice. The more extreme 

versions of this disclosure occur when the collision detection between the camera and the 

physical obstacle produces an error, and the camera becomes unresponsive to movement as if 

physically stuck in the wall, or it presents that wall as a visual obstruction, because it has not 

been properly culled from view so that the camera can locate the world beyond. 

But even in normal camera operation where this functionality is working as intended by 

the designers, there will always be a moment, even if only lasting for a fraction of a second, 

depicting the liminal transition between one configuration of camera-and-world and one where 

the properties of the world have shifted to present the intended view of a gameworld object. As 

the camera passes through the wall and before the wall has been culled from view, there will be 

frames showing the partially visible wall or obstacle from the back as a collection of polygonal 

figures with no depth to them, as the computational demands of game graphical processing 

discourage wasting time and resources on rendering elements which are unlikely to be seen or 

have no impact on the simulation. In seeing the equivalent of the rear side of a theatrical or film 

backdrop, the game’s perception becomes directed towards how the game itself views the world. 

This moment reveals a gap between the player’s intentional act of viewing and the constraints of 

the encoded processes for presenting that world. In moments like these, the game foregrounds 

its work of aligning the player’s specific embodied viewing position with the more expansive 
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domain of the game’s “body.” This body produces the world it views, and it constitutes 

perception and expression simultaneously.  

In this reflexive game moment, the player can intend towards three potential objects and 

react accordingly: in directing intentionality to an object in the gameworld (like one’s avatar), 

the player could perceive this reflexive camera clipping as a disruption or occlusion of the 

gameworld and its objects. Or, in attending to the game’s view as it negotiates these gameworld 

boundaries, the player can perceive the processes and behavior underlying the construction of 

the world. Finally, the player might make their own reflexive turn: the camera movement which 

produced this liminal moment originated from the player’s own expressive act, and it emerges 

from the situatedness and limitations of the player’s embodied capacities of vision and touch. 

Especially in its more extreme variations, these moments of perceptual rupture implicate the 

player’s actions—their “expression of perception.” If the player recognizes this view as stuck or 

glitched, a corresponding tactile tension might manifest as pushing on the controls to “free” the 

camera. Throughout this activity the player remains conscious of the game’s systems perceiving 

their control inputs in ways that are unexpected or divergent. 

The game’s third noematic object—the player’s expressed perception—distinguishes the 

game experience from the film experience. The player’s tactile tension in the example above 

does not simply flow into acting on an inert object, like hammering a nail. The hand’s push on 

the controls is perceived not just introceptively by the player’s lived body, but on the input 

device as part of the game’s “body.” The action becomes incorporated into the game and 

completes the reversible relation that is not reversible in film. Sobchack notes that the 

“spectator, who is outside the film’s activity (though within her own), is privileged to ‘see’ the 

film’s perception of expression, and that occurs because her conscious experience includes the 

film’s movement of perception and expression.”84 To return to her previous analogy of a 
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conversation with a houseguest, in this scenario it is as if the guest is unable to see their host’s 

reactions, and cannot shape the tenor or trajectory of the conversation in response; they only 

have one story to tell and one way to tell it. The distinction of the game medium, then, is that 

games can include the player’s perception and expression just as the player includes the game’s. 

Crucially, this tenuous symmetry voids the spectator’s “privilege” of self-consciously recognizing 

that their perceptive-expressive actions remain “contained” within themselves. Instead, a 

player’s self-consciousness in gameplay includes recognizing that the game perceives them, and 

the game’s responses always remaining uncertain. Sobchack presents the example of the first-

person perspective film Lady in the Lake (1947) as a cinematic attempt to represent the 

perception of the viewer’s expressed perception—to contain within itself the act of viewing 

through a visual approximation of the experience.85 Because of its technical constraints, 

however, it can only do so through fictional representational codes which present a view that 

remains fundamentally alienated from the viewers. One can make a formal comparison between 

this view and the view of first-person perspective games, which present a similar “behind-the-

eyes” visual representation. But just as the player recognizes the onscreen view as an extension 

of their view by correlating it with their actions upon a controller, the game’s capacity to 

perceive those inputs allows it to present a specific view by, for, and of the player. This 

incorporates the player’s perception as a sensible and material presence within the gameworld. 

In this relation, the game is continually “evaluating expressions.” Button presses create 

binary on-off states, while joystick potentiometers and optical mouse sensors translate hand 

gestures to movement vectors. Because of its computational substrate, to take up this sense-data 

the game must process it into numerical representations that can be evaluated according to an 

encoded ruleset. This fact should not devalue the act of perception occurring here, just as it 

would be overly reductive to foreclose understanding of human perception as “simply” 
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biochemical-electrical impulses. This simply identifies the means through which a computer-

based game perceives the world. However, on a more granular level an asymmetry persists 

between player and game. Though the game has the capacity to perceive the player, it can only 

do so for expressions that can be numerically encoded; the houseguest can see their host, but 

only as a constrained set of reactions. Games will have difficulty incorporating perceptions and 

expressions that are resistant to numerical representation. While they are not eliminated from 

this relation, they are attenuated and remain on the player’s side of the gameworld threshold, 

inaccessible or only indirectly accessible to the game.  

The continuing creativity of designers and the technical-aesthetic possibilities of the 

medium mean that this range of experience is smaller than one might think, but it does signal 

the tendency of this system to systematize. It is easier for games to present worlds and aspects of 

the world that can be quantified. This accounts for the prominence in proceduralist approaches 

of framing game processes as simulations.86 However, we should recognize this as a tendency 

shaped by sociocultural contexts, rather than a universal, and in doing so keep in mind Anable’s 

suggestion that “phenomenologically imprecise” methods are well-suited to disclose “the 

imprecision of symbolic systems in wholly accounting for human experience.”87 The aesthetic 

experience of gameplay should incorporate the unquantifiable dimensions of subjective 

perception and reception. Even as they might not take material form within the gameworld, they 

nevertheless shape and shade in the experience of that world.  

As the embodied machine of the game takes up the player’s expressed perception as its 

object, it can hermeneutically read those expressions as “correct” or “incorrect” according to its 

secondary representational codes of game rules—the divergence between player and game 

resulting in more or fewer points, progression versus regression, a win versus a loss, and so on. 
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It can also pass these expressions through without such signification, updating its view of the 

world in concert with the player without passing judgment on them. But preceding the moment 

of game judgment, of game rules or game narrative, the game must first perceive change itself. 

With these perceptive capabilities, the game makes the playing-in-the-world relation possible. It 

does this in concert with the player, through specific means and with specific tools that 

constitute the interface. While the preceding sections have detailed each individual subjectivity 

in this relation, the moment when each encounters the other should be considered further. 

 

The game interface as intersubjective nexus. 

 Enthralled by the 1978 home version of the Atari game Breakout, phenomenologist 

David Sudnow reflects on his deepening encounter with it as “a part in an animated movie”: 

Sure, with a script automatically memorized for you. The full caressing potentials 
of the human hand realized in creative action on screen? Wait a minute. Fooling 
around with TV graphics and computational manipulations, Atari comes on a 
surprising discovery. If you engage a human body through eyes and fingers in a 
precisely scripted interaction with various sorts of computer-generated events, 
what seem like quite complex skills are rapidly acquired by regular repetition. 
Sequences of events can be scheduled into readily mastered routines of 
progressive difficulty, and a program of timed transitions can be organized, 
programming you, in turn.88 

This moment captures the workings of player-game interaction. Presented with a perspective 

constructed from sights and sounds, the player touches the input device, and through the 

correlation between expression and perception takes up the gameworld as an embodied gestalt. 

At the same time, the game takes the embodied expression of player inputs translated into 

procedural data. It constructs and reconstructs audiovisual perspectives as screen output. The 

correlation between input and output transports the player’s subjectivity into the gameworld. 

Both subjects direct themselves to the same space and time and co-create the continuously 

unfolding gameworld. This is not a one-way relation where the human subject simply uses a 

 
88 Sudnow, Pilgrim in the Microworld, 46. 
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tool; as technological-aesthetic experience it is fundamentally reversible. Keogh characterizes 

Sudnow’s gameplay experience as adapting “to a distributed embodiment; he adjusts his posture 

and movements to those required by the videogame.”89 The gameworld does not simply lie on 

the other side of the screen; the gameworld extends and is incorporated into the player’s lived 

body. The interface is the medium that makes the game’s mediated correlation possible.  

 Branden Hookway, drawing upon the interface’s origin as a term in fluid dynamics, 

contrasts it with the surface. The surface is an element of a single entity, pointing back to it and 

enclosing it; in comparison, Hookway argues that “as ‘a facing between,’ interface would suggest 

a boundary or zone of encounter that actively extends into and conditions that which it 

separates. In combination, the interface is both an interiority confined by its bounding entities 

and a means of accessing, confronting, or projecting into an exteriority.”90 The game’s input 

devices and screens are not the exterior physical boundary of the game as technological artefact; 

they are designed to facilitate the player’s interaction with the system, extending the game so 

that the player can intend. Hookway describes gameplay as a cultural interfacing where “in the 

video game, the game space is situated on the human-machine interface, which informs every 

action that may await response.” In this subject position, the player incorporates the technical 

artifacts of the interface, which remain intrinsic to the game’s body, as channels and points of 

contact for the player’s lived-body capacities. This is captured in Sudnow’s description of 

“scripted” and “programmed” bodily movements, where the comportment and attitude of his 

body work to match the technical-aesthetic configuration of the game’s body. While he 

characterizes the movement required to play a game like Breakout as adept, he hesitates to call 

it a true skill because of its narrow use case. The game imposes this configuration of eye, hand, 

and body upon the player, but it is only valid in this gameworld, compared to the open-ended 
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growth of an activity like piano playing.91 On the other hand, Ihde argues that the “preskilling of 

rapid eye-hand motility” maps onto the body schema and emerges in other domains of body 

coordination such as precise surgery.92 While the valuation of these experiences as “useful” 

depends on cultural and social framing (and will be the subject of chapter four), these conflicting 

perspectives on the “skill” of embodied gameplay action speak to the ambiguous qualities of the 

game interface relation and how it distributes agency across its zone of encounter. 

 Game interfaces comprise a subset within the larger category of computer interfaces. 

After all, the same mouse, keyboard, and monitor a player employs to play a computer game can 

also be used to compose spreadsheets (or dissertations), and console and smartphone hardware 

demonstrate the continuing process of convergence: the technical capability to play a wide range 

of media on the same device is so commonplace as to be beneath notice.93 Brenda Laurel argues 

that human-computer interfaces should create direct engagement, because interface design is 

“creating imaginary worlds that have a special relationship to reality—worlds in which we can 

extend, amplify, and enrich our own capacities to think, feel, and act.”94 She describes 

interactivity as a “‘thresholdy’ phenomenon” based not only on the frequency, range, and 

significance of user actions upon a representation, but in the context-dependent feeling of 

participation which can derive from “the tight coupling of kinesthetic input and visual 

response.”95 This recalls both the specific use case of Swink’s “game feel,” as well as the 

generalized encounter between the player’s body and the game’s computational body. However, 

Wendy Hui Kyong Chun cautions against uncritically adopting an understanding of the interface 

that centers the computer user’s agency and mastery, noting that Laurel’s definition, “focused on 
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getting users to suspend disbelief and to act in certain prescribed ways,” describes ideology at 

work.96  Chun identifies that interfaces “are a functional analog to ideology” that produce their 

users as subjects through illusory structures that offer the sense of control, such as icons of files 

and folders rendering legible the otherwise-illegible data flowing through the system. At the 

same time, those interfaces shape the way that users behave and even conceive of themselves as 

subjects. Ultimately, “interactive and seemingly real-time interfaces create users who believe 

they are the ‘source’ of the computer’s action.”97 Thus, we should interrogate where subjective 

agency lies in the human-computer encounter, and the questions of power relations that arise. 

What is the value of an action that has been programmed and predetermined by another? 

 To examine the interface as objectified ideology is invaluable for connecting the textual 

layers of game software, to their larger contexts (as the next chapter will address). 

Phenomenological method aligns with this goal through attending to the individual moments of 

the user experience. This identifies a bodily encounter between two imbricated subjectivities at 

the threshold of the interface, and one where power is often unequal; the individual user and 

Microsoft Corporation are not on an equal “playing field,” in either the domain of operating 

systems or games. However, the user or player does not encounter Microsoft or its ideology 

directly. They encounter specific texts and assemblages that are underwritten with specific 

conscious and subconscious intents that foreclose certain possibilities and elevate others. But 

beyond that, they also manifest an intentionality that can only be sensed, and make sense, when 

activated by the user. The user might emerge from this experience interpellated by technological 

ideology-work, but the possibility remains for the user to choose otherwise, to engage and yet 

still negotiate or resist. These possibilities can be mapped out by the granular moments of 

subjective, embodied intentionality at work (or at play) across the interface. 

 
96 Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, Programmed Visions: Software and Memory (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2011), 66. 
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 A signal example lies in Sobchack’s comparison of the static visibility of photographs to 

the dynamic visuality of film, to which she presents electronic screen media as a third term. The 

real-time fungibility and reactivity of this media form across screen and inputs, she argues, 

produces “a tendency to diffuse and/or disembody the lived body’s material and moral gravity… 

subjectivity is at once decentered, dispersed, and completed extroverted—again erasing the 

modernist (and cinematic) dialectic between inside and outside…”98 This is accurate for a subset 

of computer usage, shaped by specific medium affordances and contextual factors, much as 

weapons technology is bound within a specific ideological frame by its formal and material 

properties.99 The utopian dream of computerized disembodiment, for example, emerges from 

one ideological track of creators and entrepreneurs, historically associated with Silicon Valley, 

that imagined a frictionless future where transcending embodiment was concomitant with 

avoiding the messiness of traditional political and economic structures.100 Lisa Nakamura notes 

the body reemerges in these systems, whether in the ineluctable raced, gendered, and classed 

bodies of the people who use them, or in the bias of algorithms identifying those bodies, and 

because of this, Silicon Valley’s “postmortems pronounced over ‘the body’ are premature.”101 For 

our purposes, mainstream gaming ideology produces mechanical and narrative fantasies of 

super-embodiment or transcending “normal” bodily limits within game worlds—and in doing 

this, makes significant assumptions about the gaming body and abilities it should possess to 

function in these worlds. However, the phenomenology of game embodiment does not rest on 

secondary codes of immersion or virtuality, but on the primary correlation of two subjects 

perceiving each other across the interface threshold. 

 
98 Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts, 158–59. 
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The interface is the fulcrum for what Keogh describes as a cybernetic assemblage, an 

“amalgam of material and virtual artifacts across which the player’s perception and 

consciousness are distributed and transformed… the player cannot be considered before or 

distinct from the videogame but instead reflexively as producing the videogame experience that 

in turn produces the player.”102 Drawing upon a cybernetic description of self-regulating systems 

that incorporate feedback loops, Keogh argues that “reconceptualizing the player as an 

integrated cyborg allows a transition from considerations of videogame play as primarily an 

exertion of power to primarily an experience of embodied intercorporeality (of which an 

exertion of power is but one potential expression).”103 Though cybernetic theory allows the 

identification of agency with and within computerized systems, incorporating the human subject 

into these systems should not lose sight of corporeal and of embodied human subjectivity, as 

with how the technocultural framework of mid-20th century cybernetic thought inspired today’s 

disembodied Silicon Valley posthumanism.104 Anable, in using the “cybernetic fold” to examine 

games through an embodied affective lens, warns against a structuralist cybernetics that fixates 

on “systems of representation that are divorced from the body and an overdependence on 

language as fundamentally human and as the primary model for understanding 

representation.”105 Keogh’s figure of the cyborg player uses a critical feminist conception of the 

cyborg to stress the “hybridity, impurity, and ultimate partiality required for flesh to incorporate 

with machine,” in contrast to the stereotypical and hegemonic figure of the “hacker” who 

masters computer systems in their “view from nowhere.”106  
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In the interface, materially distinct subjectivities bodily and meaningfully encounter the 

other, where each is “capable of acting upon being and being acted upon, and each provides a 

reversible ground for the figure of the other,” Sobchack writes.107 The archetypal image of this 

reversible, or chiasmatic, relation is a hand touching another hand: a doubled sensation of 

touching another while simultaneously being touched. Here, perceptions travel across the same 

channel of being.108 In gameplay, the medium always reminds each subject of the presence of the 

other through the technological threshold of the interface. At this threshold, perception of the 

world entails being perceived within it. This does not necessarily produce completely unique 

experiences compared to other media like film; it simply makes direct the intersubjectivity that 

might otherwise be attenuated, indirect, or inferred.  

In the technological realm, Ihde charts the range of possibilities “in which I-as-body 

interact with my environment,” all of which unfold through the game interface.109 The 

embodiment relation (perceiving or acting upon the world with a relatively transparent 

mediating object, such as a telescope or hammer), and the hermeneutic relation (more opaque 

methods of reading or writing into the world, like a thermometer or electronic music 

composition), emerge rather obviously in the gameplay experience, as discussed in previous 

examples of the gamepad and visual interface.110 However, the other two relational categories 

provide additional depth in understanding how the gameplay relation is reversible. The 

background relation does not actively call for a user’s focalized attention; it automatically 

performs tasks while withdrawing to “texture the immediate environment” or structuring the 

conditions of that environment, such as a thermostat’s regulation of a room’s temperature.111 In 
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games, a whole host of subtending technologies work to make the gameworld available to the 

player: graphical rendering, audio processing, even the software layers that contain a game 

program within a larger operating system, mostly operate without the user’s direct intervention 

except to set things in motion.  

Yet there is another layer to this background. Closer to the audience’s direct perception 

of the objects constituting the media work, technology mediates figure-ground aesthetic 

relations. Subjective perception identifies and produces the figure and the ground through 

directing intentionality and attention; this is at the core of the chiasmatic relation. In film, this 

intentional act emanates from the viewing subject, but film technology cannot materially reflect 

it. Sobchack identifies the limitations of film’s perception displayed in Lady in the Lake, which 

attempts to place the viewer in the protagonist’s first-person perspective. What is jarring from a 

phenomenological perspective is the film’s attempt to graft the subjectivity of a clearly distinct 

other on top of the viewer’s own and attempting to pass those subjectivities off as identical. 

When the Marlowe character brings up his hands to light a cigarette, for example, they visibly 

dominate the frame that might accurately depict visual perspective but is alien from an attention 

perspective, where such a habitual or incidental action would be “seen through” or pushed to the 

margins, instead of intruding on the film viewer’s perceptive act. Because the film does not have 

access to the viewer’s attention as its object, Sobchack notes that “the film’s intentional interest 

and perceptual accomplishment are not identical to or isomorphic with those of the human 

body it is pretending to be.”112 
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Figure 4. Picking up an item in Gone Home (Fullbright, 2013).  
Image taken by author and reproduced under fair use. 

Through the interface, the game does have access to signs of the player’s attention sent 

through controller inputs. Visually, a game may resemble a film; an onscreen avatar is not 

identical to the player, and it remains spatially distinct and materially discrete. Many games do 

not model avatar bodies at all, leaving the player represented as a camera view and hands, or 

with no bodily representation at all. Meanwhile, the onscreen visual interface represents 

information about the state of the gameworld that must be read as a hermeneutic relation, and 

which can intrude on the perceptual field as much as Marlowe’s hands. But because these 

gameworld objects specifically emerge and recede in response to player action, they organize 

themselves within the player’s phenomenal field in ways that match where that attention is 

directed. The act of picking up an item in the gameworld in a first-person game might trigger an 

animation where hands reach out from “behind” the camera and hold up an object similar to 

Lady in the Lake does; it might not depict hands at all but just hold up the object in the center of 

the screen, as in Gone Home. But because this is an expected response to the player’s input, they 

can properly “see through” it as an incidental yet intentional extension of player expression 
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against the foreground of a trajectory through the gameworld. Jørgensen argues that the game 

interface “is a liminal feature that allows the player to interact with the game system, and in the 

process it becomes the focus of interaction and attention.”113 When examining this interaction 

phenomenologically, it is clear there are two types of attention at work: both the player’s and the 

game’s. The game’s technological background relation with the player does not just manifest in 

the automated production of audiovisual objects sensible to the player. It also includes the 

automated responses that move those objects to the foreground and background in response to 

player action. Consider foveated rendering techniques in virtual reality, which detect the object 

of the viewer’s gaze and allocate more graphical processing resources to that region of the image 

and less to the periphery, or the more generalized “level of detail” graphical processing 

techniques in games that prioritize rendering the areas of likely player attention.114 These are 

specific examples of the more general interface-driven relationship between player and game 

that create foreground and background, or center and periphery, in response to player 

perception. In organizing these relationships, the game creates a sense of the gameworld that 

extends around and beyond the player. 

Ihde’s final category is the alterity relation where technology manifests a quality of 

radical difference to the human user that resembles, if not the fullness of another human 

subject, at least the perception of the “quasi-other” that remains irreducible.115 Ihde mentions 

video games as a specific example that creates “the sense of interacting with something other 

than me, the technological competitor. In competition there is a kind of dialogue or exchange. It 

is the quasi-animation, the quasi-otherness of the technology that fascinates and challenges.”116 
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One critique of this brief example is that it might fixate too heavily on the novelty of automated 

procedural motion and behavior as the source of a game’s alterity, a reasonable point when Ihde 

juxtaposes games with toys like spinning tops and historical examples of spectacular or amusing 

automata.117 Agonistic competition is also only one subset of the wider range of gameplay 

experience, but nevertheless we might take from this the identification of the “dialogue or 

exchange” at the heart of gameplay. This phrase once again recalls Sobchack’s example of the 

houseguest, and the limitations of film’s alterity in a relation that, although intersubjective in its 

moment of perceptive and expressive encounter, only allows one side to truly react. The game 

interface, which facilitates the expressive capacities of the player to meet the perceptive 

technologies of the game, more fully mobilizes the existential dialogue of playing-in-the-world. 

 The sense of the game’s otherness persists long after the initial novelty passes, whether 

of the individual’s first encounter with the action-reaction of game controls or a larger cultural 

fascination with procedural automata. What lingers is possibility; gameplay is radical 

uncertainty and contingency. The player does not “know” exactly what will happen when they 

act upon the controls, and the game does not “know” the future shape of the world until the 

player has acted. This is not simply a factor of random chance; plenty of games have 

deterministic systems that will operate predictably and which the player can internalize through 

learning and practice. A common pattern in action games, for example, is encountering an 

enemy for the first time whose movements and attacks are novel and unfamiliar, but upon 

repeated encounters reveals itself to have a small list of scripted behaviors that a player can 

memorize and counteract with reflexive muscle memory. As a textual work of encoded rules and 

scripting, the body of a game carries with it, in a very real sense, all the possibilities of its world 

all at once. But these possibilities do not unfold to create a world until the player and game 

encounter each other through the interface. Compare this to other types of software. A word 
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processor contains the possibility of all written texts in the universe within it, and I as a 

dissertator certainly did not “know” what would happen when I sat down in front of the 

keyboard and blank screen for the first time. What distinguishes the playing-in-the-world 

relation from this broader class of technological interaction? Background and alterity relations 

in games produce that existential difference. While the embodied and hermeneutic practices of 

human-computer interaction are substantially similar across software, the game’s background 

relation produces consciousness of player action situated within a field that extends beyond the 

point of direct intervention, and the alterity relation reminds the player that those actions are 

perceived by another subjectivity whose response remains uncertain.  

While my general engagement with software remains instrumental, as I am inputting 

and reading outputs in order to do something, games shift the intentional framework and 

redefine the “in-order-to.” If my interaction with software produces something unexpected or 

overly ambiguous, these qualities might appear to me as a “broken” opacity, like a defective 

hammer. Unexpected behavior might interfere with software’s instrumental functionality. 

Games are not exempt from this, as those bugs and glitches which speedrunners use for their 

specific type of play might appear to other players as simply a “broken” game. Other players 

might apply the playing-in-the-world attitude to software that normally does not seem to 

contain these affordances; examples of artists using Microsoft Excel to create visual art (or the 

hidden game contained in older versions of the software) are playful examples of this. The 

ambiguity of these framings emerges from the presence or absence of a design subjectivity that 

informs these media works. The creator’s indirect presence remains in traces within a 

gameworld, and those traces are what fill in the background and support the alterity of the game 

interface. They inform the player that the ambiguity of gameplay has an intentionality, whether 

in the unfolding of a narrative or in the production of a specific mode of embodiment. An 

aesthetic cohesion or lack of it, as signaled by audiovisual and tactile elements (a musical sting, a 

flash of sparkling particle effects, a rumble of the gamepad) helps inform me whether my 
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avatar’s walking through a wall was an “unintentional” glitch or a designed moment of 

discovery. 

A design subjectivity, the traces of the technologically-augmented capacities of its 

creators, permeates the structures of a game and governs its own perceptive-expressive acts. 

This subjectivity can be read representationally as the framework for a specific “view,” both 

positionally and ideologically, and this possibility will be explored in the next chapter. But prior 

to that, gameworlds mobilize across the technological assemblage of the game interface. They 

hold the possibility of dramatizing and aestheticizing our lived-body experience of interface 

interaction, similar to how cinematic technique continues to aestheticize perception and the act 

of viewing. The distributed embodiment of gameplay becomes enworlded through the interface, 

and it is through the continuous interplay between two subjectivities that we find playing-in-

the-world. 

 

The Player and Game, Enworlded 

 The documentary film AlphaGo (2017) depicts a telling moment of playing-in-the-world 

in the middle of a match between the titular Go-playing program and 18-time world champion 

Go player Lee Sedol. During one of the matches, Lee Sedol glances up to look at Aja Huang, the 

person sitting across from him at the Go board. This is a habitual move that he and many other 

players of all sorts of games make: to look at one’s opponent, get a sense of what they are 

thinking and feeling, and ultimately discern how they perceive the state of the game. Of course, 

after a moment Lee Sedol realizes what he is doing and glances away, and the film casts this as a 

moment of misrecognition, because his true opponent is not the man sitting across from him, 

but the machine displaying moves on a screen to the side, and which really exists as a neural 

network an ocean away, operating across a cluster of over a thousand CPUs. This is perhaps an 

imperfect comparison, as Aja Huang was one of the programmers of AlphaGo and an amateur 

Go player himself; presumably he would have some sense of good and bad Go moves, and 
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expected and unexpected AlphaGo moves, and a look at his face might disclose even a fraction of 

insight. But in a broader sense, this moment provides a striking inversion that helps visualize 

the game’s intentionality. In this framework, Huang is AlphaGo’s avatar, extending its 

perceptive and expressive capacities into a gameworld subtended and instantiated by human 

beings, centered on the board and stones in the middle of a room in a Seoul hotel.  The interface 

boundary of the screen and keyboard, its threshold into this world, allows it to perceive the 

game state and express its intentional actions. And ultimately, the gameworld does not exist 

except as co-created by AlphaGo, Lee Sedol, and the reversible interface that intertwines and 

binds them.  

 This chapter has built its investigation into playing-in-the-world via a phenomenological 

method that attends to prereflective subjectivity and the experience of the lived body. It 

identifies, describes, and interprets the dynamics of gameplay that precede the reflective 

consideration of procedural textuality. Gameplay is the experience of technology and media, and 

Sobchack’s film phenomenology provides a crucial blueprint for an aesthetics of media 

experience. She identifies the act of viewing as an encounter between two materially distinct yet 

perceptually aligned embodied subjects, and her system of correlations identifies the potential 

objects for each subject in the film experience: objects in the world, one’s own act of perception, 

or the perception of the other (the viewer perceiving the film’s perception). Importantly, 

however, one of these correlations is not reversible, because the film is technologically 

constrained from expressing its perception of the viewer, while the viewer can perceive the film’s 

act of perception as it unfolds on the screen—for film, that screen is a one-way mirror. The 

phenomenological distinction between cinema and the game rests on the technologically-

enabled capacity to close that gap and make the player perceptible to the game via the reversible 

structures of the game interface. 

 The phenomenal field of gameplay is created within a relation of playing-in-the-world, 

between a player and a game; each perceives the other and expresses themselves to the other. 
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The player might direct their intentionality to the objects in the gameworld, which includes the 

physical input devices become part of the player’s body schema. These objects are both tools of 

expressive praxis and tools to perceive into and through the gameworld. The player might attend 

to the game’s own act of perception, and the style and method it discloses the gameworld to the 

player with a spatiotemporal specificity. Finally, they might attend to their own playing 

perception and expression, and the specific qualities of their actions. The skill and difficulty 

discourses in games culture, which focus on value judgments of the player or the textual 

structures of the game, are built on experiences which rest on every player’s awareness that their 

actions are perceived and potentially judged by another. 

 This “other” is the game. It can perceive the player’s intentionality and evaluate it as 

numerical and computable strings of data. It can mobilize intentional representations as objects 

within the gameworld. And in attending to the structures of its own perception, the game works 

to align its own view of the world with the player’s view.  The interface facilitates these 

perceptive capacities and distinguish games as a medium. In this threshold, the player perceives, 

and the game is perceived, through audiovisual devices. In turn, the game perceives, and the 

player is perceived, through embodied input devices. The interface’s zone of encounter allows 

for the reversible chiasmatic intertwining of intentionalities. Here, the lived bodies of player and 

game co-create the gameworld as a dynamic, unfolding engagement across space and time. This 

engagement, which is not simply imagined but has real material presence, is playing-in-the-

world. 

 In describing the ways that pedestrian bodies move through the avenues of the city and 

produce a “metamorphosis of space,” Michel de Certeau declares that “if it is true that forests of 

gestures are manifest in the streets, their movement cannot be captured in a picture, nor can the 

meaning of their movements be circumscribed in a text.”118 In this, Certeau hints at the 
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dynamism of the lived body and its trajectory through space, and the challenges faced by media 

in capturing it and all its qualities. The game, with its technologically-enabled capacities of 

perception and expression, holds distinct possibilities for mediating and incorporating the lived 

body. Certeau’s image also implicates the body in more expansive structures and with other 

bodies. It reminds us that the insights gleaned from gameworlds are grounded in, and can be 

read back into, the workings of a larger lifeworld, one framed by ideological contexts. We can 

now turn to placing game experience, and the meaningful representations of its worlds, into 

these contexts. 



89 

Chapter 3: The Protopolitics of Game Experience 

 

This chapter discusses the protopolitical qualities of game experience, a term I use to refer to 

how gameworld events materially and bodily affect their playing subjects through experiences 

that remain indeterminate in their meaning until they move from specific gameworlds to the 

larger world and public discursive judgment. Because gameworlds emerge from dynamic, 

prereflective, and intersubjective experiences between specific players and games, their 

ideological meaning or effect cannot be discerned from textual elements alone. Instead, meaning 

emerges from how the material traces of gameplay experience shape discourse after the fact. I 

begin with an aesthetic examination of how games produce perspectives on their worlds, how 

this aligns with visual media discourses on perspective, and how game perspective produces 

experiences that are partial, variable, and contingent. That contingency creates the space for 

player subjectivity and the path towards returning these individual experiences to public 

discourse. Next, I consider how games participate exert power over their subjects even as they 

might enable the player to exert power within virtual worlds. In games, power manifests as the 

changing qualities of spatiality, temporality, and relationality between the player’s subject 

position and the array of objects that constitute the gameworld. Finally, I examine perceptive 

and expressive gameworld activities in light of the aesthetic implications of Hannah Arendt’s 

political philosophy. Gameplay maps onto categories of biological labor, aesthetic work, and 

political action in the public “space of appearance,” where the indeterminate meaning of 

gameworlds collides with discursive framing and ultimately situates the games medium as a 

cultural force. 

* 
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Figure 5. One of the cinema puzzles in The Witness (Thekla, Inc., 2016).  
Images taken by the author and reproduced under fair use. 

Players navigate a host of mazes in the 2016 puzzle game The Witness, from the labyrinths of 

hedge mazes and building interiors that dot the game’s island setting, to the panel puzzles that 

constitute the majority of the game’s challenge. These mazes appear on screens all over the 
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island. Compared to the three-dimensional first-person navigation the player uses to move 

around, panel puzzles are mazes on a two-dimensional grid that involve drawing a line from one 

point to other, with each maze constrained by different rules. As the game progresses to more 

complex puzzles, the player must learn that some of those rules shatter the assumption that 

these panels are self-contained 2D displays. They are actually implicated in their 3D 

environment: shadows that fall onto the panel’s screen, or the player’s viewing angle on the 

panel, can affect the potential solutions to the puzzle. 

One of these puzzles involves a cinema where various film clips are projected onto 

screens, including the ending of the Andrei Tarkovsky film Nostalghia (1983). The clip depicts a 

character carrying a lit candle across a drained mineral bath, before cutting to a wide shot of the 

Abbey of San Galgano in Tuscany. From the default film spectator position, in front of and 

facing the screen, the player can watch this extended twelve-minute sequence play out, 

understanding the onscreen representations as depictions of the spaces of the baths and the 

abbey. However, by this point in the game, many players are primed to distrust their “default” 

position. They might recognize that the windows of the abbey’s apse resemble the circle-and-line 

structure of every panel puzzle they’ve encountered thus far. They must take up a position 

behind the projected film screen. There, at a certain moment in the sequence and from a specific 

angle, the film image reveals a panel puzzle to complete. The player must “flatten” their view of 

the image and recognize the shape to complete the puzzle, because the game is not interested in 

fictional geography of the film’s world but in the geometry produced by the images within the 

gameworld.  

In this moment of procedural-textual expression, the film’s view, which in its original 

context was itself the expression of an intentional lived-body intertwining with the spectator, is 

quoted, reshaped, and repositioned within a different intentional horizon. The game presents 

this filmed representation as a distinctly different object for perception within the scope and 

bounds of a world that engages the embodied player. The moment-to-moment action of 
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gameplay inside The Witness and other games ultimately returns to the larger world as 

meaningful reflective discourse. Vivian Sobchack uses the term “protopolitics” to describe 

phenomenological method’s potential discursive effect on social, cultural, and political contexts. 

Historically, the “phenomenological turn” in studying media and technology responded to 

dominant forms of poststructuralist theoretical analysis, such as the psychoanalytic and Marxist 

underpinnings of apparatus film theory, and what Don Ihde characterizes as the “culture 

absolute” that theorists ascribed to technology as a dominating autonomous ideological field.1 

These theoretical frameworks have productively interrogated the power and influence of these 

institutions, such as through revealing the reproduction of racist, sexist, and capitalist ideology-

work in popular cinema. But these theories also risk obscuring the agency of people as they 

engage with these institutions in experiences that implicate their bodily lives. Sobchack argues 

that in theories which strip the spectator of their agency to render them passive objects for 

ideology, “the possibility of dialogic and dialectical communication is suppressed and the film 

experience is seen as grounded in a false and sophistic rhetoric that essentially distorts the 

possibility of any ‘real’ communication.”2 

One risk with phenomenology is that a focus on moments of subjective experience might 

be difficult to apply to broader contexts. Used imprecisely, they might even reinscribe the 

undifferentiated liberal humanist subject that purports to be universal but more often ignores 

the distinct experiences of the marginalized in the face of institutional oppression and discursive 

erasure. This is certainly a valid concern for a methodology extending from a narrow strand of 

historically Eurocentric philosophical canon.3 This same imagined universal subject also stands 

in transhumanist utopias, where technology is a panacea as long as we ignore the uneven access 

 
1 Ihde, Technology and the Lifeworld, 6. 

2 Sobchack, Address of the Eye, 17. 

3 John D. Caputo, “The Absence of Monica,” in Feminist Interpretations of Martin Heidegger, ed. Nancy J. Holland 
and Patricia Huntington (University Park, Penn.: Penn State University Press, 2001), 161–62. 



93 

to that technology in the hierarchical and inequitable social contexts of everyday life. Yet this 

parallel is not coincidental: phenomenology’s focus on detailing the qualities of embodied 

experience allows us to articulate lived-body confrontations with media and technology, and the 

gap between institutional presumptions or constructions of the body and the realities of 

embodied interaction, especially with gendered, racialized, or disabled bodies.4 In this move, 

phenomenological method is not meant to replace symptomatic reading or inhibit structural 

critique. Instead, it can ground and expand that work by clarifying the prereflective and 

intentional acts that constitute those structures and texts. Sobchack argues that “in relation to 

politics, phenomenology thus enables the possibility of understanding other vantage points, 

other ways of seeing – i.e., where other people are ‘coming from’. This understanding is not 

equivalent to an endorsement, but it can be helpful in creating dialogue rather than forestalling 

it.”5 

The body is a contested site in game studies. Proceduralist tendencies in both narrative 

and mechanical analysis of games focus on the static structures of game textuality and 

marginalize the dynamic constitution of gameplay—what Brendan Keogh describes as “at once 

experiential and textual, as perceived through an amalgam embodiment of the videogame that is 

dynamic, emergent, and situated.”6 These systems assume a specific body configuration with the 

ability to cope with gameplay’s “dressage.”7 Just as Keogh describes the gameplay assemblage as 

a splice, the embodied experience of gameplay splices back into the larger flows and contexts of 

culture and society. Playing-in-the-world inevitably confronts where gameworlds fit into the 

larger world because games are not impermeably sealed in a magic circle. From the start, they 

implicate and intervene in their contexts. Aubrey Anable reminds us that “affect does not offer 

 
4 Young, “Throwing like a Girl”; Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts, 205–25. 

5 Hanich, “Journeys of a Film Phenomenologist.” 

6 Keogh, Play of Bodies, 194. 

7 Keogh, 77–78, 178. 
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us a way out of language. Video games do not offer us a way out of the politics of 

representation,” and the body of the player is not exempt.8 Embodied gameplay inevitably 

returns to the discursive world of society and culture. Attending to game intentionality should 

not result in uncritical celebration of the medium’s perceptive-expressive capacities, but in a 

clearer understanding of how those capacities are used, and to what ends. 

The discussions that follow in this chapter chart ways of extending playing-in-the-world 

to contextual conversations about how games operate in the world. These are not meant to be 

exhaustive analyses of the aesthetic and political domains they touch upon, nor do they cohere 

into a unified theoretical framework for understanding games and culture. Rather, each 

discussion serves poses phenomenology against relevant game studies questions to show how 

describing and interpreting embodied gameplay experience could add to these discourses. The 

first section discusses the aesthetics of visual perspective and how haptic gameplay engagement 

provokes an understanding of spatiality within gameworlds. The intersubjective assemblage of 

player-and-game across the interface discussed in the previous chapter presents gameworlds as 

fundamentally multistable intentional objects. Game spatial aesthetics push-and-pull through, 

around, and behind the various perspectives constituting game space. The second section 

addresses the mobilization of power as an embodied and affective orientation towards 

gameworlds. While historical and popular discourses refer to video games as “power fantasies,” 

primarily through the sensationalism of violent action, this discussion explores more nuanced 

avenues of sensation that undergird the gaming power fantasy, particularly in spatial (mapping), 

temporal (timeline), and relational (genealogy) dimensions. The final section examines the 

political contexts of gameplay experiences through a consideration of their dynamics against 

Hannah Arendt’s philosophical discussion of public life and the tripartite vita activa of labor, 

work, and action. Prior to the symptomatic exegesis of game texts as ideological representations 

 
8 Anable, Playing with Feelings, 36. 
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with discursive effects on society, phenomenology addresses how games affect the body schema 

of the player in bodily exertion, aesthetic apprehension, and agentive potentiality. As a whole, 

this chapter addresses thresholds and inflection points between experiencing game texts and 

rehearsing those experiences in broader contexts, and this will be further explored in the second 

half of the dissertation. 

 

Taking Perspective in Haptic Gamespaces 

The Witness cinema puzzle recalls Don Ihde’s phenomenological reduction of the Necker 

cube optical illusion. This hexagonal drawing can be perceived as a cube, and without 

disambiguating elements the viewer might interpret one of two different faces as the “front” of 

the cube; stabilizing one interpretation dispels the other. However, Ihde points out that these 

are not the only perceptual variations present, as one might force a “flat” view of an insect-like 

shape inside a hexagonal opening, or an “overhead” view that interprets the center as the top of 

an oddly-faceted gem, or even “inside” the gem with the sides sloping toward the viewer.9 The 

cube is a multistable representational object.  It contains all these possible variations, but the 

viewer can only perceive one of these variations at a time, while the others remain as flickers of 

potential. Without itself changing, the cube can propel the viewer’s perception to change. 

Importantly, the range of possible interpretations is not infinite, but constrained by the specific 

formal properties of the cube as lines on a 2D surface. 

Through the audiovisual interface, the player’s view into a gameworld also consists of 

multistable representations, with perceptual interpretations stabilizing and dispersing over 

time. Alongside The Witness, games like Echochrome (2008), Antichamber (2013), Monument 

Valley (2014), and Superliminal (2019) use optical illusions and “impossible geometry” to play 

with the boundaries between 2D visual representation and 3D spatial navigation, but these 

 
9 Ihde, Experimental Phenomenology, 96–98. 
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examples simply foreground in the game text the underlying perceptual structures governing the 

game interface—of seeing what is on a screen to see through the screen and into the gameworld. 

Even virtual reality/augmented reality/mixed reality technologies which supplant perception of 

the physical world with a virtual one (or attempt to integrate the two) rely on the mediating 

capacity of the video screen to disclose that world, and thus rely on perception and 

interpretation of two-dimensional images from a given viewing position. The multistability of 

gameworlds is sensed by, and makes sense to, the player through tactile haptic interface action. 

Gameplay is specifically “haptic” because it is not just the player touching the game through the 

controls that produces the experience, but the game touching back, sometimes literally through 

vibration sense-data but more globally through an audiovisual reactivity that correlates to the 

initial act of touch.10 

This section theorizes the following: 1) A game’s sense of space is produced not just from 

the player observing visible representations, but from the visual awareness that their 

observation is itself being observed through touching the controls; and 2) in orienting 

themselves to the controls which mediate these two frames of observation, players produce the 

space of the gameworld as a tangible object that can be grasped and transformed. The aesthetic 

pleasures of engaging with game space come from transforming embodied action into 

reconfigurations of the multistable game text, and a phenomenological method will show the 

specific ways that going “behind the screen” and feeling one’s way through the world produces 

this spatial game experience. 

 

Orienting the gaming body 

The game discloses a view of the world to the player through the screen. Although 

powerfully resembling a window with its rectilinear framing, Anne Friedberg reminds us that 

 
10 David Parisi, Archaeologies of Touch: Interfacing with Haptics from Electricity to Computing 
(Minneapolis: U of Minnesota Press, 2018), 287. 
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the framed image should not be confused with an actual window’s transparent view onto the 

world, but is a device for “constructing the coherent spatial arrangement of objects on the 

picture surface” that generates a specific perspective.11 Furthermore, Sobchack argues that the 

perspective provided by the screen “is not merely a geometric construction of sight, a purely 

visual thinking of spatial relationships that are held suspended before my eyes as the in-

formation of the solely visible. Rather, perspective is a theoretical representation of a dimension 

and depth that are antepredicatively lived through by my body.”12 By “antepredicatively,” 

Sobchack means that before consciously and rationally recognizing the screen image as a 

particular space, our perception already produces a spatial relationship between our embodied 

selves and the objects in front of us. The screen provides a camera view that does not simply 

transparently relay some segment of an already-existing world but mediatizes and incorporates 

the viewer into that world. It constructs the relationship of viewer and viewed, where the viewer 

visually perceives objects and additionally grasps the embodied spatial relationship between 

their position and those objects. This embodied grasping is already enabled by the audiovisual 

expression of all screen media, and the interactive affordances of games only further accentuate 

the sense of one’s embodied position in the gameworld. 

 
11 Friedberg, The Virtual Window, 38. 

12 Sobchack, Address of the Eye, 95. 
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Figure 6. Hans Holbein the Younger, The Ambassadors, 1533.  
Photo by Google Art Project, in the public domain. 

In game studies, player positionality is crucial to understand the gameworld as a legible 

space for action. Stephanie Boluk and Patrick LeMieux use the example of Hans Holbein the 

Younger’s 1533 painting The Ambassadors to reinforce the essential arbitrariness of the 

relationship between viewer and viewed; the painting’s dominant imagery of two finely-dressed 

men and an array of symbolically-charged objects cannot be fully resolved from the same 

viewing position as the distorted anamorphic skull whose “abject materiality” intrudes upon the 
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image and thus calls into question “the necessary relation between the human body, an image’s 

material support, and the abstract geometries of the perspectival picture plane.”13 You must 

“play” to reconcile the two mutually exclusive perspectives, which is what players do when they 

reconcile interface layers and gameworld spaces present on the same screen. Separately, Graeme 

Kirkpatrick uses the same painting to highlight the role of proprioceptive body sense in the act 

of viewing. To see both perspectives embedded in the painting requires a dance of movement 

around the image in physical space, just as in remediated game space that “involves bodies and 

eyes working together to generate an experience of form out of the encounter with a physical, 

public object.”14 This dance constantly reminds the player that the screen is not a transparent 

viewport onto the world, but a shifting array of perspectives that correspond to the player’s 

actions upon the controls. 

The gameplay experience of positionality distinguishes itself from the experience of the 

painting in how game controls make the spatial relationship intersubjectively dialectical. In 

confronting the nonhuman perspectival view of the game, the player can find the boundaries 

and variations of that perspective through manipulating virtual cameras and avatars, if not 

reframe and reshape the viewed world entirely. The dance around the image and the process of 

resolving legible views are not just perceived by the player’s intending consciousness, but by the 

game as well, which perceives the player’s inputs, and in turn outputs the objective structures 

that constitute a specific view—and which, following Keogh’s formulation, reflexively constructs 

the position from which that view is possible. The game interface as a reversible structure of 

input and output produces both the game’s capacities to perceive player action, and the player’s 

recognition that their actions flow into the gameworld. The player perceives that their act of 

perception (of viewing a view) is itself perceived by the game; this second-order recognition is 

 
13 Boluk and LeMieux, Metagaming, 92–93. 

14 Kirkpatrick, Aesthetic Theory and the Video Game, 125. 
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how the player locates their embodied self with, against, and through the game. The physical 

movement around a painting entails a bodily shift from one view to another (along with the 

intermediate views that emerge and disperse throughout that shift); movement in the 

gameworld additionally produces a trajectory that is mapped by both game system and player 

body, where both beginning and end matter. 

The gameplay experience always begins with a period of orientation between the player’s 

perceptive-expressive capacities and the game’s; they must recognize the game’s representation 

of space and time, and they must ascertain how their actions produce a reaction. Acculturated 

gameplay habits might reduce this period to just a few seconds (if it walks like a Mario and 

jumps like a Mario…), but it can never be eliminated completely. Starting a game is a novel 

extension of the player’s world that newly exists for them, while the structures within a game 

emerge as if having “always already” been there for the player, whether in narrative-rich games 

that drop players in medias res as characters with tailored backstories, or in the most 

straightforward arcade games where the ship or paddle sits on screen, “waiting” for the player to 

do something. This disjunction recalls Heideggerian thrownness, of being in a situation and 

identity not of one’s own making, and which entails an alignment between our body and the 

world’s space, between the world’s past and our present.15 This gameplay process is therefore 

both hermeneutic and existential in character, dispersing a fugue-like disorientation to properly 

situate oneself in the world.16  

Remarking on spatial disorientation in the context of gender stereotypes Sobchack 

considers assumptions of control and mastery over space that apply to popular understanding of 

games as well: 

 
15 Tina Chanter, “The Problematic Normative Assumptions of Heidegger’s Ontology,” in Feminist Interpretations of 
Martin Heidegger, ed. Nancy J. Holland and Patricia Huntington (University Park, Penn.: Penn State University 
Press, 2001), 102–5. 

16 Oscar Moralde, “Haptic Landscapes: Dear Esther and Embodied Video Game Space,” Media Fields Journal, no. 8 
(2014): 4, http://mediafieldsjournal.org/haptic-landscapes/. 
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Being a “master of the universe” presumes an existential relationship and reciprocity 
with space that is centered in, tethered to, and organized contiguously around one’s 
embodied intentionality and its perceived possibility of realizing projects in the world. 
This is a relationship informed by the confidence that one is immanently and 
transcendently, as both a body and consciousness, the constitutive source of meaningful 
space—that one is indeed, the compass of the world. And space, thus constituted, is a 
space in which one should not be able to really get lost, a space in which one should 
never need guidance.17 

This discussion of spatial control as masculinist mastery that unduly centers world-perception 

on one’s lived body to the exclusion of others is paralleled in games discourse and design, 

another domain that has been historically consigned to boys and men, to the exclusion of other 

gender identities—and also the specificities of race and disability belonging to bodies which 

might be hailed differently (or not at all) into spatial relationships with the world, as TreaAndrea 

M. Russworm has discussed with avatars and computational blackness.18 Spatial “mastery” 

subtends generalized assumptions of video games as power fantasies and agonistic trials of skill, 

and the more expansive formation Keogh describes as an acculturated “hacker technicity,” 

where human-technological interactions are ideologized as a dominating mastery with “a 

configurative positionality of the user, viewing from above, from nowhere, as opposed to 

embodied and viewing from somewhere.”19 This mistakes one subset of game experiences 

(however dominant they might be) for an essential characteristic of the medium, that the 

omnipresent challenge of spatiotemporal orientation must be what games are about as a conflict 

to win. A wide range of art games and anti-games, which reject mainstream conventions about 

gameplay, goals, and fun, often imagine and present other spatial relationships between players 

and games. One such example is the “walking simulator” subgenre, where movement through 

the world is not necessarily directed towards the completion of a concrete goal, but simply the 

 
17 Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts, 32. 

18 TreaAndrea M. Russworm, “Computational Blackness: The Procedural Logics of Race, Game, and Cinema, or How 
Spike Lee’s Livin’ Da Dream Productively ‘Broke’ a Popular Video Game,” Black Camera: An International Film 
Journal 10, no. 1 (Fall 2018): 209, https://doi.org/10.2979/blackcamera.10.1.12. 

19 Keogh, Play of Bodies, 178. 



102 

opportunity to absorb the sights and sounds of that world.  (Even The Witness has puzzles to 

solve, but what if it were simply the island?) Online discourse describing these games as being 

less “real” than mainstream game activity is just one example of how much spatial experience 

defines commonplace “natural attitudes” (in the phenomenological sense) to gameplay.20 

Without lapsing into a narrow view of control and mastery, we can consider the 

provocations and pleasures produced through aesthetic interaction with game spaces. This 

entails a return to the dance of the player and game around the shifting image-objects that 

constitute the gameworld, and how the player’s body maps the gameworld just as the game 

maps the player’s lived body. In this process, the player reveals the manifold multistability of 

game spatiality as it shifts across time. 

 

The gaming backstage 

The existential phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty uses the example of a house 

lamp to describe visual perspective. The lamp presents one side (its “front”) to my sight, but the 

portions of the lamp that are blocked from my present vision are presented to other objects in 

the room. These are other potential viewing positions that I have occupied or could occupy, and 

all these potential perspectives subtend my visual recognition of the lamp. Merleau-Ponty 

observes that “the fully realized object is translucent, it is shot through from all sides by an 

infinity of present gazes intersecting in its depth and leaving nothing there hidden.”21 If I move 

around the room to see the other side of the lamp (or the other side of The Ambassadors, or The 

Witness’s cinema screen), various elements and qualities of the object will emerge while others 

recede in relation to my changing physical position. Meanwhile, the nexus of my present 

perception, memory, and imagination holds together my visual recognition of the object as a 

 
20 See Kagen, “Walking Simulators, #GamerGate, and the Gender of Wandering”; Consalvo and Paul, Real Games, 
109–30; Ruberg, Video Games Have Always Been Queer, 200–205. 

21 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 71. 
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cohesive entity. This process resembles the myriad graphical rendering techniques that games 

use to present as many relevant details about the world as possible without “wasting” computing 

power on things a player would not observe directly: using lower-resolution textures or models 

for distant objects, not graphically rendering objects at all if they are occluded from view by 

other gameworld objects, or foveated rendering in virtual reality, which tracks the player’s gaze 

to render more details in the center of view and fewer in peripheral vision. Though these 

techniques are accentuated in games aiming for photorealistic visuals in a three-dimensional 

world, even more “rudimentary” perspectives, like 2D side-scrolling games, present a shifting 

collection of emerging and receding objects. 

The perceptual changes that occur when I move through the lamp’s room remain 

bounded by my lived-body subjectivity. When I walk around the lamp, no other entity presents 

the lamp’s back to me, and it is simply the outcome of my intentional act in relation to the 

object. The visible objects might change, but they do not fully intertwine with my own 

perception; when I am presented with a non-interactive moving screen image, even when it 

resembles an embodied perspectival view, I do not mistake it for my own perception, as those 

onscreen changes lie “outside” the effects of my intentional act of viewing. On the other hand, 

gameworld perceptual changes are negotiated with and through the game’s representational 

systems. The view shifts because I pushed a button or joystick or mouse pointer. I recognize the 

view of a VR headset as a mediated extension of my view because my own head and body 

motions are being perceived as input. That is, another viewer—the game itself—mediates my act 

of seeing, allowing my vision to extend into the space of the game while also shaping it according 

to the textual goals and constraints of the game.  This creates an embodied, tactile, and haptic 

tension with every shift in the visual presentation of the gameworld, in what Brenda Laurel 

describes as “the tight coupling of kinesthetic input and visual response.”22 A similar tactile-

 
22 Laurel, Computers as Theatre, 29. 



104 

visual link emerges if I pick up the lamp and turn it around with my hands, but the objects and 

spaces the player “turns” in games can be far more expansive. Laurel discusses the interface as a 

form of dramatic interaction: the stage and backstage of the interface are the locations where the 

“technical magic that supports the performance” is ultimately “created by both people and 

machines.”23 Part of the tactile-haptic engagement with game spatiality involves taking up the 

gameworld as a multistable intentional object and oscillating between the stage and backstage, 

between what is represented and how, because indeed both people and machines are involved 

in that process. Like the Necker cube, we behold the gameworld in one variation while 

multitudes of others remain as flickers of potential. But unlike the cube, those potentials emerge 

from how we touch the gameworld through interface action. 

To hold together all these potentials as a coherent object to act upon, we as players form 

mental maps that are also necessarily embodied, because to jump from one variation to another 

requires linking them through a bodily presence that is oriented one way or another.  Aubrey 

Anable notes that “to play we must be conscious of where we are on the map and how to orient 

ourselves in relation to useful objects while also making decisions about turning away from 

other paths and other objects.”24 The act of mapping is existentially distinct in games because, 

contrary to the aphorism, the game map is the territory of the gameworld, where the space-

making capacities of the player’s biological body and the game’s technological body intertwine. 

The computer’s representations of 2D and 3D (or even higher) spaces from arrays of coordinate 

data25—what allowed Lev Manovich to describe navigable space as a traversable database—

dovetail with the player’s tactile action upon the system.26 The gameworld bears the imprint of 

 
23 Laurel, 24, 132. 

24 Anable, Playing with Feelings, 11. 

25 For the latter, see 5D Chess with Multiverse Time Travel (Thunkspace, 2020) which uses “timeline” and “alternate” 
universe structures to visualize higher dimensions. 

26 Manovich, The Language of New Media, 251. 



105 

the player’s touch in how it shifts and turns with every button press. Just as a game’s 

configuration options might ask the player to “map” the buttons of the input device to various 

actions, players map the world not just as a set of geographic positions but as itself a large-scale 

“input device” that responds to those button presses. 

However, this map does not only stretch outward, but in dialectical fashion, this is also 

how the game  acts upon us, and how it compels us to look inward as well. Resisting hegemonic 

framings of cartography as a dominating imperial project, Giuliana Bruno surfaces the affective 

dimensions of a haptic geography where “a touching experience of feeling through the eye” 

encounters “a place that evoke[s] emotion in the shape of motion as one travel[s] through it.”27 

Through the haptic map, Bruno notably connects space to memory: like the memory palace 

which encoded information so that a user could remember it via an imagined bodily trajectory, 

the aesthetic spaces she examines engage a “spectator-passenger” that “endlessly retraces the 

itineraries of a geographically localized discourse that ‘sets’ memory in place and reads 

memories as places.”28 This reversible relationship maps onto the game experience where the 

game reads and writes physical computer memory in order to present spaces that compel the 

player to both touch and remember.  The temporality of game space links where one has been 

with where one is going.   

A stage-backstage relationship also emerges in Bruno’s characterization of the “filmic 

‘set’” quality of these spaces where a multiplicity of stories might be told and retold.29  Like film 

sets or paintings or Necker cubes, game space representations are legible from some viewing 

angles and disclose their indeterminate artifice from others. As the player pushes and pulls their 

own lived body (and its interface-augmented extension into the game world) to play the game, 

the reversible perspectival relation means they also push and pull game space. Gameplay 

 
27 Giuliana Bruno, Atlas of Emotion: Journeys in Art, Architecture, and Film (New York: Verso, 2002), 219. 

28 Bruno, 223. 

29 Bruno, 221. 
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produces a series of orienting maneuvers, from both player and game, that shift between stage 

and backstage: the fourth-wall breaks of menus and control options, the potential struggles of 

moving a gameworld camera and that camera displaying the proper view, the pauses in 

movement and action as the game waits for input—all of these disclose the constructed artifice 

of game space. These can certainly pose obstacles for designing towards certain ideals of 

narrative or gameplay immersion, as would seeing the reverse side of the film set in a classical 

Hollywood film. However, the interactive aesthetics of games also make these moments the 

handholds for players to grasp, as they reaffirm the gameworld as a tangible thing that the 

player can turn in their hands, a multistable aesthetic object whose oscillations result not just 

from the player’s perceptual activity but from embodied tension against, with, and through the 

game.  

 

The haptic multiplicity of games 

Kentucky Route Zero, developed by Cardboard Computer and released episodically from 

2013 to 2020, is a point-and-click adventure game where the player guides characters and 

moves the story forward through interacting with objects and making dialogue choices. Its visual 

perspective drifts and modulates throughout the course of the game, sometimes taking on a 

side-scrolling perspective common to 1980s and 1990s PC adventure games, while in other 

segments the camera suddenly shifts to reveal spatial depth, or it and the focalizing character 

are in lockstep with a center point they can rotate around—in the language of the stage, 

something akin to theatre in the round. These spatial configurations become key to the uncanny 

feel of the game, in what Austin Walker describes as being “in league with” characters as 

opposed to playing them, and the game’s “peculiar understanding of player agency and control” 



107 

tied to its depictions of marginalized people and identities.30 Anable argues that “through its 

many historical, spatial, and technological disorientations, Kentucky Route Zero privileges the 

very importance of the epistemological function of orientation.”31 Both writers point to the 

game’s reflexivity in its destabilization of the player’s “orientation” in terms of character control 

and identification, and via troubling “clear distinctions between outside and inside, between 

surface and what lies below.”32 In this, ambiguity in narrative is subtended by multistable spatial 

perception and action.  

The game’s 2013 episodic interlude “The Entertainment” saliently demonstrates this 

multistability in both the original version designed for VR headsets and subsequent “flat” 

versions for PC and game consoles. Taking the first-person perspective of an uncredited “Bar-

fly” in a stage production of a fictional play, the player can look around from their fixed position 

seated on stage. Looking forward (upstage) focuses attention on the action and dialogue of the 

play, represented as animations and text boxes with no voice acting; looking at the wings of the 

stage shows the play’s setting descriptions and lighting and sound cues; turning backwards to 

the audience shows text boxes with in-world director’s notes and reviews of the play, arriving 

from the future; and looking down, almost “inward,” reveals the written stage directions for the 

player’s “Bar-fly” character, something which the player cannot directly represent in the game. 

These events unfold without introduction, as the player is thrown into this subject 

position and position onstage. It recalls Laurel’s contention that interaction models which place 

the user “onstage” in the middle of the action can introduce confusion, but here that confusion is 

aesthetically purposeful, destabilizing the cohesion of the theatrical drama, just as The Witness 

 
30 Austin Walker, “‘Kentucky Route Zero’ Pays Off on Nine Years of Hope and Doubt,” Waypoint: Games by Vice, 
January 28, 2020, https://www.vice.com/en/article/bvgjma/kentucky-route-zero-pays-off-on-nine-years-of-hope-
and-doubt-review. 

31 Anable, Playing with Feelings, 32. 

32 Anable, 29. 
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destabilized the visual coherence of Nostalghia.33 This interlude is not simply about absorbing 

the unfolding dramatic plot, though its allegory and backstory enrich the overall experience; yet 

it is not about the player intervening to change the action in any way, either. Instead, the action 

of the play is diegetically situated within the layers of its own production and reception, and 

phenomenologically within the player-game interaction that constructs the gameworld. In this 

space and in this moment, the player’s directed attention oscillates between these layers and 

snaps from one perceptive frame to another.  The player turns themselves, and the world, 

around in their hands to see all the different sides as they trace an itinerary through this space-

as-memory. 

This section has argued that game space does not merely exist when it is designed and 

engineered into a game text, just waiting to be seen. It is actively produced through two 

moments of observation: the player’s view of the gameworld, and the game’s perception of the 

player’s view. Because the game’s powers of perception arise from the player’s act of touching 

the controls, games are fundamentally haptic objects. And because the player orients themselves 

to the controls, and through the controls to the gameworld, a game’s spatial aesthetics arise 

from how the player pushes and pulls and turns this multistable haptic object to bring forth one 

configuration out of a potential multitude. Gameplay captures what Giuliana Bruno describes in 

urban landscapes as “a trace of the memories, the attention, the imagination, and the affects of 

those inhabitant-passengers who have traversed it at different times.”34 Individual experiences, 

similar to those of other players but uniquely embodied by each player, form from the 

multiplicity of possible trajectories through any given game space. Dialogic and contingent, 

these experiences bind to our individual bodies but return to the discursive world and resonate 

 
33 Laurel, Computers as Theatre, 27. 

34 Giuliana Bruno, Public Intimacy: Architecture and the Visual Arts (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2007), 70. 
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with others who have shared these spaces.  What we see makes the game, but how we see makes 

the player.  
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Figure 7. “The Entertainment” interlude from Kentucky Route Zero (Cardboard Computer, 2013).  
Images taken by author and reproduced under fair use. 

Power 

In media studies, the discussion of power in a sociological frame often addresses media’s 

positive capacity of power to exert influence and m0bilize action in a given domain, along with 
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its power over specific people or groups to coerce or influence behavior.35  Media institutions 

wield power through the aggregate effects of individual audience encounters with specific media 

works and their persuasive rhetorical strategies. Propaganda or didactic media’s power 

manifests on the macro level in institutional production and circulation as ideology-work, and 

on the micro level in how specific texts reach and engage their audiences. These processes 

should not be taken for granted as unidirectional or universally effective, however. Stuart Hall’s 

famous encoding-decoding model of media reception specifically serves as a rejoinder to 

institutional confusion regarding the “failure” of their messages to be taken up by audiences that 

negotiate or resist the creators’ intended influence of media work.36 The specificities of the text 

and its constituting medium must be considered, as Adrienne Shaw does in using Hall’s 

framework to identify the affordances of interactive media and the “potential activities with new 

media texts, objects, and forms” those affordances enable, creating positions that players might 

take up in relation to hegemonic intended structures of play.37 

 Shaw uses “activities” to describe interactive meaning-encoding; in addition to telling 

stories that persuade the audience or depicting images that emotionally move them, games can 

facilitate player action which can be later read and interpreted as meaningful. The significance 

of these behaviors might then have an effect on the player as well as others viewing or otherwise 

engaging with the play experience after the fact. More sensationalist and extreme versions of 

this argument look at the “power fantasies” of violent video games, where players commit 

“realistic” acts of violence inside video games. The moral panics around this issue, spurred by a 

hypodermic model of media effects, tendentiously feared that games would effect antisocial 

psychological changes on young players and turn them into mass shooters; as the argument 

 
35 Des Freedman, The Contradictions of Media Power (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014), 4–5. 

36 Stuart Hall, “Encoding and Decoding in the Television Discourse,” in Essential Essays Vol. 1: Foundations of 
Cultural Studies, ed. David Morley (Durham: Duke UP, 2019), 270–71. 

37 Adrienne Shaw, “Encoding and Decoding Affordances: Stuart Hall and Interactive Media Technologies,” Media, 
Culture & Society 39, no. 4 (May 1, 2017): 597–98, https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443717692741. 
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goes, being desensitized by the power wielded in the game would make them more likely to 

replicate those violent actions in the real world.38 The empirical data proving direct and lasting 

psychological effects from playing violent games is rather scant, with quantitative studies 

generally showing only weak, short-term, and narrow correlations, as opposed to any kind of 

definitive causation.39 However, scholars like Soraya Murray provide more nuanced cultural 

studies games analyses that argue “video games appropriate things like, for example, historical 

wars and constructions of heroes, turn them into culture, and then render that culture 

playable.”40 The more measured claim positions games alongside other media that normalize 

and naturalize certain ideological positions through rehearsal as mainstream popular culture 

representations. Conversely, they can create ideological provocation via avant-garde or radical 

modes of representation. In any case, this posits a nested framework of power relations: games 

as media exert ideological power over players by providing them worlds where the player can 

personally exert their own power over simulated entities.  

 The other dimension of media power, as a positive power to, underlies that nested 

framework, and emerges when skill, difficulty, and achievement bind gameplay within specific 

frameworks. David Sudnow observes that in games “what seem like quite complex skills are 

rapidly acquired by regular repetition” “and “sequences of events can be scheduled into readily 

mastered routines of progressive difficulty.”41  With these strategies, games develop increasing 

competence in a player’s actions, or at least engender the feeling of increased competence. 

Because of the nontrivial effort to progress gameworlds to their designed end states, one 

representational framework involves the player avoiding failure and achieving success by 

 
38 Nicholas D. Bowman, “The Rise (and Refinement) of Moral Panic,” in The Video Game Debate: Unravelling the 
Physical, Social, and Psychological Effects of Digital Games, ed. Rachel Kowert and Thorsten Quandt (New York: 
Routledge, 2016), 28–29. 

39 Christopher J Ferguson, “Aggressive Video Games Research Emerges from Its Replication Crisis (Sort Of),” Current 
Opinion in Psychology 36 (December 1, 2020): 1–6, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2020.01.002. 

40 Murray, On Video Games, 13. 

41 Sudnow, Pilgrim in the Microworld, 46. 
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playing the “correct” way. Here, gameplay is the demonstration of ability (twitch reflexes, 

cognitive puzzle-solving, creative expression, and so on), the game evaluating the quality of that 

demonstration, and if it is deemed insufficient, compelling the player to improve those qualities 

to continue progress or earn higher scores. In response to a critic using cheat functions to 

obviate some of a game’s challenge, a Twitter user in 2019 launched a tirade that went viral and 

was ridiculed for its hyperbolic rhetoric; their accusation that “You cheated not only the game, 

but yourself… You didn’t grow. You didn’t improve. You took a shortcut and gained nothing,” 

echoes a sentiment common among “core gamers” that the teleology of gameplay is the 

development and demonstration of player skill, of the power-to.42 Bo Ruberg critiques this kind 

of sentiment as a “framework of normative desires, one in which there is a ‘normal’ way of 

feeling (that success is good and failure is bad) and little room for deviations from that norm.”43 

 This normative framework masks the disciplinary structures of the game that train and 

shape the player, and this ultimately mistakes the locus of power as bound entirely in the 

individual bodily capacities of the player. This “hacker technicity” viewing gameplay as the 

domination of systems (and which is only a subset of potential game intersubjectivities), places 

undue primacy on individual skill development to overcome challenges while ignoring that these 

creators specifically design these challenges to be overcome. If a significant number of players 

cannot “complete” the game, it is not necessarily on the player, but also the efficacy of the 

game’s design. Outcomes which appear to be the result of individual growth or improvement to 

“beat” the game can also be the game’s successful reshaping of the player’s bodily capacities to 

fit its constraints. The nested power relation returns: the game enables the player to wield power 

to do specific things in the game world, but this ultimately remains a function of the game’s 

power over the player in compelling specific actions and evaluating them as the “correct” ones. 

 
42 Tom Gerken, “You Cheated Not Only the Game, but You Became a Meme,” BBC News, April 12, 2019, sec. 
Technology, https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-47900904. 

43 Ruberg, Video Games Have Always Been Queer, 141. 



114 

The political ramifications of this power are sharpened when the results of these actions are 

directed outwards to the world, as with gamification, which will be further discussed in Chapter 

Four. However, prior to that praxical jump and even in the mainstream reception of games as 

entertainment media, it’s worth scrutinizing this relation in the realm of representation.  

 How do we evaluate difficulty and ability in games which imagine specific audiences and 

presume specific embodied capacities? Writing on difficulty in art and poetry, Jennifer Doyle 

notes that critics often “write as if that difficulty doesn’t exist for us, even as we produce that 

difficulty as a noble, productive challenge, worth confronting and working through.”44 The critic 

valorizes textual difficulty as aesthetic satisfaction because it produces tension; at the same time, 

they push their own experiences of difficulty to the background and elide it from their own work. 

After all, their authoritative position to evaluate the text relies on having successfully negotiated 

that difficulty. In this frame, the “difficult” text is good because its pleasures are not accessible to 

everyone, and value of the critic comes from having developed the skill or possessing the insight 

to traverse that difficulty and “unlock” it. Doyle further points to how critical perspectives on a 

specific kind of difficulty (the agonistic work to uncover and interpret meaning) are also tied to a 

specific regulation of affect (of cool, cerebral deduction) to the exclusion of other feelings of 

ways of engaging with the work.45 While the dominant understanding of game difficulty 

prioritizes a slightly different set of skills (such as twitch reflexes, or quantitative and strategic 

acumen), it similarly holds up one normative mode of demonstrating ability or power-to in the 

gameworld while judging other ways of playing or affects as being potentially less than “real” 

types of play.46  Doyle ultimately points to the audiences and experiences that might seek 

“perversely” to avoid closure, to refuse to solve the puzzle, and to stay with the frustration.47 In 

 
44 Jennifer Doyle, Hold It Against Me: Difficulty and Emotion in Contemporary Art (Durham: Duke UP, 2013), xii. 

45 Doyle, 8. 

46 Kagen, “Walking Simulators, #GamerGate, and the Gender of Wandering,” 280–81. 
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this view, the encounter between audiences and a “difficult” work is not one of individualized 

achievement and skill development (a will to power, perhaps), but is a relation between the 

audience and the structures of the work. 

 A game’s narrative can depict power relations through the interactions of characters or 

other entities within a setting. A game’s mechanics can represent power through numerical 

structures that govern the player’s interaction with the game or other rule-based behaviors 

within the gameworld. These can operate simultaneously as a ludonarrative, a term often 

deployed in the context of “ludonarrative dissonance.” This is when contradictions arise in the 

game text when juxtaposing the narrative or mechanical signification, which often have different 

designed goals and emotional effects.48 But narrative and gameplay mechanics are both 

procedural-textual representations; prior to both of them is the encounter of player and game 

intentionalities. From the previous chapter, we know that both player and game are perceiving 

subjects and perceptible objects that co-constitute the gameworld and its experiences. What are 

the embodied dimensions of game power? How does it mobilize the perceptual objects, 

modalities, and affects that can be retrospectively read as manifesting power-over and power-

to? Who or what exercises this power within the worlds of games? The experience of power 

manifests through the gameworld’s incorporation of space, the progression of the gameworld 

through time, and the production of relationality between objects within the world. These game 

functions can be analogized to, and are often represented by, structures which themselves reify 

and symbolize power: the map, the timeline, and the genealogy. 

 

Space 

 Recall previous discussions of gameplay as haptic geography, where both player and 

game map the spatial extent of each other’s perceptive and expressive bodies. The player feels 

 
48 Weimin Toh, A Multimodal Approach to Video Games and the Player Experience, Routledge Studies in 
Multimodality (New York: Routledge, 2019), 6. 
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their way through the gameworld based on the shifting perspectives disclosed to them as they 

act on the controls, while the game coordinates and modulates the world based on what it 

perceives through the controller. We can now consider the game’s “body” mobilizes power 

through these perceptive and organizing capacities. The interface relation emerges as a 

monitoring and disciplining relation. It evaluates input and nudges it towards an encoded ideal 

range. This begins with the formal properties of game control through physical and digital 

objects, such as the physical or conceptual “shape” of game controllers. Game input hardware 

and software reifies a whole range of concerns, juggling the industrial demands of individual 

component costs, designer and player demands for a variety of nuanced and ergonomic input 

methods, and more recently a growing awareness of accessibility concerns beyond the normative 

“default” body.49 The assumptions about what a player should control, and how they should go 

about enacting that control, are what Keogh describes as embodied literacy and somatic 

knowledge, a presumed competency that underlies engagement with the game and which 

players must learn, or the game must teach.50  

 This embodied literacy encompasses not just the player’s ability to “read” the gameworld 

through their acts of perception, but also in the “writerly” attitude of inscribing one’s embodied 

actions within and upon the gameworld itself, to the extent that the game can incorporate those 

actions. By perceiving the player’s inputs and transforming them into data that changes the state 

of the game world, the game allows the player to inscribe their intentionality onto the game. The 

“spatial story” of game experience begins with the player orienting themselves towards the 

perspectival space of the gameworld, of finding one’s self; it continues with the introduction of 

techniques to expand the player’s embodied control over self and world. This expansion occurs 

through repeated views and habituated familiarity, and also through modes of traversal that 

 
49 David O’Grady, “NES D-Pad: Interface,” in How to Play Video Games, ed. Matthew Thomas Payne and Nina B. 
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incorporate that space into the player’s body schema. This is most obvious when learning to 

control an in-game embodied avatar that resembles the player’s real body, as in the discourse of 

action games and “game feel,” but also emerges in abstracted frameworks where the player 

encounters systems of interactable objects and buttons, as in strategy, simulation, or puzzle 

games. In all these cases an initial awareness of the game space expands to fill the range of 

potential interaction. This might simply encompass what is already on screen, or reach far 

beyond it. 

 The player’s input shapes their perception of what they can perceive: what is disclosed 

and presented to their view, the world as it is.  Game structures restrict this through 

representational strategies such as the limitations of camera angles constraining visible space to 

what can be seen from a fixed viewpoint, with obstacles potentially physically occluding view, 

though a common gameplay “ability” is to grant the player some kind of expanded in-world 

perception to get a better sense of space. A realistic stealth game like Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell 

(2002) rationalizes this capability in the fictional world with gadgets such as night vision 

goggles, while more fantastical settings like in The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt (2015) ascribe it to the 

player character’s supernatural senses and backstory experience in tracking and investigating. 

Games which use more abstracted “overhead” views of large areas or maps might use a “fog of 

war” system. In these games, outside of the player’s direct focalized view through control of 

specific characters or structures, terrain and other permanent features of the space remain 

visible while the potential presence of more transient elements, like enemy units, remain hidden 

behind a veil of uncertainty.  

These structures exist proportionally to the scale of the player’s intervention into the 

gameworld, rather than to any absolute measure. A single room might be an unremarkable 

demarcation of space for a game with a human-sized avatar, but it might be a vast explorable 

space for a mouse or ant-sized avatar. On the other hand, a single room might be so “small” as to 

be beneath notice in a game where one builds and manages whole cities, even if the player can 
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zoom into a close-up camera view of that room. Just as in the lived-body experience of the 

everyday, where we sense and know that the world extends beyond our immediate surroundings 

and constitutes imagined and potential destinations, gameworld structures of play produce 

possible understandings of that space. Regardless of narrative rationalization, these techniques 

effectively produce an augmented awareness of space because the player is invited to both 

observe and act upon space. 

 The player’s input thus shapes their perception of what and how they can express: the 

world can expand or contract based on their intervention. The intentional object becomes the 

world as it could be. Writing with movement (as in cinematography) underpins audiovisual 

aesthetics, and in games the player’s movement writes a specific embodied trajectory onto space. 

From the most basic examples and primary phenomenological correlations, the cause-effect 

between player input and gameworld motion establishes the link between player and game 

subjectivities. And as this link continues over the course of gameplay, it manifests as a written 

record: sometimes literally, as with in-game lists and maps which demarcate where the player 

has been and where they have yet to go. Some game worlds may consist of a handful of 

rooms/boards/screens, or even a single one, and the space that the game initially displays is all 

that there is; a chessboard or Go board are worlds unto themselves. Other spaces, however, 

possess an extent and level of detail beyond what can be contained in a single perspective or in 

the horizon of a person’s working memory. The expanding perception of this space must be 

paired with the expressive acts of navigation and mapping, of moving through and marking up 

that space, whether with a “disembodied” cursor or camera or with an “embodied” avatar. In a 

simple side-scrolling game, this manifests as a generalized orientation; if the game constrains 

the player to only move in one direction as forward (generally to the right), then the opposite 

direction becomes “backward,” the space where one moves through and past. The presence and 

activity of the player’s character “encloses” and organizes space through movement. 
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More complex spaces, like the “maze of twisty little passages” in Colossal Cave 

Adventure, might resist such simple orientation, and process of visualizing and traversing this 

space becomes the puzzle and aesthetic experience of the game.51 In this text adventure where 

movement from room to room occurs through typed commands, the text parser’s records of 

NORTH, UP, WEST, and so on provide a trace through the virtual spaces encoded into the 

game, and in some versions remain as passages (both as text and movement) that scroll upward 

on the screen. However, the more visually-minded might prefer a more graphically 

representational map. The era of Colossal Cave Adventure’s release relegated those maps to 

external paper maps, whether drawn by the player or provided as additional material with the 

game, but contemporary games that depict expansive spaces often feature in-game spatial 

orientation elements, including compasses, sign-like navigation markers, and “automap” 

features that depict the space as a 2D map and display the player’s current position within that 

space. Existing simultaneously and on top of the “base” representation of the game world, this 

map as an interface layer works to facilitate the relationship Kristine Jørgensen identifies where 

“the gameworld becomes an ecology upon which the avatar may have an impact and that may 

impact the avatar.”52  It reifies knowledge and potential action within the space, narratively 

justified as the orientating knowledge the player’s character might have with a full lived-body 

experience within the world with their full sensory capacities. This is represented to the player to 

legibly inform, augment, and facilitate their gameplay action.  

The player tends to have a more attenuated embodied sensibility in these spaces, with a 

lack of proprioceptive body sense and tactility—even as virtual reality technology might attempt 

to incorporate them—or other sensory details that are technically unfeasible or elided as 

aesthetic design decisions. But the game structures that augment spatial perception and 
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expression produce a world where the player has a heightened awareness of space as relevant 

zones of interaction. Giuliana Bruno discusses cartographic media as a “tableau that organizes 

movements: a tableau mouvant” where “seeing is going.”53 In games, viewing the world is an 

expressive act bound up with movement as a mode of perception: running and jumping and 

flying through the world more immediately and responsively than a player could move with 

their own non-augmented, non-interfaced body. In contrast to the greater lifeworld or even 

other visual media where perceptible elements have a flatly similar capacity to become objects 

for perception, the attenuated and constraining force of the interface actually sharpens player 

awareness of places that deserve attention because they can be traversed or acted upon. The 

dominant cultural tendency in games mobilizes this awareness as a form of control or mastery, 

of power over space as the consequence of the power to act within it. This is not limited to the 

violent “power fantasies” of shooters or military strategy where control over space enables 

dominance over opponents in a very literal way, but also subtends games where exploration 

aims to completely encompass spaces and write them into maps, both mental and digital, as a 

project of absolute knowledge—the “unifying and totalizing concept” of mapping that Bruno 

argues has been a “commanding, hegemonic instrument.”  

Yet she adds that this is not a universal tendency and risks “producing a notion of 

mapping that is restricted, placed wholly in the service of domination” while effacing other 

possibilities such as “transformative ‘partial’ mappings, which resist a univocal and totalizing 

vision.”54 In the gameplay experience, both player and game might work to confound this 

hegemonic relation. For players, this can be what Ruberg describes as the “counterhegemonic” 

mode of play that aims to “fail against” the designed systems of the game that might manifest as 

a kind of jamming, or a refusal to follow intended paths, or even to simply slow down when 
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everything about the affordances and interfacing of gameworld objects compel you to go fast.55 

On the other side of this relation, creators through design choices can enact “partial” mappings 

that attend to other spatial possibilities besides dominance and control. David OReilly’s 

Everything (2017), recalling the playfulness and radical scalar shifts of the Charles and Ray 

Eames film Powers of Ten (1968), provides the player a space that can never be fully mastered 

through its endless procedural permutations. The game cyclically loops and links between 

viewing entire galaxies and the smallest of subatomic particles, and provides only a diffuse 

“identification” with any in-game object as an avatar, because the player can be “everything,” as 

the title indicates, and is therefore not really “anything” within this world. As one critic notes, 

“while the game affords the player some measure of control over one’s orientation, locomotion, 

and eventually, scale of view, this control is by no means absolute. For the one thing we cannot 

do is stop—if we cease our activity for more than a moment, the game will begin to unfold 

dynamically of its own accord.”56 A game world like this does not simply exist for the player to 

act upon, but instead asserts its independence from such action. Through this mode of 

negotiated or even frustrated agency over mobility and spatial control, Everything demonstrates 

other ways for the player to experience or imagine their relation to the spaces around them, 

rather than simply the struggle to “complete” or “master” them. 

 

Time 

 Video games produce experiences that unfold through temporal structures: the time of 

human perception and the physical limits of computer processing speed. Within this horizon, 

gameplay connects the past states of the gameworld to the future outcomes encoded in 

procedural rules, and the perceptive-expressive act of gameplay links the two. If the spatial 
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perception of gameworlds sharpens awareness of zones of interaction, gameworld temporality 

expands upon the cause-effect relations those zones create. When gameplay refuses the 

straightforward progression of temporality as “progress” through those relations, players can 

read it as a design deficiency or oppositional artistic choice; another of David OReilly’s “anti-

games,” MOUNTAIN (2014), operates variously as a physical installation or as a smartphone 

application where “a procedurally generated mountain… slowly spins against a beautifully 

changing sky.”57 Even in this promotional synopsis, the game signals its play with temporality 

and duration: the slowness of its main object as a signifier of permanence and stasis, and the 

changes which cyclically manifest in the gameworld regardless of the human player’s actions. 

While the player can touch the screen to change the view, there is otherwise very little for the 

player to affect in terms of the mountain as object or the space it resides in. As an installation, 

MOUNTAIN presents an aesthetic object for the player to transiently encounter without lasting 

change. As a phone app, the mountain remains a constant, long-term, yet ultimately background 

presence that exists on the edges of both player interaction and computing hardware processing. 

These positions lead Ian Bogost to describe it as an example of a game evacuating traditional 

understandings of role-playing within games, creating an experience of “alien phenomenology” 

and taking up a nonhuman subjectivity.58 However existential media phenomenology 

acknowledges that gameplay is always already an encounter with a subjectivity materially 

distinct from our own. MOUNTAIN’s aesthetic provocation is a temporal mismatch—not just in 

the geological timescales evoked by its signifiers, but in the relationship between player actions 

and the duration of gameplay. 

 Christopher Hanson notes that gameplay requires an orienting process to align player 

and game not just in space but also in time, and that “to experience the freedom of a game’s 
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temporal manipulations and navigation is also an act of submission to its temporalities.”59 As 

discussed in the previous chapter, game experience involves the player perceiving how the game 

perceives, and this includes the perception of time. The raw material of the gameworld consists 

of a multitude of numerical processes occurring every second to update the logical and variable 

states of elements in the world, depicting them audiovisually, incorporating player input, and so 

forth. But how this actually manifests as a gameworld temporality—as the time through which 

players can act—can take on a wide variety of forms. Consider other time-based media, such as 

theatre, music, or film, which contain themselves within the immediate horizon of human 

temporal perception; they live, and are “live,” within the flow of “normal” human time 

progression. To deviate from this requires secondary representational codes: films use formal 

strategies to enact temporal ruptures, reversals, or pauses, but nevertheless the dominant 

acculturated mode of viewing has historically been to let the film as a textual object continuously 

unfold from start to finish. Where this model has been eroded, it has been where interfaces 

(most prominently, but not exclusively, digital interfaces) have enabled audiences to start, stop, 

reverse, and jump through the film—a playful mode of action that resembles the play with game 

temporality. Temporal structures such as pausing games, saving and restoring “progress,” and 

the repetition caused by failing game challenges, display how the alignment of player and game 

time is a constant stitching-together of fragmentary processes and actions “in the moment” to 

cohere into a legible flow of game experience.60 Like space, game time is both subject to player 

action while also establishing the boundaries within which action is possible; it thus determines  

what the player has the power to do within the gameworld, and how the game exerts power over 

the player. 
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 Technical and cultural context factors shape the construction of futurity in game 

experience: of determining when one has begun that experience and what constitutes its end. In 

determining the nature of success or failure in game outcomes, Jesper Juul proposes three 

different types of games. In games of chance, player success occurs partially or wholly through 

factors randomly determined by the game and outside of the player’s control; Juul connects this 

to gambling, a domain that sits uneasily in or with games and raises thorny legal questions. 

These factors have only been accentuated by the increasing prevalence of “gacha” or “lootbox” 

gameplay designs such as in Genshin Impact (miHoYo, 2020) where randomized outcomes 

encourage to players to spend more money on games—or more time. Juul also identifies games 

of skill; success occurs when player inputs match the expectation of the game, and the time it 

takes to accomplish this depends on how long a player needs to become accustomed to those 

expectations. When games were bound by technical limitations such as lower processing 

capabilities and smaller file limits, and used the economic framework of arcades where players 

paid for transient gameplay experiences with pocket change, repeatedly playing the same short 

gameplay patterns aligned with designing for experiences that stringently tested player skill. 

Finally, Juul identifies a third category of games of labor: recalling discussions of ergodic 

literature, these games progress towards their end not so much based on the “quality” of player 

inputs (as in the skill framework), but more on the “quantity” of player engagement, in terms of 

how much time they spend playing.61 This design approach presumes other technological and 

economic contexts, such as a player’s stable and continued access to the same game so that they 

can play it over a longer period of time. It also presumes other ends for the game experience; if a 

game is meant to enable a player to witness a story or explore a space, overly restricting access 

to those elements based on the player’s embodied capacities or randomness may confound those 
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goals. In this case, alternative methods to gauge “progress” work better to achieve the designer’s 

desired experience. 

 While Juul focuses on questions of success and failure and thus assigns the role 

gameplay time primarily to games of labor, questions of gameplay duration attend all these 

categories. If random chance is the barrier for a player to feel their experience with a game is 

“completed” or they’ve sufficiently “won,” then it becomes a matter of continuing engagement 

with the game until it randomly delivers the desired outcome, only limited by time, attention, 

and desire—and in the case of pure gambling games, money. If the barrier to completion rests 

on the player disciplining their hand-eye coordination or other bodily capacities to match the 

game’s demands, then this becomes a process that occurs through repeated play experiences 

with the same game until player and game are finally aligned. Ultimately, the panoply of game 

forms and genres entail experiences that do not fit neatly into one of these boxes. For example, a 

role-playing game where the player’s character combats a “boss monster” might involve chance 

elements in dice rolls for attacks and random treasure chests giving equipment that affect those 

dice rolls. The combat can involve player skill in determining the correct choices to make in the 

fight or the physical dexterity to enact those choices, alongside or compensating for random 

elements. And time-based labor elements might allow for “grinding” easier fights to increase 

one’s statistics in the game to mitigate or eliminate the difficulty posed by either the chance or 

skill elements. In all of these cases, whether perceived as discrete repeating encounters or one 

long engagement, the gameplay experience involves weaving units of game duration into the 

broader horizon of the player’s living temporality. 

 This forward progression through time produces a correlation between player and game 

where both are continuously comparing their present perceptions of the gameworld with its 

previous states; they identify changes as well as the rate of those changes. On the level of 

procedural textual elements, we might recognize the temporality of narrative in characters 

developing, settings changing, and so on; gameplay mechanics might change in terms of new 
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gameplay challenges, and different constraints placed on the player. However, the primary 

correlation between the player’s lived body and the game’s technical body as they meet at the 

interface ultimately subtends these changing representations. The changes that occur here 

underlie any understanding of gameplay as a power relation.  

Returning to the question of difficulty, consider the distinction between difficulty in play 

(the basis for success and failure in completing games) and other types of media “difficulty.” A 

work that is difficult to interpret, for instance, presents its challenges in the reflective, discursive 

moment after the experience. The difficulties in taking in and taking up the perceptible objects 

and making them subjectively meaningful arise during the experience of a film or art object, but 

as they are contained within the bounds of the audience’s perceptive act, they do not arrest the 

experience. Notable exceptions occur when media take up the interactive and playful structures 

associated with games, such as the rule-based structures of performance art and where an 

audience member’s failure to participate within those rules can disrupt the experience. Even as 

these other media experiences unfold over time, and even as they constitute reversible 

intersubjective encounters, the audience’s failure or withdrawal of intentional directedness does 

not disrupt the temporality of the work itself. The example of Cory Arcangel’s Super Mario 

Clouds (2002) highlights this, as it modifies the game Super Mario Bros. (1985) to simply 

display the game’s background and graphical sprites of floating clouds that endlessly scroll 

across the screen. John Sharp cites this as an example of “game art” that is “more of a landscape 

than a videogame” that “deeply modifies, if not outright denies, the gameness” of Super Mario 

Bros.62 Arguably, in transforming the game’s material and formal properties, Arcangel 

intervenes by foreclosing the potential for spatiotemporal alignment between the player’s body 

and the game’s body. On the same computerized platform and with the same visual objects, the 

audience now sees a stretch of time that unfolds on its own and accepts no intervention. In 
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contrast, although OReilly’s Everything also “plays itself” absent player intervention, this 

possibility specifically extends from the ground of potential player action, and indeed reinforces 

the perceptive capacities Everything possesses as a game—its action is a reaction to player 

inaction. 

 How, then, does the temporality of a game reach its terminus, the point where its 

potential flows of action are closed off to the player and both subjects break off from their 

encounter? The mechanical gameplay states often narratively represented as “death” do not 

spell the end, even when they lead to screens announcing “Game Over” with a sense of finality—

these deaths, after all, are not so much definitive ends of the experience as the start of a loop 

back to some previous moment of play, seemingly erasing the gameplay actions that led to that 

outcome. They are usually an example of negative reinforcement in the middle of a training 

process rather than a point of closure.63 Recent game narratives which textually incorporate time 

loops as part of the diegetic narrative, explaining such repetition in the player’s embodied 

experiences as manifesting in the world itself, certainly show that creators recognize the value of 

game temporality.64 The game structures that enact power relations frame how a player 

recognizes progression and closure; this intersects with spatiality (and, as we’ll see, relationality) 

as the existential grounds for the embodied player. If the player can run faster or jump farther in 

traversing the game world, this creates a new spatial relationship with the game, but it becomes 

recognized as change when compared to past events and player actions in the world. Perhaps 

the game has procedurally modified the player’s mobility options, or the player has developed 

their expressive abilities with the controls to act in ways that meet higher game expectations. In 

either case, the player can recognize this as distinct from the past. Within the narrative or 

gameplay logics of the game, this is “progression.” Player character death as it manifests in 
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games is not about some kind of final loss or ending—not even necessarily in the cases of 

“permadeath” where the player definitely loses progress and must “start over”—but simply 

interrupts the flow of continual changes enacted by, or upon, the player.65 In this framework, the 

player may see their power to act upon the world changing over time, but the game’s design 

holds power over the player by circumscribing that power with goals and constraints. The game 

deploys structures that create a feel for that power as expressed through the interface—how 

quickly does that power grow, and to what extent? 

 The player constructs this mental timeline of changes throughout the play process, and 

when the potential for changes within the game and within the player sufficiently exhausts itself, 

we see the timeline reach an end. The game can signal this in a variety of ways; when drawing 

from the narrative and presentational logic of cinema, this might be a narrative conclusion 

where the story wraps up, characters find closure, and the player might even see scrolling credits 

just like a movie ending. Within certain formal configurations, this might end with a literal 

reset, sending the player back to the beginning menu screens of the game and wiping away game 

progress, leaving the player to either turn the game off and walk away, or start again from the 

beginning. As the scope of game design has broadened and game durations have lengthened, the 

complete reset is far less likely, and as a formal strategy it sits alongside a more measured return 

to some state (like a “death” in its looping, perhaps) where the player can enact other modes of 

play or other activities outside of the predetermined story. At this point, the end lies when other 

engagements or explorations with the world are exhausted.  

Massively multiplayer online games like Final Fantasy XIV (2010-present) present these 

kinds of temporal configurations in all their complexity. The game has a scripted linear narrative 

where the player progresses through various quests, eventually reaching a narrative conclusion 

that features the rolling of cinematic credits. Yet many players continue on, repeating dungeons 
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and other battles outside of the linear narrative context to get new items that provide systems-

based effectiveness or visual cosmetic appearance changes. Players might hit the limit of even 

this imperative to accumulate yet continue to return to the persistent world because of its online 

community, both social and material—one might own a virtual house in the world, for example. 

Even if one steps away from the game, the developers continue to add new content; this means a 

definitive “end” is continually deferred to the point that the game even refers to its story as “The 

Unending Journey.” Final Fantasy XIV enacts the existential-psychological undercurrent of 

player-game intersubjectivity: the game wields power over the player through its designed world 

that shapes the player’s lived-body to fit into the framework of the game, and to be 

“programmed” by the program. But ultimately it is in the player’s power to evaluate the time 

spent with the game, to judge how it fits into the flow of their lifeworld, and to determine when 

it is at an end. 

 

Relationality 

 Haptic and emotional mapping links notions of spatial proximity with affective 

proximity. Technological embodiment accentuates the transformation of touch and space, as 

David Parisi notes in his reading of AT&T’s 1979 “Reach Out and Touch Someone” advertising 

campaign, where “touch provided a metaphor for emotional contact and connection, with the 

telephone represented as the means of facilitating the collapse of affective distance between 

remote speakers.”66 As a technological communication medium, the telephone places its users 

into a relationship of senders and receivers of information. But what traverses the embodied 

media channels of the telephone lines is not just abstract data but affectivity itself, as Sandy 

Stone notes with a specific category of users, phone sex workers, who “took an extremely 

complex, highly detailed set of behaviors, translated them into a single sense modality, then 

 
66 Parisi, Archaeologies of Touch, 274. 



130 

further boiled them down to a series of highly compressed tokens… what was being sent back 

and forth the wires wasn’t just information, it was bodies.”67 This use of the telephone also shows 

that the technology does not simply eliminate the distance (whether physical or affective) 

between users. It elicits from the user a specific reconfiguration of their intentional bodily 

capacities. These must match what the technology can convey, and the technology compels a 

sense of how to use one’s voice in another set of sensory contexts—consider the vocal and 

positional “tweaks” one might make on a call when other parties are in the room, or when 

driving, for example.  With both sides of the mediated relation performing in this manner, it also 

entails rethinking what “physical distance” and “affective distance” mean as relational categories 

between embodied subjects. Technology resituates the user in specific places, times, and 

interrelations. 

 In gameplay, two subjects enter into an informational sender-receiver relationship. As 

argued in the previous chapter, this relationship is a reversible intersubjectivity where each 

perceives the other’s perception to constitute the game world. But this does not occur between 

two undifferentiated generalized bodies in a single “channel” of information transfer. Each body, 

even as it might cohere into something resembling a single unified perception or expression, in 

practice arrives at the interface as a collection of individual objects and actions that in turn act 

upon other individual objects. They are tokens. Hands, eyes, ears, balance, all collide with 

screen-sights and speaker-sounds and buttons and haptics. In this, conceiving of gameplay as a 

cybernetic assemblage respects the complexity of the subjectivities at work. It is at the moment 

of reflective, contemplative reading that these objects fuse into a coherent textual experience 

that one can speak and think of. But in the moment-by-moment of playing-in-the-world, all 

these individual trajectories remain distinct even as they intersect and flow alongside each other 

in a multitude of ways. Basic examples of game action, where the player controls a single legible 
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embodied extension into a cohesive space that progresses linearly through time, is readily 

understandable. This archetype frames many of the games mentioned here, and it is the basis 

for Swink’s narrow consideration of “game feel” in the previous chapter. But even these 

examples of game spaces and game temporalities, upon more considered phenomenological 

bracketing, reveal a host of fragmentary interactions at the moment of play, and there are far 

more possibilities for object-to-object relationality in gameworlds. 

 

Figure 8. Relationships in Crusader Kings III (Paradox Interactive, 2020).  
Image taken by author and reproduced under fair use. 

As an example of the latter, Crusader Kings III (2020) is the most recent in a series of games 

from Paradox Interactive that simulates medieval history with a blend of role-playing and grand 

strategy mechanics detailing the lives and decisions of individual people against the larger 

backdrop of national and imperial statecraft. Out of the thousands of characters populating the 

game world that are drawn from an interpretation of the medieval historical record, there is one 

character I control as a player. Even without the game helpfully captioning the portrait of the 

character with the text “This is You,” I would recognize this character’s centrality and my 

embodied gameplay connection to them through the way that every layer of the game shifts and 
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pivots to provide information about the world in ways that this character would know and care 

about. This depiction of medieval Eurasia and Africa is ultimately grounded in database entries 

of numerical values, and the panoply of game screens and menus organize and present these 

values to me: in one specific playthrough, my character might control a specific county in 

England, for example, as indicated by icons and map colors, and I collect a certain amount of 

gold as taxes from it. The neighboring county is controlled by my brother, which is a relationship 

the game tracks because of its marriage and lineage mechanics. He has an opinion of me 

displayed as the number +13. This is the aggregate of previous events which added to and 

subtracted from that number, as represented in the game narrative, and indicates he has a 

favorable opinion of me, but only slightly; this can be relevant for future events involving him. 

With a few clicks on different screens, I can bring up other sets of information, including my 

brother’s neighbors and how they feel about him, giving a bigger picture of the world around me. 

Yet ultimately the actions I can take to change the gameworld, the verbs of the game, place my 

character as the subject of the sentence. Game information flows towards my character, and 

through the interface threshold, back to me. This system quantifies geography, historical time, 

and interpersonal relationships as values in its database, a construction that unifies and 

collapses physical distance, temporal distance, and affective distance in a single informational 

matrix. 

 For example, I might send a gift to my brother as a gameplay action, potentially raising 

his opinion of my character with the tradeoff of spending some gold to pay for it, and which 

takes up time that could be used for other possible actions—like allying with my brother’s 

neighboring rival to betray him and claim his county for my own.  Here, the procedural elements 

of narrative are at work with characters in a defined setting. They encounter events and 

potentially come into conflict. Gameplay mechanics, in the form of numerical statistics that feed 

into calculations whose outcomes determine success or failure, provide choice and problems for 

the player to solve while also providing the building blocks of the unfolding plot. These elements 
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constitute the game experience as I might reflect on it and discuss it with others, and indeed 

these types of descriptions reflect much of the public discourse on the game (a topic which will 

be considered more deeply in Chapter Five). But in the lived experience of playing-in-the-world, 

these narrative and mechanical elements do not exist independently or in isolation, but instead 

emerge from the flow of intersubjective game engagement. It is not just what elements are made 

present to the player, but how the player orients to them, and they to the player, that structures 

the experience and the power it holds. This medieval narrative would be a far different 

experience as a static written description, or even if it were automatically and procedurally 

generated from statistics and variables. Like Everything, one can set Crusader Kings III to a 

“hands off” mode where the characters live out their simulated lives and the map becomes 

awash with change as borders push and pull over the years. But to play the game, to put one’s 

hands on the game, is to gain a specific feel for the game’s elements, which as intentional objects 

for the player act in specific spatiotemporal configurations and in relation to the player’s lived 

body as it is oriented to the game. Anable writes that in gameplay 

we experience a kind of pulling in and down. What we are feeling when we touch the 
game is, in the most basic sense, code. We are accessing through touch how the game’s 
algorithms work, and we are learning to manipulate the algorithms according to our 
desire for a certain outcome. But we also feel the game’s code touching us back when, in 
the end, our desire for a certain outcome… is trumped by the game’s programming, its 
desire to move us.68 

This analysis rebukes an abstract proceduralism that elevates game code or rules as the essential 

or deeper meaning to the game compared to other representational elements, and stresses that 

meaning is created in dynamic encounter, and the encounter implicates bodies, and these 

bodies, together in tension, produce the meaningful gameworld. 

 In Crusader Kings III, even if I do not have direct control of “my” character to make him 

run and jump around the world like Mario (perhaps an impractical design for a world that 

simulates three continents), I still perceive him as the “closest” object for my perception and 

 
68 Anable, Playing with Feelings, 67. 



134 

expression, and one that focalizes subsequent intentional acts. This proximity is not based on 

physical distance; though the character’s portrait lives in the corner of my screen throughout 

most of the proceedings of this game, this is not a strict necessity for this specific relation. An 

affective, relational distance positions this character as the intermediary between me and the 

other objects in the gameworld. He is the subject in the declarative action sentences that change 

the gameworld and the counterparty in the fictional intersubjective encounters within its 

microcosm. He is a collection of narrative and mechanical values that serves as a filter and 

imprint for my own in-game actions and subjectivity. Like a pen in hand, in the game my 

intentionality flows most directly through that object and from that degree-zero interaction the 

rest of the world becomes situated and organized in visibility and importance.  

 Crusader Kings III literally systematizes the relation of genealogy as gameplay: parents 

beget children, who inherit the titles that drive the game action. Those titles are units in the 

feudal hierarchical system, with baronies under counties, which lie under duchies, which lie 

under kingdoms, which lie under empires. These concentric circles of roles, identities, and 

categories (which materially exist as data structures in the game’s software) “surround” the 

point of player intervention and structure the domain of potential action. While top-down 

narrative or gameplay discussions crystallize a form of the game that can be made legible to 

discourse, the “bottom-up” experience of playing-in-the-world takes these intentional objects as 

they are incorporated into the player’s lived body. Recall Ihde’s argument that 

phenomenological method does not take the inaccessible thing that is subjectivity as a given or 

starting point, but instead works backward from the description and interpretation of the 

objects presented to it, to build an understanding of how those objects are experienced.69   

 Game designer Liz England uses the example of a door to discuss the labor of game 

design, an example which also sheds light on how gameworld objects are relationally situated to 
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the player. A door is a commonsense object (like Merleau-Ponty’s lamp) that a player might be 

habitually familiar with from everyday life. But in the gameworld, just as in the larger world, the 

characteristics of a specific door must be designed and instantiated. England asks, “Can the 

player open every door in the game? Or are some doors for decoration? How does the player 

know the difference? …What size is a door? Does it have to be big enough for a player to get 

through…” and so on. From the creator’s perspective, as encoded into the game, these questions 

represent design decisions, based on practical limitations and aesthetic judgment, about what 

details to include in constructing the world. Recall the film set analogy, where relevant details 

are given focus and more marginal elements might be comparatively sketched in, depending on 

the player’s directed attention. England leaves the final statement to the player, at the moment 

of reception, long after production has concluded: “I totally didn’t even notice a door there.”70 

While this wry joke highlights how much labor goes into game elements that some players may 

barely notice, it also shows how the player’s oscillating, shifting attention depends on these 

elements, background and backstage alike, to properly situate and co-produce the world of the 

game.  

The rhizomatic network of thousands of characters in Crusader Kings III are 

“positioned” closer or farther from the player’s character through imagined relations created by 

the design logic of roles and categories. A king on the other side of the continent might be more 

prominent to me, in perceptive and expressive potential, than a random courtier in my own 

castle; in the game’s framework, if I wanted to “reach out and touch someone,” I could feel my 

way around the screens and menus of the game to act in ways that activate affective proximity 

rather than spatial. The way this activity becomes prereflectively embodied and habituated also 

locates the site for the ideological critique of games, and how they wield one type of media 

power. This habituation is not an ideological interpellation in the sense of apparatus-work on 
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the unconscious. However, we might consider how dominant design paradigms foreclose certain 

possible experiences and privilege others as acculturated norms, as when Ruberg argues that the 

queer games avant-garde pushes back on those norms as “they disrupt the accepted formalist 

and aesthetic qualities of the medium—scrambling graphics, rejecting win states, and suggesting 

vulnerable, tangible modes of interaction with machines…”71 If phenomenological method can 

locate and describe the protopolitical variations of ways of seeing, doing, and being, how do 

those ways emerge, or fail to emerge, in games?  

This question addresses the ideological implications of shooter games, for example, in 

more thoughtful ways than the hypodermic media effects model. It is not that the gameplay act 

instantiating the representation of firing a gun will cause “impressionable” minds to think 

violent thoughts, or even make them more comfortable with firing real guns, as the embodied 

acts of gameplay and gunfire are rather physically and psychologically distinct. It is true that the 

most popular and most criticized shooter games coalesce a representational cocktail of 

machismo, jingoism, and quasi-fascist rhetoric, as Murray notes in critiquing the genre where 

“the use of weaponry is hyper-masculinized, highly spectacularized and cool” and focalized 

through “super-soldiers” that are framed as “often heroic and whose aims are assumed to be just 

or good.”72 These blatantly ideological tropes are not inherent to shooting gameplay in general, 

as games like Splatoon (2015) and Lovely Planet (2014) deploy similar coordination-testing 

move-and-shoot gameplay within non-military contexts that lack gory violence. But even those 

visually and thematically distinct contexts rest on the aesthetic and existential frame of worlds 

where you primarily point-and-shoot; they rehearse a commonplace, dominant vision of what 

gameworlds can be, and which in the larger discursive world might push to the margins other 

possibilities for being and doing. A review of the 1993 shooter Doom in the magazine EDGE has 
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long been ridiculed for wondering “if only you could talk to these creatures, then perhaps you 

could try and make friends with them, form alliances…”73 It would seem patently absurd to some 

players to enable those kinds of action among the other aesthetic elements of the game’s literally 

blood-soaked hellscape. But as game critic Tim Rogers points out, even at the time, in other 

places and contexts, designers and players were indeed imagining other ways of engaging with 

digital subjectivities, such as in Japanese dating simulation games or adventure games.74 These 

have tended to be relatively invisible to the hegemonic English-language games industry and 

culture, which to this day continue to be dominated by primarily action-based games where, 

indeed, the potential activity within the gameworld remains circumscribed to narrow 

possibilities of agonistic conflict. 

In Crusader Kings III and the other historical grand strategy games by Paradox 

Development Studios, the player’s relationship to various gameworld objects has shifted over 

the games’ various iterations. The earliest versions of these games, such as Europa Universalis 

(2000), adapted a board game where players controlled only the early modern European great 

powers, and thus placed those players in the “protagonist” role of colonial empires through 

Eurocentric representational framing. Underlying these representations are affordances and 

interaction possibilities that rehearsed notions of exploration, colonization, and conquest that 

could easily be mapped onto uncritical and regressive imaginings of history, a mélange of what 

elites at the time might have thought and a kind of “proof-through-simulation” of those ideas as 

gameplay objects and effects. This process matches what Souvik Mukherjee notes with a similar 

strategy game, Empire: Total War (2009) where “a very complex geopolitical situation is thus 

rendered comfortably simple to portray an entire set of places, resources, and societies through 

 
73 n.a., “Doom Review,” EDGE Magazine, April 1994, 63. 

74 Action Button, ACTION BUTTON REVIEWS Tokimeki Memorial, accessed August 21, 2021, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xb-DtICmPTY. 



138 

an imperialist (and to use Edward Said’s concept, ‘orientalist’) lens.”75 The iterative releases in 

these series and franchises, however, show both how these objects can be redesigned within 

alternative ideological horizons, and how the discursive interaction between creators and 

audiences crystallizes protopolitical experience within specific ideological frames. In a Game 

Developers Conference presentation, the designers used another entry in the franchise, Victoria 

II (2010), set in the titular historical era of the 19th century, to discuss an example of the 

interplay between ideology and mechanics. In order to make the AI-controlled powers of the 

game colonize Africa, as they had done in actual history, Paradox designed mechanics and 

processes drawing from Marxist political economy; as they put it, his “deterministic, 

mechanistic view of history” including “the struggle for raw materials” lent itself to designs that 

worked on both narrative and gameplay mechanical levels.76 Though this example remains 

rooted in the Eurocentrism of the Europa Universalis example, it represents a refinement of 

previous approaches that allow for broader readings of the game itself, in the intersubjective 

encounter, where it might evince a “recognition” of the ideology at work. The fact that one might 

be able to play as other nations besides the “Great Powers,” including the peoples of Africa that 

might resist colonization (in a way, reversing the relational structures of the game entirely), 

allow for what Mukherjee characterizes as how “alternative history-making also contributes to 

the challenge to empire.” Stressing the subjectivity of the player, he notes that “almost as a 

postcolonial response, it is possible for players from erstwhile colonized countries to defeat their 

historical colonizers.”77 These structures of relationality, between player and game and further 
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fragmented into aspects of intentionality colliding with subtending encoded game structures, 

enable the player to have power over the game, even as the game exerts power over the player. 

 

Gameplay and the Space of Appearance 

The other aspect of Paradox’s presentation on Victoria II stresses the indeterminate (and 

protopolitical) aspects of games as ideological texts. The influence of a Marxist approach to 

building gameplay models does not imply a political endorsement to the player, nor does it in 

any sense “prove” the accuracy of these ideas. The simulation instrumentally uses broad ideas to 

create gameplay objects rather than as a positivist experiment. In this, according to one of the 

designers, a creator must simply “choose the historian that gives the most gameplay.”78 Even in 

games with explicitly ideological or persuasive aims, ultimately such persuasion arises more 

from affective appeals rather than procedural proof. Embodied gameplay aesthetics remain 

protopolitical, and phenomenological method does not definitively produce ideological readings 

to constrain the media text. Instead, it identifies and isolates the structures that one can analyze 

as the basis for further argument and critique. Consider the puzzle game Papers, Please (2013), 

where players take on the role of a border inspector reviewing documents in a fictional setting 

resembling the Cold War-era Eastern bloc. A range of critical interpretations of the game’s 

politics cover the gamut: the game provides a satirical critique of the bureaucracy confronting 

contemporary migration and refugee crises by making the player enact those bureaucratic 

decisions, for example.79 On the other hand, one might find that designer Lucas Pope’s use of 

popular-culture Soviet tropes in the game (even as he distances himself from this reading of a 

setting he alternatively calls “fascist” and “Orwellian communist”) provides a comfortable 

rhetorical distancing for players who would generally regard those visual and audio cues as 
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“foreign.”80 Draped in these signifiers, privileged players might be able to walk away from the 

game imagining that its critique is pointed away, towards other times and places and not to the 

bureaucratic violence inflicted by their own state border controls upon marginalized peoples.81 

However, both of these readings, and the wide array of other nuanced investigations into the 

game, rest not just on narrative elements or signifying iconography, but in how the player 

touches and feels this game as an embodied aesthetic. The game interface creates a contrast 

between the portraits of people walking to the inspection booth (static, generic, non-interactive), 

with the primary objects of gameplay “closest” at hand to the player’s perception: documents 

they pick up, touch, flip through, and scan with devices—in fact, it is when the applicants must 

have their own bodies scanned, in quite a dehumanizing way, that they are on par with the 

documents as gameworld objects of tactile engagement.82 This embodied aesthetic, 

protopolitical at the prereflective moment of intersubjective encounter of playing-in-the-world, 

is the maneuver that can be subsequently “read” into the reflective world of discourse. 

We can more precisely describe this maneuver, what Cecilia Sjöholm identifies as “the 

transposition between internal and public [that] constitutes a decisive ontological cut,”83 by 

turning to a political-aesthetic philosophy derived from the work of Hannah Arendt. Although 

far more well-known for her political philosophy which contextualizes art’s sociocultural 

function rather than its ontology, Sjöholm argues that because the core of Arendt’s philosophy is 

that which “is seen, heard, felt, and apprehended through a sensible form of being, producing 
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judgment and imagination as functions of sensibility,” this inevitably implicates “the way in 

which aesthetics teaches us how to see things—not in terms of holding an opinion but rather in 

terms of how we become concerned and engaged with the world.” (emphasis added)84 D.N. 

Rodowick concurs in analyzing Arendt’s framing of aesthetic experience as one where “the 

experience of aesthetic pleasure… releases one from one’s self or self-absorption, thus bringing 

the viewer out of the solitude of thought and into the realm of discourse through public acts of 

judging.”85 In this the substance of aesthetic experience, bound by and formed within 

subjectivity, does not remain wholly within that subjectivity but is related outward to others as 

the basis for communal and social experience. And if the experience of art is itself 

intersubjective, as existential phenomenology argues, then it is this primary relation and 

encounter, and the qualities subtending it, that would structure and shape all further relations. 

Sjöholm explicitly draws this connection between Merleau-Ponty’s intersubjective flesh of the 

world and Arendt’s argument for plurality as the basis for action in the public sphere, as it 

“involves a negotiation of perception, in which both material objects and human agents take 

part… [Arendt’s] position would come close to that of Merleau-Ponty: our vision of the world is 

shaped in and through the impingement of the view of others. Plurality is needed for us to 

perceive a world.”86 Rodowick also identifies this nexus of the political and aesthetic as 

intersubjective in Arendt’s discussion of taste judgments as where “our own special subjective 

conditions are overcome for the sake of intercourse with others.”87 At that moment, to see how 

games structure subjectivity and facilitate “visions of the world,” we can look at the qualities and 

capacities of the game medium through the lens of two Arendtian concepts: the categorization of 
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the vita activa as labor, work, and action; and the distinction between culture and 

entertainment within the temporality of the public sphere. 

The vita activa in Arendt’s thought refers to the ways that, in contrast to the interior 

contemplative “life of the mind,” people act upon the world within “the conditions of human 

existence.” These conditions are distinct from claims about human nature, to which Arendt 

responds that “nothing entitles us to assume that man has a nature or essence.”88 She describes 

labor, the domain of the animal laborans, as the activity of “life work” necessary for biological 

survival and contained within the horizon of lived human time, what in a Marxian lens might be 

looked at as the space of reproduction. Work, where the homo faber emerges, is the activity of 

“worldliness” that fabricates the objects and “world of things” that exceed the life of a person 

and have a claim to permanence within the ongoing life of a people. The third category of action 

rests specifically on the “plurality” of people, and rather than a person-to-object relation 

manifests as “the only activity that goes on directly between men” and therefore underwrites all 

political life.89 It is through action, the realm of the zoon politikon, that the fortunes and history 

of a people are produced over the longest timescales and the “‘web’ of human relationships,” 

with which a player of Crusader Kings III might have some familiarity.90 It is worthwhile to 

critique the blatant hierarchy established in this categorization, as Asao B. Inoue does in 

describing it as “an elitist, linear set of practices that devalue the biological (labor) and favor 

intellectual and political practices (action).”91 This critique is certainly justified, given Arendt’s 

reliance on the ancient Greeks for historical and political context, primarily drawing on 

examples of slavery and servitude for the animal laborans and employed craftsmen for homo 
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faber, which allow the zoon politikon as enabled by freedom from those basic concerns to act 

within the political space of democratic governance. However, we can recognize the complexity 

of humans and their activity: rather than assigning people to individual roles in this system, we 

can acknowledge that they might be complex assemblages of all these activities in 

interdependent ways, as Inoue argues in imagining the vita activa as “an interconnected and 

ever-recursive process—that is, if we do not favor one element but see them all as simultaneous 

and equally important…”92 With this in mind, this threefold system helps clarify the flow of 

prereflective intersubjective experience that constitutes playing-in-the-world and can describe 

the multiple ways that experience inheres to the everyday life of the player and the broader life 

of the players’ culture and society. (In this, the gameplay experience as labor, work, and action 

remains distinct from the labor, work, and action of game production and development, which 

has its own set of industrial, artistic, and political concerns.) 

Gameplay is laborious, and not simply in the ergodic mental and physical effort needed 

to change the states of the gameworld. It is labor, as Arendt characterizes it, in how it occupies 

and organizes the player’s lived time and harnesses their bodily capacities. Since the advent of 

the time-sharing computer system whose configuration imagined a “user” that would directly 

access flows of processing power through the interface rather than sending asynchronous 

requests, the computing experience that underlies the game experience has consisted of 

synchronizing the divergent temporalities of computer action—automated, accelerated, but 

contingent on input—and human activity, which is intermittent and comparatively slower, but 

ultimately drives and judges the unfolding interaction.93 The alignment and orientation of these 

temporalities occurs not only within the horizon of the gameworld, but in situating that world’s 

time within the larger temporal flows of the world’s everyday life, labor, and leisure. Anable 

 
92 Inoue, 112. 

93 Tung-Hui Hu, A Prehistory of the Cloud (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2015), 43. 



144 

describes how gameplay emerges and fits into the timeslots of this life, in the minutes waiting 

for a subway train, or in taking a break from one’s work and perhaps using the same device to 

play, revealing “particular rhythms and temporalities that are bound up with the blurring 

distinction between work and play in contemporary culture.”94  

The dominant formation of games as consumer products often makes the player’s time a 

fungible value component within an economic system, whether in selling “microtransaction” 

products that might mitigate repetitive “grinding” elements of the game to allow the player 

further progress to novel experiences, or in games-as-a-service or subscription games that 

compel greater and greater amounts of time from players because time spent translates into 

revenue earned by the developer. In this, specific games display their chronopolitics, and 

specifically a kind of power-chronography, a concept Sarah Sharma uses to describe how 

people are compelled to manage and control their time in ways that make it amenable to larger 

systems.95 Players might make this temporal reconfiguration because it is required to enable 

novel or pleasurable experiences, often envisioned as fun or entertainment—and it is this 

temporal structure that aligns with Arendt’s characterization of labor, where “the mechanical 

process has replaced the rhythm of the human body” and which is defined by repetition through 

“the cyclical movement of the body’s life process.”96 Playing games in the liminal timeframes of 

breaks or waiting exemplifies entertainment that fills in “left-over time,” which is not when “we 

are free from all cares and activities necessitated by the life process and therefore free for the 

world and its culture,” but instead the gaps and hiatuses interspersed in the time that has been 

given over to biological necessities of sustaining labor and sleep.97  
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Tied to a repetitive and biorhythmic cycle, labor and entertainment demonstrate the 

“impermanence of consumption” compared to the permanence that might be achieved in the 

category of work, which includes the work of art.98 A primary quality of this activity is that rather 

than turning inward to the needs and exertions of the individual and their bodily reality, work 

turns to the world and results “when an entirely new thing with enough durability to remain in 

the world as an independent entity has been added to the human artifice.”99 These stand outside 

the individual and point towards a potential common experience in a shared world as these 

objects take their place in the “space of appearance.”100 The art-object as work, in Arendt’s 

thought, occupies the public sphere, endures through time, structures perception and 

understanding of the “realness” of the shared world, and ultimately imagines and discloses 

potential ways of acting in the world.101 Games as expressive forms fit this definition and emerge 

as the works of their creators, but do the experiences they create also allow for players to 

perform a kind of work, to make an entirely new thing with their hands and eyes and minds? 

The potential of the homo faber, as realized within a gameworld, stems from 

intersubjective co-creative capacities. Games perceive the player and construct expressive 

structures based on that perception. The interior subjective life created by aesthetic engagement 

lands on the controls of the interface; while in many cases these expressions are transient 

momentary actions that dissipate with the conclusion of gameplay, the range of game experience 

allows for constructions that possess durability and enter the “space of appearance”—whether in 

games that have creative tools that allow for the construction of levels that can be shared with 

other players, as with Dreams (2020) or Minecraft (2011); or in online games which leave 

persistent structures to which the player can return and other people can visit. This modality 

 
98 Rodowick, An Education in Judgment, 32. 

99 Arendt, The Human Condition, 143. 

100 Arendt, 212. 

101 Sjöholm, Doing Aesthetics with Arendt, xi–xii. 



146 

can be distinguished from the gameplay-as-labor, not based on assigning value to artistic 

creativity as inherently more prestigious, but in how gameworld objects extend into a larger 

sensible world and “produce traces that make reflection and historicity possible.”102 The 

possibility of encountering these structures, durable in the sense of exceeding a single player’s 

experience and therefore shaping the way that other potential players play the same games, 

underpins the fabricated work as a cultural object. Arendt writes that “Culture relates to objects 

and is a phenomenon of the world; entertainment relates to people and is a phenomenon of 

life.”103 The creation and circulation of specific objective structures from the act of play into the 

world emerges as distinct from more transient (though not trivial) forms of play.  

This process of creation can also be distinguished from other types of fabricating tools, 

even software tools such as word processors or photo and video editing software that use the 

same computing frameworks as games. Although cultural and technical assumptions (what a 

printed document should look like, the processes an artist is expected to use when working with 

an image) shape what results from these programs, they differ from games in that they are 

designed with the expectation that their products will enter into the larger world with only weak 

traces of the design or creative sensibility of the tool-producer, rather than the tool-user. In this, 

they only have a weak tie to the phenomenal experience of a new world, as opposed to 

augmenting the embodied capacities of the user to act upon the world. Gameworlds, on the 

other hand, bear much stronger imprints of their creators’ design sensibilities, as discussed in 

the previous chapter. Thus, all the works and all the cultural production from these game 

processes are inevitably constrained by specific game structures. Players need the gameworld to 

perceive those structures, or the aesthetic foundations of those structures are unmistakably a 

product of Minecraft or Dreams rather than standing on their own. The intersubjective 
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encounter of gameplay can allow for a limited kind of “natality:” creating, doing, imagining 

something new in the world.104 But the fact that this encounter involves player and game equally 

impinging upon the other, rather than the game receding as a tool ready-to-hand, means the 

possibilities of what that something new might be are substantially enclosed by the expectations 

and assumptions of the game developer. 

This limitation also circumscribes how game experiences might be considered action in 

Arendt’s political sense, where “with word and deed we insert ourselves into the human world” 

and therefore produce some kind of change in the world that people share.105 If labor is 

concerned with the activity of ensuring individual survival, and work produces objects that 

endure within the public sphere at a remove from their creator, then action implicates and 

distinguishes people as they step into the public sphere themselves and, through what they say 

and do, change the world. This activity is most directly connected to the flows of power in the 

ways that media might exert power-over and power-to: “Power is what keeps the public realm, 

the potential space of appearance between acting and speaking men, in existence.”106 Action 

relies on plurality: that there are other people to see and hear what the other does and says. In 

this we might recognize the structure of intersubjectivity, as one horizon of intentional 

experience encounters another. Arendt invokes the dramatic art of the theatre, which represents 

to her “the political sphere of human life transposed into art.”107 This chapter has discussed the 

clarifying power of the theatrical stage as a lens for interactivity; it rests on the copresence and 

contingency when the audience is in the same room as the performer. In this encounter, the 

contingency of artistic expression aligns with the contingency of political action, because as 

Sjöholm writes, “Works of art are spontaneity in a nonhuman form… When we act, we do not 
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know the consequences that our actions might give rise to.” This contingency, which underlies 

aesthetic expression, creates the potential for action in that “A work of art will influence the 

environment in which is it situated. It will give rise to new impulses, thoughts, and reflections, 

perhaps new actions and new patterns of behavior.”108 

Games possess this contingency and enactive potential because they have the ability to 

co-create a gameworld with the player through perceiving the player’s perception. While Arendt 

only writes of “men” and their ability to witness action as it unfolds in the world, an existential 

phenomenology of digital media identifies how the assemblage of player and game produces a 

gameworld. In this specific extension of the space of appearance, the player might act, and the 

game might bear witness; this reflects Sjöholm’s argument that “plurality is not merely to be 

conceived in human terms. It is bound to a dialectic of differentiation an ontological level 

through the manifold of appearances.”109 The intentional perception of games directed towards 

the player’s activity makes it possible to speak of those actions in ethics, morals, and political 

expression, as reflected in the critical discourse around games that mobilize worlds complex 

enough to make player action meaningful in those terms.110 What potentially troubles Arendt’s 

theory of action, however, is her insistence that plurality is defined by equality, because “If men 

were not equal, they could neither understand each other and those who came before them nor 

plan for the future and foresee the needs of those will come after them.”111 The agency of the 

game as subject is undoubtedly restricted on this front, as its perceptive capacities are 

constrained by what can be captured by technological structure of interface, and its ability to 

output meaningful responses is determined by the aesthetic choices of the creator. This means 

that even when the player recognizes they are “onstage” in a game that through its 
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representations depicts some slice of the “political sphere of life transposed into art,” their 

potential actions are not a true unconstrained natality where one might think or do or make 

something new. This potential is attenuated and constrained at every level. Just as the player’s 

self-consciousness of being perceived subtends the gameplay experience, so does the recognition 

that the space of possible action has been substantially designed and constructed for them. This 

places the player of games not in the role of authentic political actor, distinguishing themselves 

in a space of appearance, but instead as an interlocutor or interpreter of the designers, who use 

games as vehicles for expressive and political action. Like the Bar-fly in “The Entertainment,” in 

their position onstage they have expanded capacities to perceive the world as a range of 

possibilities, but they are ultimately limited in how their embodied activity actually crosses the 

threshold into the world—that is, unless the player takes those experiences, embodied and 

internalized through the act of play, and returns them to the realm of discourse, to “judgment 

and decision, the judicious exchange of opinion about the sphere of public life and the common 

world.”112 In this move, Rodowick argues, people perform “a kind of common ‘curation’ of the 

world whose terms of appearance, and of potential and possible actions, are both forged and 

revised in conversations arising from judgments of taste, that is, value.”113 The ways that game 

experience positions players on specific discursive trajectories in this curation of the world will 

be the subject of the following two chapters. 

 

From playing-in-the-world towards games in the world 

The previous chapter provided a phenomenological description and interpretation of the video 

game experience as an intersubjective playing-in-the-world between player and game. This 

chapter has extended that work by considering what aspects of that experience, which is often 
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bound to individual subjectivity and unique encounters, might be returned to the discursive 

realm and participate in questions of aesthetics and politics. These findings are what Vivian 

Sobchack has called “protopolitical:” rather than foreclosing possibilities by reading the medium 

into a theoretical framework that presupposes ideological outcomes based on the medium’s 

characteristics, phenomenology attends to the range of possible experiences that a variety of 

embodied subjectivities might encounter. From there, we can consider how these “ways of 

seeing” shape how media subjects enter into the space of discourse. This does not construct a 

definitive argument for how games as a medium reinforce or subvert existing notions of the 

artworld or political expression. Instead, we describe the embodied grounds on which players 

relate to their game experiences and relate games to the world. These grounds are a foundation, 

rather than a replacement, for ideological-aesthetic textual analysis of specific games. 

 This chapter has explored how the multistable visible representations on game screens 

become extensive and spatial worlds through the taking of various visual perspectives as they 

unfold through time. Through the orientation process of finding up and down, front and back, 

and other directionalities, the player constructs a schema that produces the gameworld as a 

space for embodied action. Comparing game perspective to the experience of paintings and 

theater, we can see how the interface threshold of gameplay, in modifying the most “obvious” 

way to see the image in order to locate other valid views, recalls the multistability of the Necker 

Cube illusion, whose formal ambiguity allows for a range of potential ways to perceive the 

image, shaped by habit and acculturation. Ultimately, exemplifying both Brenda Laurel’s model 

of computer interfaces as theatre, and Giuliana Bruno’s spatiotemporal link between haptic 

geography and sense memory, the game experience allows the player, without ever moving from 

their seat, to take up a range of temporal, affective, and sensory positions within the game 

environment by shifting their point of view all around to get “behind” the interface structures 

that constitute the game’s space. In this, games are a multiplicity of potential spatial trajectories 
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that are both subjectively meaningful and shared with others across the common experience of 

gameplay. 

 This implicates games in questions of media power. When centered on the player’s 

intentional subjectivity, we can ask how power is wielded over the playing subject through the 

mediated experience. Alongside this, the game’s technological augmenting capacity to provide 

the player with the power to act in the gameworld shapes these flows of power. Dominant 

cultural norms about game difficulty and the activity of gameplay as a challenge to be overcome 

subtend these power questions. They construct an imagined subject who is physically and 

psychologically competent enough to overcome these challenges, and privilege agonistic conflict 

as essential to game experience, as opposed to simply one possibility among many. Players need 

to bodily orient themselves towards and within the game’s representational world, and the 

various qualities of that orientation map onto commonplace textual representations of power: in 

control over and knowledge about spatial extent (as in mapping), in understandings of temporal 

progression and development (a la a timeline), and in the web of relationships that bind players 

to various objects and quasi-subjects (like a genealogy).  

 To clarify the moment when individual playing-in-the-world becomes the discursive 

subject that places the game into the world, the aesthetic framework of Hannah Arendt’s 

political philosophy proves helpful to consider how people emerge in the public sphere to be 

witnessed by others. Considering this horizon of change requires examining how works appear 

and impinge upon the sensorium of the individual, and this is the threshold between subjective 

experience and the plurality necessary for people to have a shared world. Lensing the activity of 

gameplay through Arendt’s tripartite conception of the vita activa, we can identify how the 

oscillating attention and intentionality of the player engages with the multistable, multifaceted 

gameworld across multiple dimensions. Gameplay is laborious in the way it occupies and 

structures the lived time of the player as an activity, as consumption and entertainment that fits 

into specific biorhythmic temporality. Games can enable the fabrication of durable aesthetic 
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works, not just from the designers as productive creators, but from players who might use 

gameplay as a tool for work that can be seen by others and shape their experiences. However, in 

these scenarios players are substantially constrained by gameworlds to channel productivity in 

specific encoded ways. This framework, which carries an attenuated version of the game 

designer’s view of the gameworld and the larger world, also encloses the possibilities for 

gameplay action as political action. In Arendt’s framework, action which requires the person to 

disclose “who they are” through word and deed in the public space of appearance also requires 

the witness to those words and deeds to be “equals” in subjectivity. While the technological and 

aesthetic power of games allows them to perceive the player in very real and embodied ways on a 

phenomenological level, the limitation placed on that perception through the interface means 

that the possibility for authentic political action, that which brings something new into the world 

and shapes the common life of the people in it, is always constrained by game design, which 

imagines and expects specific ways for player action to unfold as performing or interpreting a 

pre-scripted vision of a world. The game interface allows for a multiplicity of experiences within 

gameworlds, but always within bounds.  

 However, these constraints do not mean action is impossible in and through games. 

Players have shown remarkable capacities (both good and bad) for taking on limited 

gameworlds and the limited action frameworks within them, and extending those experiences 

into the larger discourse and culture. They do this through the games themselves and in using 

those game experiences as a basis for action along other trajectories. The people who design and 

develop games have likewise considered the possibilities of game action, and how these aesthetic 

objects might produce some kind of change through play experiences writ large. This range of 

possibilities, including the idea that one might make games that change the world through 

playing them, and possibilities for building communities and spaces built on the shared 

experiences of play, will be the subject of the following chapters. Extending from the individual 

play experiences within gameworlds, we will consider the trajectories those experiences take 
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within our larger shared world. Within this assemblage of screens and interfaces and 

experiences, the agency and potential bound up in the role of the player remains a crucial 

consideration for the aesthetics and politics of games. 
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Chapter 4: The Limits of Gamification 

 

This chapter identifies and critiques gamification as one of the most prominent ideological 

frames for deploying games as a medium to create change in society. Broadly defined as the 

transposing or redirecting of gameplay structures towards non-game outcomes, gamification 

has been highly influential in rationalizing game design and gameplay as a kind of political 

action in mainstream cultural circles, as well as a tool for producing economic value for non-

game businesses. I examine the ideological premises and arguments underpinning gamification 

through a close consideration of the work of Jane McGonigal, one of the most prominent 

advocates of applying techniques associated with gamification to solve problems ranging from 

individual psychological well-being to climate change. I augment this analysis by juxtaposing 

this discourse with a similar moment in the history of film theory, exemplified by the work of 

Siegfried Kracauer: both imagine a world of “reality” that has been alienated and debased by 

new technologies, but argue that the media forms these new technologies make possible can be 

used to humanize and reconnect their audiences to reality, if applied with specific strategies 

towards specific ends. However, this approach presupposes the separation of media from reality 

rather than already being embedded within it, and renders abstract both the moment of media 

reception and the audience itself. In gamification’s case, it specifically imagines that with the 

correct textual strategies, the activity of gameplay can be smoothly transformed into productive 

labor. As discussed in the previous chapter, the activity of gameplay is both specific to the 

player’s embodied experience and is indeterminate in meaning before returning to the public 

sphere (that is, protopolitical); because of this, it is less the textual design strategies and more 

the extratextual cultural framing that produces change from games. In McGonigal’s examples, 

the most prominent successes result not from the gameplay experiences themselves, but in how 

those experiences provide pretexts for participation in community or further structured action 

after the experience—a process that will be the focus of the following chapter. 
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* 

 

According to its website, Games for Change (G4C) is a nonprofit organization that 

“empowers game creators and social innovators to drive real-world impact through games,” 

which it accomplishes through partnerships with “corporations (CSR), nonprofits, foundations, 

philanthropists, educational institutions, documentary filmmakers, book publishers, game 

companies, and government agencies.” Through these types of partnerships, along with game 

design competitions and other forms of curation, and the high visibility of its New York-based 

Games for Change Festival, this organization has substantially influenced the limits within 

which one can imagine the potential of video games to influence society. The idea that games 

can be a positive influence is certainly a corrective to historical perceptions of the social impact 

of video games, which have been primarily concerned about video game violence warping the 

minds of young children. These concerns have in the past risen to the level of moral panic; in the 

wake of school shootings in the United States, popular media outlets often scrutinize the media 

consumption of the perpetrators and proffer unjustified correlations between first-person 

shooter games and actual shootings.1 Games for Change’s countervailing argument that video 

games can deliver content that instead positively influences the player has allowed games with 

socially conscious and progressive themes to achieve greater visibility. Yet this instrumental 

understanding of video games as vehicles for political and social content, of which Games for 

Change has been the primary but not the only proponent, has its limitations. One of those is the 

ultimate political and social applicability of the games curated and championed under this 

approach; that is, what can truly be changed by Games for Change?  

G4C’s discourse falls under the umbrella of “serious games,” a wide-ranging body of 

research and design that seeks to apply game design and gameplay to non-entertainment 

 
1 Bowman, “The Rise (and Refinement) of Moral Panic,” 30. 
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contexts, such as education and skills training.2 The Serious Games movement argues that the 

interactive qualities of video game experiences allow them to more effectively communicate with 

the player compared to other media forms; in this utility-maximizing approach, a video game 

can in specific circumstances do a better job of teaching or persuading a person than if they 

watched a film or read a book on the same topic. This rests on a combination of two premises: 

one is that the interactive nature of games and the variable simulations that underpin them 

allow for greater understanding of complex systems and systemic problems. The array of 

concepts articulated in “newsgames,” persuasive games, and procedural rhetoric as discussed by 

scholars including Gonzalo Frasca and Ian Bogost also rely on this premise.3 The second 

premise draws from cognitive and psychological arguments that gameplay experience is a more 

effective vehicle of inducing personal change in the player through enhanced direct engagement. 

This can range from the idea that entertaining gameplay can make otherwise difficult or boring 

educational content more bearable (the sugar that helps the medicine go down, so to speak) to 

looking at gameplay and its feedback loops as a way to condition the body and mind of the 

player towards skill acquisition or behavior modification. The processes involved have been 

popularized by Jane McGonigal and other scholars that examine “gamification” as an influential 

trend among those same institutional sectors that have partnered with Games for Change.4  

This chapter will examine the limits of both the procedural-rhetorical and gamification premises 

and how, in their quest to configure gameplay into a technocultural instrument of social 

influence, they ultimately downplay and efface many of the ways that players actually experience 

that gameplay, including the experiential qualities that have been examined so far in this 

dissertation. When Serious Games dream of gameplay, they dream of a toolset. But as with any 

 
2 Ute Ritterfeld, Michael Cody, and Peter Vorderer, eds., Serious Games: Mechanisms and Effects (Routledge, 2009). 

3 Frasca, “Simulation versus Narrative: Introduction to Ludology”; Bogost, Persuasive Games. 

4 Jane McGonigal, Reality Is Broken: Why Games Make Us Better and How They Can Change the World (New York: 
Penguin Press, 2011); McGonigal, SuperBetter. 
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other technocultural artefact, those tools can be set towards a multitude of ends, including dead 

ends of habit that stray far from utopian self-actualization and consciousness-raising. With a 

more nuanced understanding of how game temporality, spatiality, and relationality, we can find 

the limits of the utopian vision that gamified processes can reshape people’s minds and bodies, 

and even reshape reality.  

 

The game as technocratic training device. 

The idea that video games could be vehicles for shaping people’s ideas and behavior was not 

inherently obvious connection during the medium’s formation and infancy. Although the 

earliest examples of the form, in their display of trajectories and vectors and binary states, 

transmitted information in the purest technical sense, it was difficult at first for observers of the 

video game-as-novelty to sense how this type of information might have a lasting effect on the 

player. As the arcade game rose to prominence as a pastime in the 1970s, the parallel 

popularization of cybernetic theory, with its talk of feedback loops and autopoietic systems, gave 

a somewhat more rigorous vocabulary to the paternalistic public health-influenced debates 

about the psychological effects of video games on children. These debates echoed similar 

concerns over comic books and films in earlier decades and drew from a hypodermic model of 

media effects: the consumption of violent media, such as violent gameplay, would encourage 

real-world aggression and violence.5 Underlying this panic was the belief that gameplay could 

significantly change people, and while these examples often focused on negative outcomes, this 

potentially implied the reverse as well. When Sherry Turkle described the glassy-eyed stare and 

repetitive robotic motions of a teenaged girl at an arcade machine in the 1980s, it was intended 

as a portrait of the video game as socially-isolating cocoon, with a human body ensconced in a 

 
5 Mark Griffiths, “Violent Video Games and Aggression: A Review of the Literature,” Aggression and Violent Behavior 
4, no. 2 (June 1, 1999): 203–12, https://doi.org/10.1016/S1359-1789(97)00055-4; Ferguson, “Aggressive Video 
Games Research Emerges from Its Replication Crisis (Sort Of).” 
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dehumanizing system.6 But in that image, one might recognize some of the traits prized in 

capitalism’s latent drive for perfect efficiency: a laser-focused obsession on a single system and 

an endless quest to refine one’s actions and streamline processes of action.  

David Sudnow’s journey to “master” the game Breakout, discussed in previous chapters 

in terms of player intentional capability, game perception, and game media power, also depicts 

the process of the game system shaping the body and mind of the player—in Sudnow’s words, 

being “programmed” by it.7 Sudnow’s initial goal is to search for a perfect algorithm to execute: 

one single set of motions that, if learned by rote, flawlessly embodied and input into the 

machine, would “solve” the game.8 But Breakout as a game system of rules and mechanics, 

though primitive by today’s standards, is already too complex for one single algorithm to be 

optimal within an everyday play context. One minute deviation from the pattern caused by the 

frailty of human reflexes and coordination means that a pre-planned algorithm no longer 

comports to the reality of the game and is rendered useless. What Sudnow must do, in the end, 

is train specific embodied actions that will apply to the variable situations as they occur in the 

real-time execution of the game: anticipating the different trajectories a ball might take after 

bouncing at specific angles and positioning the platform where it is most likely to be of use when 

the game demands reflexive reactions in the tenths of seconds. (The following chapter will 

discuss speedrunning communities where the ultimate goal is to perform this process of more 

efficient action, often with the aid of technical exploits and expertise. But importantly, this is 

less about a straightforward kind of “training” by the game, as opposed to an exercise in analysis 

by the player. It also has a specific, narrow range of applications that is most meaningful within 

a distinct community of practice.) 

 
6 Sherry Turkle, “Video Games and Computer Holding Power,” in The New Media Reader, ed. Noah Wardrip-Fruin 
and Nick Montfort (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2003), 500. 

7 Sudnow, Pilgrim in the Microworld, 45. 

8 Sudnow, 116. 
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Gameplay training is a function of improving player skill, and as discussed previously, 

such training helps games produce an embodied experience of power. Video games can be 

designed to make this kind of training more accessible and more pleasurable; interface controls 

condense the expansive possibilities of embodied action to a more manageable range, such as 

pressing one specific button at one specific time. The tools of game feel make the terms of 

success and failure legible and provide audiovisual confirmations that reward success while 

minimizing the disruption of failure and organically reincorporating it into the game’s learning 

process.9 Keogh’s discussion of the role of “lives” and repetition in games is a key example; in 

many games, death does not represent terminating finality but instead is a temporary setback 

and the beginning of a cycle that ostensibly leads to self-improvement.10 Most importantly, video 

games operate within the framework of consumer products that are heavily integrated into 

everyday schedules and everyday lives. They are leisure activities with gameplay sessions that 

can fit into snatches of spare minutes, but also give the option for those sessions to stretch into 

obsessive hours spent at the screen and at the controls.  Compared to the cost-benefit ratio of 

real-world training and education that often demands physical presence and the commitment of 

expert tutelage, the automated instantaneity of video games and their skill development is much 

faster and far less laborious. 

Yet while games cultivate embodied skill, those skills are rarefied and abstract. Moving a 

joystick and pushing buttons on a specific controller in the way a game specifically requires is 

not the most portable of skillsets. Ihde posits that fine-tuned hand-eye coordination developed 

in video games might help improve the skills of a generation of surgeons with their work, but 

this elides the vast gulf between gameworld interaction and the challenges that lie outside it.11  

Mastering Guitar Hero (2005) with its plastic guitar controller does not translate into playing a 

 
9 Swink, Game Feel, 66–67. 

10 Keogh, Play of Bodies, 147–48. 

11 Ihde, “Embodiment,” 128. 



160 

guitar, because ultimately the designed goal of the game is only to evoke a sense of the embodied 

experience of a guitar player to facilitate and structure its play. Henrik Smed Nielsen has written 

that “understanding and exercising an awareness of the cultural codes related to rock and 

guitar-culture (through the somatic handling of the guitar controller) is an important aspect of 

the performative dimension of playing Guitar Hero”.12 The plastic guitar encourages the player 

to configure their body to resemble that of a guitar player’s, an image the player has likely seen 

on stage or in photographs or indeed on the screen in front of them with the in-game avatar 

present in many versions of the game. This embodiment encourages a player attitude towards 

the game that creates associations with the guitar player’s cultural context – but it does not 

make the game player a guitar player.  Of the multitude of embodied skills that constitute the 

guitar player as a performer and artist, Guitar Hero as a video game gestures towards a few of 

them. A player can certainly develop a sense of rhythm as they play along with the music track, 

and they can develop coordination between one hand meant for strumming and the other hand 

that fingers the frets. However, such skills, as this game cultivates them, only find specific 

meaningful expression within the context of this game. The controller distills the complexity of a 

real six-string and its dozens of frets into a handful of buttons, and it requires the game to give 

context to those buttons. In the game, pressing a specific button could result in the player 

hearing the dissonant clank of an “incorrect” sound effect, or, if it is the correct button in that 

moment, the player will hear the “correct” note which, depending on the song or place within 

the song, could be any of a multitude of sounds with a preselected pitch and timbre. The player’s 

action corresponds not to a specific musical sound, but to a moment of gameplay success, with a 

musical sound as a “polish” effect to enhance feel. The buttons require the game’s context for 

expression, and thus the skills with those buttons are necessary to the enjoyment of the game 

experience, but they are less productive outside it. This does not mean that the time spent 

 
12 Nielsen, Playing Computer Games, 107. 
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playing Guitar Hero is worthless; it simply means that the experience of playing a game that 

evokes the resemblance of playing guitar and the experience of playing a guitar are 

incommensurable. 

On the other hand, there are games such as Rocksmith (2011) that do attempt to train 

players to play real instruments. Instead of using a proprietary plastic controller, the player 

connects to the console or computer a real electric guitar that could also be connected to an 

amplifier to produce and record actual guitar sounds. These signals are instead sent to the 

Rocksmith game, which accepts and interprets those signals within its game framework. This 

framework demands a more accurate simulation and more granular correspondence between 

the player’s action-input and the game’s audiovisual output. Like Guitar Hero, its levels are 

songs where the player plays to match the guitar track, and the player is judged on whether their 

inputs are correct in both type (the right string and fret) and timing (not too early or too late). 

When the player plays an incorrect note, Rocksmith provides a visual cue similar to Guitar 

Hero’s. However, because the input device is far more complex, instead of playing a generic 

“incorrect” sound, the game plays back the note that the player has actually played.  Thus, the 

game adds another layer of information and education to this moment: the player knows they 

have made a misstep within the framework of the game rules, but they are also aware of how 

their action would be a misstep within an established musical framework: the note they played 

does not follow from the melody or it is off beat, for example. The surface-level differences 

between Guitar Hero and Rocksmith at the level of the game interface and audiovisual polish 

belie the core distinction in game design philosophy and thus the primary qualities of the game 

experience. Guitar Hero creates an arbitrary set of game rules, mechanics, and aesthetic 

gameworld that evokes the feeling of musical performance, and thus understanding the cues of 

its musical framework aids the player’s enjoyment of the game experience. Rocksmith uses a 

configuration of rules as they are present in actual social contexts of musical performance as the 

foundation for its game rules and gameworld; the enjoyment of the game experience is meant to 
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aid in creating a deeper understanding of the musical framework. Mastering a specific song-level 

at its highest difficulty is functionally identical to performing the song in a live, out-of-game 

context. Even aspects that seem more disconnected from musical performance, such as a 

minigame where the player fights zombies, is designed to train the player and build their muscle 

memory in playing specific chords.13 The game’s marketing and tutorial introductions make this 

learning aspect explicit: someone who plays Rocksmith is learning how to actually play the 

guitar. 

Rocksmith is a significant example of the trend examined in this chapter: that of 

gamification. Gamification has certainly become an umbrella for a wide range of concepts and 

ideological positions, including those championed by forces nominally in opposition to each 

other. It has become a buzzword to attract investment and visibility for a variety of otherwise 

undistinguished projects. However, they are all generally unified by some version of this idea: if 

one takes a system and applies gameplay structures such as explicit quantified rules, 

simulations, or reward schedules, one will produce effects within that system that resemble 

intensive gameplay, such as increased attention and attachment to the system, and the 

development of greater understanding or skills with that system.  At the intersection of all these 

overlapping points of view lies the key belief that gameplay experience itself is a tool, and that 

play is a process and resource that can be harnessed to accomplish tangible tasks outside the 

confines of a gameworld.14 Gamification believes that the magic circle of gameplay might have 

some real magic, and it would be a shame to let that potential lie unused. 

This instrumental understanding of video games as a conveyor of training and 

transformation is not particularly recent, at least within the short horizon of video game history. 

 
13 Daniel O’Meara, “Rocksmith and the Shaping of Player Experience,” in Music Video Games: Performance, Politics, 
and Play, ed. Michael Austin (New York: Bloomsbury, 2016), 229–50. 

14 Katie Seaborn and Deborah I. Fels, “Gamification in Theory and Action: A Survey,” International Journal of 
Human-Computer Studies 74 (February 1, 2015): 14–31, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhcs.2014.09.006; Steffen P. Walz 
and Sebastian Deterding, eds., The Gameful World: Approaches, Issues, Applications (Cambridge, MA, USA: MIT 
Press, 2015). 
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Mainstream action and shooter games routinely and pervasively glorify militarism without 

needing institutional encouragement, mobilizing ideas of American military superiority and 

righteousness in a general sense.15 However, Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter have examined the 

role of the game America’s Army (2002) as a layered pedagogical tool for the United States 

Army, which includes a public demonstration of the organization’s stated culture and values, 

and also as a recruitment tool aimed at potential enlistees. Not only does the game instruct the 

player based on actual army training practices, but the game as a media work is also embedded 

within direct suggestions to enlist. The US Army’s direct involvement with America’s Army 

crystallizes the fact that it is not just a game circumscribed within its own world but is designed 

to accomplish a task within the larger world.16 The idea that first-person shooter games could be 

training tools stretches even further back to modified multiplayer versions of DOOM II (1994) 

used by the United States Marine Corps for squad training.17 Very little about DOOM II’s 

embodied aesthetics comports with real-world military tactics. Though the game’s fictional 

protagonist has the title of “Space Marine,” his guns do not behave like real guns: the projectiles 

from a shotgun cease to exist a few feet in front of the player, while the “BFG” weapon that 

vaporizes demons with blasts of energy bears little resemblance to any actual Army ordnance. 

But even in spite of the game’s fantastical visual aesthetic and abstracted game mechanics, the 

idea persisted that value could be gleaned from this experience, that this game could shape the 

people who played it through the development of group coordination or even just the vaguest 

evocation of a simulated battlefield with simulated combatants and simulated killing that would 

adhere to bodily memory.  

 
15 Murray, On Video Games, 123–24. 

16 Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter, Games of Empire, xiii. 

17 Michael Macedonia, “Games Soldiers Play,” IEEE Spectrum 39, no. 3 (2002): 32–37, 
https://doi.org/10.1109/6.988702. 
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Outside the scope of the military-industrial complex, gamification can be located within 

the longer historical arc of the technocratic quest to use mechanical or technological means to 

educate or train the mass public. A turn to the historical formation and reception of early 

cinema as a technology is instructive here; not for comparisons of audiovisual aesthetics or 

storytelling, but instead for a consideration of how cinematic technology carved out a sphere as 

a leisure activity, consumer product, and structuring of experience that fit into the fabric of 

everyday life.18 Previous scholarly comparisons between the medium of cinema and the medium 

of video games have examined how games have borrowed storytelling techniques such as act 

structure, characterization, and cinematographic style from mainstream filmmaking; these 

comparisons often frame this relationship as a subordination that limits the potential range of 

experiences that game designers can create.19 But the more useful comparison to make with 

cinema is how cinematic technology mobilized a reconfiguration of experience (a redistribution 

of the visible, in Rancière’s terms) and how that reconfiguration pervaded into the everyday life 

and perception of 20th century audiences. If cinema and video games are on similar historical 

trajectories in terms of the popular understanding of both as consumer products and modes of 

expression, then the historically-situated reactions and speculations about cinema’s potential to 

modify human behavior can illuminate more contemporary ideas about gamification. The 

technologically-driven novelty of cinematic aesthetics, seemingly more powerful and more 

immersive and more completely saturating the audience’s space and time, especially of 

ostensibly more impressionable youth audiences, was a driving influence behind the Payne 

Studies.20 This attempt to scientifically assess (or at least provide a rhetorical fusillade with a 

 
18 King and Krzywinska, Screenplay. 
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whiff of scientific backing) the psychological influence of cinematic technology finds its 

counterpart in the 1990s US Congressional inquiries into video game content, where similar 

gestures towards impressionable youth and the power of realistic immersive imagery can be 

found.21 While the actual results of inquiries like these are of questionable value when 

institutions attempt to enact policy regulating the production and circulation of media content, 

gamification relies on the same premise: that the aesthetics of technologically-advanced media 

forms have a greater power than what has come before to influence the behavior of the people 

that consume them. 

One of the most incisive examinations of cinema as a technocratic psychological 

apparatus remains Walter Benjamin’s “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological 

Reproducibility.” Reflecting on the loss of the quasi-religious “aura” possessed by art resulting 

from the singular qualities of individualized works with physical presence issued from the hands 

of individual artists, cinema emerges in its expansive mass production, mass distribution, and 

mass exhibition as the aesthetic form that most closely embodies industrial modernity. While 

Benjamin also examines the cinema’s industrial-technical mode of production, he ultimately 

argues that the aesthetic (and political) power of the cinema centers on its audiovisual 

dynamism: the “successive changes of scene and focus which have a percussive effect on the 

spectator,” created through editing and mobility, produce the tactile “shock” of non-stop 

change.22 Rather than the studied contemplation one might perform in front of a static painting, 

with a film “the train of associations in the person contemplating it is immediately interrupted 

by new images.”23 In this, the film experience aligns with the percussive, constant change that 

 
21 Tiffany Hsu, “When Mortal Kombat Came Under Congressional Scrutiny,” The New York Times, March 8, 2018, 
sec. Business, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/08/business/video-games-violence.html. 
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Doherty, and Thomas Y. Levin, trans. Edmund Jephcott, Rodney Livingstone, and Howard Eiland (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Belknap Press of Harvard UP, 2008), 39. 

23 Benjamin, 53n32. 
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occurs in one’s life outside the theater. The mode of thinking and action for a film spectator is 

“reception in a state of distraction,” and the tumult and velocity of the life of the twentieth-

century subject is reflected in the speed of their entertainment and art.24 Cinema’s technicity 

embodies society’s technicity: it is gears and chemicals and electricity transformed into transient 

imagery. Benjamin responds to attacks on cinema that claim its diminution of attention 

represents a decay in intellectual capacity by observing that “the ability to master certain tasks 

in a state of distraction first proves that their performance has become habitual. The sort of 

distraction that is provided by art represents a covert measure of the extent to which it has 

become possible to perform new tasks of apperception.”25 The world of cinema experience 

becomes a training ground for the lifeworld of industrial modernity, where distraction is the 

default state of being and doing.  

Benjamin’s claims certainly need to be qualified; while the technological framework of 

cinema enables its audiovisual dynamism, it does not necessarily follow that cinema must 

perform that dynamism. Art cinema and avant-garde movements such as Slow Cinema reject it, 

for example, and in their long takes and lack of change encourage the audience to perform that 

type of studied contemplation that Benjamin sees as evaporating in his era of mass mechanical 

art.26 But the formal choices of those movements to reject dynamism acknowledge and reinforce 

that the mainstream contexts of cinema and other social contexts are defined by their 

mechanized velocity; Slow Cinema and Slow Food and other Slow movements are reactions that 

ultimately buttress Benjamin’s observation that the speed of everyday life produces aesthetic 

forms that operate at the same speed. And Benjamin’s claim here, which can illuminate the full 

context of video games’ technological embodied aesthetics, takes on a greater significance if the 
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25 Benjamin, 40. 
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potentially docile spectator in Benjamin’s text, that in the worst-case becomes primed to be 

indoctrinated and manipulated by the dangerous aesthetic politics of fascism, has the agency to 

overcome this manipulation.27 Although Benjamin rebuts claims that the film spectator is 

intellectually diminished by a mechanical art form, the image of the spectator in this world 

remains a figure swept up in the grand current of industrial-technological-economic change. 

The spectator gravitates towards the mechanical art form because it configures that change in 

ways that remain pleasurable, legible, and comprehensible. In this conception of the cinema’s 

aesthetic potential, spectators are thus trained in ways to better withstand the barrage of 

nonstop change, but the terms of that training remain out of their control. Benjamin writes of 

cinema as a response to popular demand, but that demand has also been cultivated within and 

compelled from the populace by larger cultural formations.  

To properly answer questions about political aesthetics embodied by video games, 

Benjamin’s terms must be inverted to some extent: public recognition of specific social 

formations, and the action embodied in those formations, creates a need for expressive aesthetic 

responses that harness action and recontextualize it. This recontextualization occurs through 

methods that illuminate the qualities and significance of that action, in work that becomes 

publicly visible within the “space of appearance,” in Arendt’s aesthetic framework.28 The 

historical discourse of games acknowledges that the earliest video games were built with the 

same hardware, software, and processes that transformed the world’s military-industrial-

economic operations.29 In terms of aesthetic significance, this is not merely a material 

coincidence; the embodied actions of these computerized games could resonate with players 

because they reflected the same actions that were beginning to define living in a computerized 

world. The entertaining lure of simulated war was not the war, but the simulation. 

 
27 Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility: Second Version,” 41. 
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 Following the discussion of previous chapters, the embodied aesthetics of gameworlds 

dramatize technological relations: the ways in which we understand and shape the world, our 

intersubjectivity with other technocultural subjects, and how our embodied intentionalities 

integrate with this technological assemblage. Games dramatize those relations by enacting 

technological relations with its own embodied capacities, in structuring and channeling 

interaction through the interface and by quantifying and processing that interaction through 

gameworlds whose workings are potentially knowable and legible to the player. In this 

dramatization, game elements serve as training devices for the era of ubiquitous computing, like 

the cinema that trained the spectator for the shock of nonstop change in industrialized 

mechanical modernity. The myriad forms of embodied action encouraged by games all find their 

correspondences with technological action in real-world labor and real-world systems operation, 

from the most granular muscular motions (the click of a mouse and push of a button) to higher-

order effects (the reorganization of lists and the optimization of numerical functions) to grand 

processes that are ultimately given tactile qualities, such as the instantaneous transmutation 

and revalorization of economic value transmitted across great distances. Within the game these 

processes seem straightforward, as it is trivial for what is solid to melt into air when solidity is 

simply a specific configuration of zeroes and ones. But embodying and inhabiting these 

processes through play may allow the player to intuit that in computerized capitalism, similar 

processes are at work (or “in play”, perhaps) on hardware and software and simulations that 

differ in scale as opposed to kind.30 

To nuance Benjamin’s perspective, one should conceive of the player as a social subject 

with agency who does not abandon that role or that agency when they play, and indeed the 

embodied experiences of play inform and shape that subject’s actions as they emerge from play 

into spheres of more explicit social action—from the “magic circle,” as broken and permeable as 

 
30 See Alexander R. Galloway, “Allegories of Control,” in Gaming: Essays on Algorithmic Culture (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2006), 85-106. 
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it is, into the “space of appearance” that itself is fragmented and interpenetrated by a host of 

technical interventions. However, in this formulation gameplay itself possesses clear ethical, 

political, and ideological implications. Recall previous discussion of the “magic circle” bounded 

by the interface, where gameplay’s specificity was imagined to stem from the lack of significance 

of what occurs within the circle of play, a claim ultimately belied by the cultural and social 

contexts which players cannot ever fully shed when becoming players.31 The consequences of 

actions within the gameplay are negotiated and reconfigured by rules of play, but the actions of 

play ultimately gain significance from the ways they resonate with the embodied actions that 

structure and enact other ways of being – because “the nip denotes the bite,” such play 

encourages insight about what the bite truly means and how it is enacted in the world.32 For the 

aesthetic form of video game play to mean something as a foundation for a moment of social or 

political action, it must already mean something in the moment of play, and be open enough for 

players to construct those meanings and fit them within the circumstances of their everyday 

meanings.  

 The dominant normative approaches to how video games should shape the thoughts and 

actions of their players do not necessarily allow for the kind of openness where the player 

constructs meaning and fits that meaning into their everyday life. As discussed earlier, 

gamification, which forms a significant pillar of the Serious Games approach to the social impact 

of video games, imagines their effective instrumentality as tools of social engineering and 

conditioning. The aims and goals of America’s Army as a product, for example, reflect this aim. 

This also explains the use of “gamification” as an umbrella term for strategies and processes 

within arenas such as corporate customer loyalty programs, marketing campaigns, and the ever-

increasing forms of digitized “playbor” that constitutes “play-like activity that is, ultimately, still 
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productive.”33 This line of gamification discourse diverges from arguments about games as 

primarily creative and expressive media works. Gamification’s primary purpose is to embed 

game structures into non-game structures, and these strategies keep those non-game structures 

and their goals at the forefront. If it is useful to conceive of games as dramatizing technological 

relations using the same tools that subtend those relations – we use computer technology in 

order to perform tasks, we play games with those same computers in order to play – then 

gamified structures remain firmly embedded within the utilitarian mode of doing things with 

those tools with measurable economic and political effects.  Gamification strategies use 

embodied interface experience to provide a connection between a player and a gameworld, but 

those worlds are from the start already integrated into larger systems that maximize the 

efficiency of a profit-generating or institutional power apparatus through potentially exploitative 

methods.  

However, even organizations and movements which might express more progressive 

goals for games as creative and expressive works, as Games for Change does, ultimately also rely 

on a technocratic, instrumental view of games as a vehicle for action. The game is imagined as a 

box wherein players encounter the game, they play the game, and through that process of play 

the game changes them. This change may come in shaping the player-subject’s future decisions 

and actions by transmitting knowledge, or by enhancing the efficacy of future action by 

developing skills or positive behavior. Although the player actively engages with and works 

through the game, the architects of gamified learning structures imagine the knowledge 

imparted through that work as something that can be packaged to arrive at a specific desired 

change. If the game is then successfully distributed to a wide audience, it can thus propagate 

that change on a mass scale.  Arendt decried art’s instrumentalization as a kind of “philistinism” 

that ultimately aimed to convert aesthetic experience into value for “the ulterior motive of self-
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perfection.”34 To what extent is gamification driven by a similar motive? This chapter will 

examine and critique the idea of procedural rhetoric that underpins the belief in effectively 

packaging knowledge within gameplay forms. But before that, it is worth considering the other 

assumption about this process: that once knowledge is contained within a game, it can be 

effectively propagated to a mass audience that will play it and thus be changed and enact 

change. This dream underpins gamification today and echoes the power assigned by Benjamin 

to the cinema as a training device for modernity. Where does this idea fall within the context of 

contemporary games discourse? 

 

Reconfiguring reality: McGonigal and the limits of gamification  

One of the most ardent and influential proponents for using games to propagate personal 

and social change is Jane McGonigal, who has given widely-viewed TED talks and presentations 

on the topic and provided an intellectual foundation and strategies for using games as vehicles 

for change in her 2011 book Reality is Broken. Formerly on the board of directors of Games for 

Change, she has argued for the creation of “games designed to improve real lives and solve real 

problems.”35 The use of “reality” in the book’s title stems from her use of the term “alternate 

reality games,” a formulation designed to clearly separate her work from the gamification 

strategies embedded within the corporate-consumerist nexus which focus on creating extrinsic 

rewards for gameplay which are often enumerated (and monetized), strategies which she 

vehemently opposes.36 Although both alternate reality games and other gamification strategies 

operate by bringing gameplay structures to sectors that previously functioned without them in 

order to harness the capacities of player-subjects to accomplish a task, the distinction she makes 
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is one of intent and effect: ultimately, McGonigal designs and champions video games that 

activate the agency of the player and aim to direct it towards the ethical good, augmenting the 

capacities of the player instead of exploiting them and setting them towards accomplishing 

socially worthwhile tasks.37 To that end, in her book she examines specific ways that the “reality” 

of the world is flawed, highlights the qualities of games that overcome or correct those flaws, 

and argues for design strategies and strategies for changing the context of play itself in order to 

leverage games as a force to correct the flaws of broken real world. 

The term “alternate reality game” which centralizes and drives McGonigal’s argument it 

itself a provocative and charged term. Outside her use of it, mainstream critics and writers have 

used the term to refer to a game genre where the “text” of the game and the modalities of 

gameplay are not contained within the bounds of a delineated work but erupt in spaces and 

events where gameplay may be unexpected, such as in e-mails and other communications tools, 

or even in “meatspace” with real-world events. An early example, Majestic (2001), solicited the 

player’s instant messenger account information and fax machine number; although the game 

itself is executed from a program contained on a disc, the player would also receive messages 

from the fictional diegesis of the game in their “real” instant messenger program and fax 

machine; the technological implements the player uses to connect to other people become co-

opted as a way to connect with the quasi-other of the game. The Beast (2001) provides the 

prototypical example for the popular understanding of the alternate reality game. Unlike 

Majestic, which for all its expansiveness remained a specific delineated product that the player 

purchases and consciously begins to play, The Beast was amorphous in its gameplay forms and 

initiation.38 Designed to promote the 2001 film A.I.: Artificial Intelligence, the game did not 

announce itself as a specific work and even the title, originally an internal appellation, was only 
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retroactively applied once the scope and the nature of the game was made clear to the players. 

Rather, the seeds of the game were planted on various web pages, nodes on the internet that sat 

alongside the websites of real companies and real organizations, which were accessed the same 

way as those real websites. However, the pages of The Beast pointed to fictional companies and 

organizations within the world of the game. Players thus did not necessarily make a conscious 

choice to begin playing a game as opposed to stumbling upon the game, either through a 

happenstance search or by being directed to those pages through real-world intervention, such 

as Ain’t it Cool News personality Harry Knowles making cryptic comments within the 

framework of his real-world work as movie journalist and critic. The web pages themselves 

provided additional clues and hidden puzzles which pointed to additional web pages, resembling 

a trail of clues in a detective story or scavenger hunt, while staged events and “viral videos” 

avant la lettre fleshed out the diegesis and established other nodes in the game’s network. What 

made The Beast an “alternate reality” game was that it used real technological tools, real spaces, 

and real figures to construct its gameworld and its gameplay experience. The game was 

embedded in real-world structures, and the player merely needed to make an affective shift in 

order to perceive the game and play it.39 

The majority of the alternate reality games that followed also helped promote or were 

tie-ins with films, television shows, and other video games, to the point where the term was 

arguably more important to marketing discourse than to games criticism.40 McGonigal 

deliberately uses the term as a form of detournement, drawing upon the liminal charge of 

blurring the boundaries between gameplay and everyday life while hoping to repurpose its 

proven popular cachet towards alternate ends. She acknowledges these previous ARGs by 
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categorizing them as a subset of “narrative ARGs” that are only one possibility for bringing 

gameplay into the “real” world.41 That is, the pleasure of games like Majestic and The Beast 

stems from how that the larger world impinges on the gameworld, and the flow of everyday life 

becomes more playful when a person encounters an unexpected event or unfamiliar space that 

might actually be part of a gameworld. In these cases, the reality effect of these design strategies 

draws the player into a fictional gameworld, and then possibly back out to act in the real world 

(to consume the products such games promote). McGonigal uses the term “alternate reality 

game” to propose redirecting these flowing forms of action. The pleasurable and structured 

framework of gameplay becomes a tool for the player-subject to act in the real world—to affect 

reality rather than merely perceive a reality effect. The game facilitates action to enact change in 

situations that, without the game, action would be too difficult, uncomfortable, or alienating.  

The “broken” nature of reality, in McGonigal’s argument, facilitates stasis on both the individual 

level of personal development and in larger social contexts in the form of systemic problems 

such as dependency on fossil fuels and educational inequality. She lists factors which contribute 

to the inertia that obstructs decisive action, such as the expansive nature of complex problems 

that make it difficult to determine specific courses of action to solve those problems.42 Another 

example is the attenuated cause-effect relationship between acting for some kind of change and 

seeing the results of those actions. In scenarios where sustained action over a long period of 

time is required, a lack of immediate satisfaction, reward, or motivation can drive many people 

to give up before their goals have been accomplished.43 McGonigal contrasts the reluctance to 

act in the real world with video game players’ willingness to devote a massive amount of time to 

action in virtual worlds, citing that “it takes the average WoW [World of Warcraft] player a total 

of five hundred hours of gameplay to develop his or her avatar to the game’s current maximum 
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level… now that’s a labor of love.”44 She ultimately envisions that the wellspring of time, 

attention, and effort can be redirected back into a broken reality to enact change, and she argues 

this can be achieved by adopting some the strategies that allow video game designers to capture 

that time in the first place.  

McGonigal builds her argument primarily on theories of positive psychology developed 

by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, particularly his articulation of the “flow” state previously discussed 

in Chapter 2. “Flow” is most commonly visible in the peak activity of high-level athletes and 

other performers who accomplish physical and mental feats at the top end of human capabilities 

in a seemingly automatic or trance-like state. Completely absorbed by the activity at hand in a 

state of hyperfocus, those in the flow state achieve “optimal experience” by both performing 

tasks to the best of their abilities while also feeling an intrinsic satisfaction in performing that 

task. Csikszentmihalyi outlines a particular set of conditions that facilitate the absorption and 

laser-like attention required for experiencing flow: a structured framework for action with a 

specific defined goal, clear feedback on the effectiveness of one’s actions and progress towards 

that goal, and indications that one’s abilities are a good fit for accomplishing the goal—that it is 

neither trivial nor impossible.45 McGonigal notes that these characteristics are typically lacking 

in the challenges encountered in everyday life, and that these are also the characteristics 

cultivated by good game design, writing that “playing games can give us a taste of that elusive 

sense of individual agency and impact in a world where the work we do may be challenging, but 

our efforts often seem fruitless.”46 It is not coincidental that the archetypal example of the flow 

state is the athlete in a sporting context where their actions are bounded by rules and their 

failure or success can be precisely determined and quantified with immediacy. Game designers 

certainly approach the question of these flow characteristics both in the technical-formal 
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characteristics of the medium and in normative questions of how to best entertain or engage the 

player. As discussed in previous chapters, the quantification afforded by computer technology 

heavily determines the intersubjective relationship between human and computer through the 

interface, and the numerical representation or simulation of qualities within the game world can 

make the bounds of action within the game clearer. Similarly, the tenets of good “game feel” 

encourage direct audiovisual and tactile correlations between player actions and game reactions, 

as this helps the player accurately situate themselves with the time and space of the game world. 

Finally, the perceived correspondence between player skill and the capacity to affect the 

gameworld, which relates to the adequate challenge characteristic of the flow state, is also the 

primary way that games enact relations of power-over and power-to.  

McGonigal’s proposals for alternate reality games rest on taking these characteristics and 

questions, which game designers have tackled for decades and as a result have captivated 

players to the tune of billions and billions of hours played, and applying them to frameworks to 

solve real-world problems. Games are well-suited to producing a flow state in players; if reality 

were more like games, McGonigal reasons, then more people would spend more time acting in 

the world to improve their lives and the lives of others: “We recognize the unrivaled power of 

gameplay to create common ground, to concentrate our collective attention, and to inspire long-

term efforts. Games are a way of creating new civic and social infrastructure. They are the 

scaffold for coordinated effort. And we can apply that effort toward any kind of change want to 

make, in any community, anywhere in the world.”47 To make reality more like games, McGonigal 

proposes bringing games back to reality: designing games and game structures wherein action is 

encouraged within clear rule-based frameworks with immediate feedback on that action and 

clear indications that such action is adequate to the challenge at hand. However, the innovation 

here is to redirect the play contained within those game structures to real-world effects that are 
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not just experienced within a computerized simulation but also produce durable effects both on 

a personal level and within the public sphere. McGonigal importantly continues to characterize 

these activities as games through the entire process: the appeal of games as a medium entices 

players to play and determines their expectations within the game world, and the design 

philosophy of games is used with the intention of producing flow. The flow state allows the 

player-subject to act in the world while performing with higher efficacy and experiencing the 

positive psychological effects of peak performance, and thus the game framework provides 

significant motivation to continue.  

 

Figure 9. Promotional image for the game SuperBetter (SuperBetter LLC, 2012).  
Image taken from SuperBetter and reproduced under fair use. 

McGonigal offers numerous examples of this framework in proposed or completed 

games, such as SuperBetter, a game based on strategies she developed to cultivate “personal 

resilience” while recovering from a severe concussion. The game repackages the tasks required 

for psychological and physical rehabilitation within the language and framework of gaming: 

quests to complete, power-ups to increase motivation, and “epic wins” to mark 
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accomplishment.48 When McGonigal (or any player using the game, now available to the public 

online) completed a self-defined task, she would mark it within the game, which would provide 

positive audiovisual feedback and keep track of these tasks in the long-term. Thus, the intent of 

the game is ultimately to build routines through positive reinforcement and visualization of 

long-term progress; playing the game requires acting in the real world, correlating those actions 

to quantified challenges within the context of the game, and using the feedback mechanisms as 

motivation to continue their course of action. In short, and without disparaging the aims of the 

game, what SuperBetter does is gamify the process of self-help. It takes as the horizon of its 

game world a complex course of action that requires sustained, motivated effort over a long 

period of time. The gameplay structures transform amorphous personal decisions, whose effects 

may not be immediately clear, into game interactions that give immediate positive feedback and 

legible long-term progress with quasi-fictive power-ups, bad guys, and quests.49 Although the 

“resilience” actions to improve one’s physical and mental health are the primary goal, the 

premise of SuperBetter and McGonigal’s discussion of the game argue that the gameplay 

experience itself is crucial to the realization of those goals. Regularly turning to the app and 

playing by tapping or clicking the buttons and thus creating a simulated numerical framework 

for those actions helps develop the positive psychological state which constitutes the goal of the 

game and also builds the foundation for further positive actions to further those goals.  

Thus, although McGonigal deplores the crasser deployments of gamification strategies in 

corporate-consumerist contexts, many of the alternate reality games she proposes use the same 

gamification strategies while redirecting them towards ends other than revenue. Regardless of 

the actual effectiveness of these strategies or the positive impact they may generate, scholars 

such as Jennifer R. Whitson critique McGonigal’s examples of game-like tools for self-
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improvement, such as Nike+ and Foursquare. These may encourage people to embark on 

healthier and more fulfilling activities, but they are also emblematic of corporate data collection 

and monetization of its users.50 Ultimately, Whitson argues, “The moment you understand that 

you are working, you are not playing.”51 McGonigal makes a distinction between extrinsic 

rewards, which many corporate/marketing-based gamification approaches take, and which 

ultimately constrain the player experience as value production, and the intrinsic rewards that 

she argues makes good ARGs socially beneficial. However, in practice the differences between 

the two are not so clear-cut. 

In any case, owing to the variety of individual styles in learning and personal 

development, it is not difficult to imagine that providing any kind of structure, including a game 

structure, would help some people to act more decisively and productively, and the specific 

aesthetic trappings of videos game may appeal more to some personal tastes and temperaments. 

However, McGonigal enshrines gameplay itself as a significant vehicle for change and 

framework for action. In her follow-up book SuperBetter, which elaborates upon the titular 

game and frames it more explicitly in the language of psychological self-help, she argues that a 

progressive approach to games leads to what she calls a “gameful” state, a term which highlights 

her ideal of fusing the world of everyday life with the game worlds she encourages her players 

and readers to develop: “Being gameful means bringing the psychological strengths you 

naturally display when you play games—such as optimism, creativity, courage, and 

determination—to your real life.”52 (Similarly, while also decrying explicit gamification, Ian 
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Bogost has also taken to diffusing the mindset of “playful experience” into an attitude one takes 

in real-world contexts.)53   

The heart of this idea ultimately comports with a strand of technocratic rationalism that 

desires to maximize efficiency and capture value from even the most granular facets of everyday 

life. These technocratic foundations impose limits on the viability of even a progressive 

approach to gamification and ultimately foreclose alternative ways of imagining the social 

impact of games more broadly. McGonigal’s projects, and the work of those who subscribe to her 

ideas, have certainly helped many people; throughout SuperBetter she highlights psychological 

and neurological studies that examine patient outcomes as a positivist prescription for the 

overall effectiveness of her methods.54 Without disputing specific outcomes, her central 

theoretical claim, that the game processes themselves and the design strategies constructing 

them are the primary agent of change in these scenarios, is worth assessing more closely.  

As a follow-up book, SuperBetter features two distinct types of games designed to 

produce psychological change. One involves the deployment of gameplay in delimited situations 

where specific gameplay aesthetics produce concrete effects, such as a study where subjects who 

played Tetris immediately after viewing a disturbing image were less likely to experience 

intrusive flashbacks of that image because of how the alternative array of sensory stimuli 

affected memory formation.55 The second type is comprised of the more diffuse games that 

encourage the player to reframe their modalities of perception and action within everyday life, 

such as how SuperBetter the game quantifies lived experience with a “score” and thus “leveling 

up” in the game is intended to reflect and produce significant improvement in the player’s actual 
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quality of life.56 This second type of game anchors McGonigal’s utopian ideal of “living 

gamefully” as a personal affective shift compared to the narrower medical treatment and 

intervention of the first, but her rhetoric conflates both of these types. Even though both may 

fall under the umbrella of gamification, and both may produce verified effects, they belong to 

two different overarching projects; as a New Yorker review of the book notes, one is “about 

using games in life” while the other is “about turning life into a game.”57 The second project is 

fraught with far more uncertainty.  

Throughout her work, McGonigal remains endlessly optimistic that the small-scale 

successes of the first type of gamified structure can be generalized and transferred into the 

second type. Such rhetorical optimism creates a discursive framework that can buoy the success 

of those games when the gameplay experience itself does not produce the totality or even the 

majority of the real-world effects.  For example, in her own personal gamified proto-SuperBetter 

approach to recovering from her concussion, McGonigal notes that the gameplay structures she 

designed for herself enabled her to reach out to her friends and family for support, which 

improved the pace and outcomes for her recuperation.58 She frames this course of action as the 

gameplay itself generating these positive outcomes, because her self-fashioned rules and reward 

structure motivated her to take action and amplified the positive feedback she received from 

those actions.  

However, one could also locate the primary value of the game in this situation as simply 

as the pretext or impetus for action: characterizing her actions as gameplay allows a justification 

to herself and to others for interacting within the larger world. That is, playing-in-the-world is 

commonly understood as players taking on the rules of a game as constraints on certain actions 

 
56 McGonigal, 318. 

57 Nathan Heller, “High Score,” The New Yorker, September 14, 2015, 86, 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/09/14/high-score. 

58 McGonigal, Reality Is Broken, 136. 



182 

and incentives for others, and even people who are not playing the game understand that 

someone playing a game will behave differently than outside it. In this specific situation of 

psychological recuperation, the game’s intervention is not just in the qualities of the game 

experience itself but in how “playing a game,” as a cultural activity, creates the pretext for 

certain actions and assigns quantified value to those actions. In this example, McGonigal already 

had a robust community of friends and family to draw support from, and the changes the game 

produced were primarily in assigning values to those relationships to standardize and 

incentivize action. The previous chapter discussed how games construct a political economy 

from the player’s time and attention within the context of labor and lived time; McGonigal’s 

example is arguably a form of gameplay as labor, using the pretext of gameplay as a defined, 

justified activity to perform a quasi-economic valorization of the world outside its bounds.  

Distinguishing between the game as an agent for change itself versus a pretext for change 

caused by another agent is not merely a matter of perspective nor hair-splitting about the 

ontology of games. It specifies the ethical foundation one works from when carving out games 

and play as a distinct sphere of experience and distribution of the sensible. This ethical question 

emerges on two fronts: one, in order to produce change through player-game engagement, what 

design and aesthetic choices are most suitable? Two, given the aesthetic portfolio of games as a 

medium, what are the most suitable and effective kinds of change for it to undertake? There is 

an individualist-collectivist spectrum to this distinction, especially in the realm of video games 

where historically the sustained individual experience of most gameplay has been balanced 

against a widening array of multiplayer and public engagement. It is possible to read 

McGonigal’s SuperBetter game as a sterling example of using games to produce collective 

change through the deepening of intersubjective relations; the game serves as an impetus for 

communication and action with others, and it provides a bedrock of shared experiences for a 

community to work with and work from. Crucially, in this assessment, the gameworld where 

embodied aesthetic experiences originate and the larger lifeworld where durable change through 
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action occurs remain connected but distinct; one can distinguish where one world ends and the 

other begins. (This idea of games as delimited loci for community-building and expression, and 

their responses to these ethical questions, will be explored in more detail in the next chapter.)   

McGonigal’s project, however, privileges individualist augmentation. Her approach is far from 

totalizing and she certainly gestures in several cases to how alternate reality games can be 

beneficial within a community context through collaboration and crowdsourcing, lensing 

projects such as Wikipedia as being like cooperative multiplayer games.59 Yet even these 

examples, when read into her larger rhetorical project of “living gamefully,” which deliberately 

collapses distinctions between game world and lifeworld, predominantly rely on the notion of 

individualist empowerment through technological augmentation as the most suitable way to 

conceive of change and enact it in the world. These games circumscribe the individual through 

personalization and customization functions and fixate on individual progress and results with 

processes similar to how social media applications construct the individual; not coincidentally, 

the prophets of social media and games for change both claim the potential for utopian 

restructuring of the public sphere through the enabling of individual action.60 In this, Graeme 

Kirkpatrick notes that in corralling gameplay “towards a predetermined, authorized meaning,” 

this might lock players into “the way things are” and ultimately result in “the impoverishment of 

the radical social imaginary.”61 As discussed in Chapter Three, the freedom of action within the 

gameworld is always bounded by assumptions and ideological frames imposed by designers, 

predominantly making such action a rehearsal or performance of some valid configuration 

within those bounds.   
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In function and effect, McGonigal’s alternate reality games are tools which leverage the 

cultural signifiers of games and the social mechanisms associated with them to perform labor. 

The phenomenological model of gameplay in Chapter Two described how games dramatize the 

array of technological relations such as the (I ⇄ Tech) ⇄ World relationship; game structures 

draw from the player’s understanding of those relations in order to construct their worlds and 

their terms of interaction. McGonigal’s overarching project inverts this process by taking the 

terms of interaction associated with games and aiming them back towards the world. These 

terms of interaction tend to abstracted and quantified, and in video games these enable power 

relations to form between a player and a game. By redirecting and expanding these terms of 

interaction, the ideology of “living gamefully” also redirects the empowerment (as an affective 

state) and power (as social relation) carried by games back into the world. The expectation that 

this process will create additional value and allow for more effective individual behavior 

comports with the efficiency-seeking and individualist optimization at the heart of technocratic 

rationalism as an ideology.  

The technocratic value-maximization underwriting McGonigal’s project most clearly 

comes to the fore when she makes claims about the intersection of gameplay time and shaping 

the nature of reality. In the introduction to Reality is Broken, she immediately frames game 

design strategies as a solution to a set of time allocation problems with an initial historical 

example that compares the atomized, alienated, drudgery-filled contemporary social order with 

the famine-stricken situation of the ancient Lydians, who used games as a coping mechanism for 

the deprivations and challenges of the real world: “Like the ancient Lydians, many gamers have 

already figured out how to use the immersive power of play to distract themselves from their 

hunger.”62 Arguably the technocultural framework that produced the tools she uses have also 

contributed to that atomization and alienation, but McGonigal’s argument only implicitly 
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acknowledges those historical origins and the connection remains mostly unspoken. The key to 

her argument rests on assessing the value of the vast number of hours spent by a vast number of 

players within game worlds. She rejects arguments casting games as psychologically-damaging 

and unproductive, escapist diversions by instead considering such gameplay as a vast untapped 

swath of potential energy which can be redirected through the designing and instrumental 

deployment of alternate reality games. In this view, the committed effort expressed by all those 

hours of play are a form of immaterial labor, and she acknowledges that this labor is already, in 

a sense, productive: 

If you are a gamer, it’s time to get over any regret you might feel about spending so much 
time playing games. You have not been wasting your time. You have been building up a 
wealth of virtual experience that… can teach you about your true self:  what your core 
strengths are, what really motivates you, and what makes you happies. As you’ll see, you 
have also developed world-changing ways of thinking, organizing, and acting.63 

The task at hand, in this grand view, is to take the inputs which flow throughout the world by the 

millions every day and reconfigure their outputs toward progressive and socially beneficial 

goals.  

But why does McGonigal see the time and energy invested into video games as uniquely 

fungible in ways that myriad other forms of recreation, entertainment, or cultural expression are 

not? As with the discourse around social media’s potential, what occurs across computer 

networks and within computer programs is often imbued with a transcendental transmutability. 

Embodied action, already abstracted and quantified across the interface to be algorithmically 

manipulable, seems more easily transformed by computers as opposed to systems that are 

subject to the friction generated by physical realities or the frailties and sluggishness of human 

governance. Thus, to an earlier formation we should add: McGonigal’s overall project does not 

merely gamify self-help, it also computerizes it. Most of her proposed games take the form of PC 

or smartphone applications, such as SuperBetter, but even those that exist in other forms are 
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imbued with the logic and characteristics of computerized games: repetition, rigid rule 

compliance, and numerical accumulation tied to notions of progress. There are certainly 

pragmatic reasons for why building one’s overarching project on a computerized foundation 

would be beneficial: as the original dot-com boom and its Web 2.0 incarnation show, the 

perceived “disruption” potential of computer applications continues to be a boon to investment 

and public visibility, as examples of “charismatic technology” and “disruptive fixation” in 

computerized interventions into education show.64 Nevertheless, the sincerity of McGonigal’s 

call to action built on the immense amount of time spent in video game worlds draws from a 

long-standing dream in technological discourse of reshaping time in order to reshape reality.  

As discussed in Chapter Three, the temporal mismatch between computer processing speed and 

the speed of human interaction produces a specific understanding of temporality, one which 

when taken out of the context of leisure and play can be mapped onto questions of efficient and 

inefficient use. Hu stresses the etherealization of labor that, unmoored from perceivable 

physical limitations, can be misconstrued as transcendent: “By making the user equivalent to his 

or her usage, time-sharing yoked the user’s labor to the labor of the computer itself. In doing so, 

human-computer interaction initially functioned as a management technique, as a way to 

fashion an efficient worker capable of flexibly managing time.”65 This perception of processing 

time as a prospect – as flowing wealth of untapped resources to optimize – is echoed in 

McGonigal’s statistics of time played and her extrapolate of larger social potential. Gaming as a 

category of cultural expression becomes the multi-user system writ large, and it becomes the 

goal of “disruptive” design to optimize that system and to find the gaps in that flow of millions of 

hours of playtime that can transform into social change. If that flow of time, created to address 

desires for the personal satisfaction of play, could simultaneously address problems without 
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disrupting that satisfaction, that would entail the production of immense value; this drive 

underpins McGonigal’s project as a whole. 

 

Broken Realities and Redemption through Technological Aesthetics. 

The larger notion of piecing together a broken reality through the transformative power of a 

technologically-augmented expressive apparatus stretches back even further, even before the 

digital computer. Indeed, Benjamin gestures to this in writing that “Technology aims at 

liberating human beings from drudgery, the individual suddenly his scope for play, his field of 

action [Spielraum], immeasurably expanded. He does not yet know his way around this space. 

But already he registers his demands on it.”66 Again, a turn to theoretical discussions on the 

ontology of film and its social effects proves instructive: the discourse of cinematic realism 

hinges on interrogating the connections between the audience in an abstracted environment of 

reception, the real world outside that reception space, and the technological apparatus that 

bridges those spaces. McGonigal’s declaration that reality is broken and games have the power 

to fix it echoes the claim made decades before by Siegfried Kracauer that “cinema can be defined 

as a medium particularly equipped to promote the redemption of physical reality.”67 Kracauer 

foregrounds the connection between the technological apparatus and a greater understanding of 

the world.  He argues that photography and film are “products of science and technology” that 

“not only isolate physical data but reach their climax in representing it.”68 Cinema is thus an 

apparatus of scientific vision, spawned from a larger ideological-societal shift that Kracauer 

forcefully rejects—a positivist analytical mode of perceiving the world through abstracted 

models and statistical data—but cinema might also be the means of salvaging the world from 

this abstraction and restoring a connection between people and the reality of the world around 
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them. McGonigal is, of course, far more comfortable with the use of data and its expressive 

potential to be a force for reconnecting people, which is why they champion two different 

mediums, and their technological utopias are of different characters. But they are both 

technological utopias, nonetheless. 

Kracauer’s Theory of Film carries an ethical charge as it characterizes how the medium 

has been previously deployed. He assesses the shallower potential of literary adaptations and 

novelistic storytelling in cinema’s privileging of the physical over the representation of mental 

states.69 He also doubts the worthiness of the medium for idiosyncratic artistic and authorial 

expression, continuing the thread begun in From Caligari to Hitler that characterized the 

formalistic and dreamlike excursions of Weimar-era cinema as distracting from and priming for 

the rise of German fascism.70 In any case, we can find productive parallels between technocratic 

gamification discourse arising in our contemporary moment and the context that gave rise to a 

cinematic realism arguing that “one of the uplifting effects of film consists in enabling those 

whose sensibilities have been blunted by the predominance of technology and analytical 

thinking to resume ‘sensuous and immediate’ contact with ‘life’” and “the kind of reality which 

eludes measurement.”71  Kracauer’s realism speaks to the interaction between an expressive 

technological apparatus and the real world which serves as both its material and its horizon of 

social impact. Understanding Kracauer’s theoretical context helps illuminate McGonigal’s own 

understanding of reality, her rationale for mobilizing the expressive technological apparatus of 

games to reshape it, and the limits to her strategies for using games for change.  Kracauer 

observes that “what redeems the film addict from his isolation is not so much the spectacle of an 

individual destiny which might again isolate him as the sight of people mingling and 
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communing with each other according to ever-changing patterns.”72 It is not difficult to hear 

echoes of this call to reconnect the individual to the social whole in McGonigal’s proclamation 

that “Games are showing us exactly what we want out of life: more satisfying work, better hope 

of success, stronger social connectivity, and the chance to be a part of something bigger than 

ourselves.”73 

 Much like Benjamin, Kracauer identifies cinema as a new form of expression borne from 

technological developments and which has demonstrated its ability to address the desires of 

mass audiences, as shown in the myriad spaces marked for its exhibition and in the cultural and 

economic cachet of its practitioners. Benjamin identified cinema’s specificity which 

distinguished it from other modes of expression and cultural visibility as coming from its sheer 

velocity and rate of change, which allows it to function as a kind of training device for the 

sensibilities of industrial modernity. Kracauer instead focuses on cinema’s relationship with the 

material world: films do not “consume the raw material from which they are drawn” like other 

forms of art that carve out and isolate the material world, but instead they can “record visible 

phenomena for their own sake” and thus allow an audiovisual connection or communion 

between the audience and a real world which has not been substantially altered by artistic 

intervention.74 This cinematic ontology suggests a framework for audience experience where the 

spectator finds a connection to a medium that is symptomatic of a scientifically rationalized and 

abstracted society; but through its mechanical vision, the film restores the immanence of the 

material world which those abstractions have hidden away under ideological veils.75 Thus, 

although Kracauer disapproves of claims to use cinema as a vehicle for ideology in a world 

already saturated by ideology, he does believe in the potential for change through cinema that 
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redeems reality by presenting concrete experience that has the potential “for reflecting and 

endorsing the actual rapprochement between the peoples of the world.” His supporting 

examples include the UNESCO documentary World Without End (Paul Rotha and Basil Wright, 

1953) and the Indian neorealist film Aparajito (Satyajit Ray, 1956).76 This privileging of specific 

modes of depicting the “real” as existing beyond and outside the veil of ideology, especially with 

these examples of a highly ideological documentary and an key example of what would soon be 

consolidated under the rubric of auteurist art cinema, has proven to be a significant lacuna 

within realist cinema discourse. This indeterminate relationship between characterizing reality 

as flawed and enshrining a technological apparatus to repair it helps crystallize the similar 

problematic at the heart of gamification discourse and the limits to its proposed solutions.  

Both cinematic realism and gamification proffer normative frameworks that stem from 

their identification of the solitary subject as living an isolated and incomplete life because of 

contemporary social formations. In Kracauer’s case it is the alienation caused by scientific-

ideological abstraction as a barrier to authentic experience, and in McGonigal’s it is the gap 

between individual willpower and the complex intractable problems that stand in the way of 

self-actualization and full agency. Each, in turn, identifies a modality of experience that can 

overcome these barriers, whether in the return to the material presence of physical reality or a 

state of flow that enables optimal performance and intense motivation. For each scholar, the 

technological framework underpinning their chosen art form creates the possibility for breaking 

those barriers to ideal experience: cinema can bear witness to physical reality without 

consuming it and deliver it to a mass audience, and video games allow for a framework of rules, 

reward, and feedback that will compel direct action. The most popular incarnations of each 

medium as mainstream entertainment—novelistic drama and staged spectacular films, and 

enthralling multiplayer action and role-playing games—demonstrate the widespread appeal of 
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the form and ability to address the desires of a large audience, but they also rely on elements or 

strategies that veer away from the medium’s perceived “true” untapped potential. The apparent 

solution to achieving that potential will come from a wave of creators who will redeem physical 

reality and un-break it by using their medium’s capabilities to forge genuine connections with 

the “real” world and with other people beyond the horizon of leisure and entertainment.  

This dream of transcendental instrumentality allows McGonigal to imagine the millions 

of hours expended by individual players as a resource that can be collected and transmuted into 

positive social outcomes with little friction, and the computerized immateriality of the forms at 

hand make these outcomes seem like real possibilities. However, as Nick Dyer-Witheford has 

observed, the treatment of automation and computerized action as transcendent often effaces 

the messy physical realities that underpin those ethereal effects, whether in the form of invisible 

and ignored labor that occurs behind the scenes, or the frailty and unpredictability of human 

users who will not always work towards social goods even when they are provided the tools to do 

so.77 These realities impose limits on the grand scope of the projects of gamification discourse, 

including McGonigal’s. To be sure, she and Games for Change have achieved some measure of 

success in changing the world with the games they promote. The testimonials and user reviews 

for SuperBetter (both as an app and as a book) indicate that it has assisted people in achieving 

their personal goals. Similarly, Games for Change-endorsed projects such as Blindfold (2017) 

and Half the Sky (2013) have helped raise both awareness and funds for worthy causes such as 

protecting journalistic freedom and women’s rights. However, just as SuperBetter’s most 

positive effects result from the pretext it grants the player to conceive of change internally and 

with their community, the positive effects of Games for Change have resulted primarily from 

games deployed as a pretext to generate visibility for discussing these issues in public forums. 

This pretext formation becomes part of most successful strategies for the intervention of games 
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and games discourse into society at large, as the next chapter discusses, but it also means that 

the content of the game, in both gameplay aesthetics and any verbalized rhetoric, is less 

important than the context created around it, and thus should not be enshrined as the primary 

vehicle for change, as the rhetoric of gamification does.  

Locating the primary driver for change within the gameplay experience ultimately runs 

into two limiting factors. First, the meaning that a player takes from a game’s procedural 

rhetoric, the message they take with them to act in the world, is ultimately indeterminate; 

gameplay itself often becomes a contested space with players either inadvertently or 

purposefully disrupting the intent of the game simulation. These experiences must be 

contextualized against other peoples’ gameplay experiences and broader discourses for an 

individual player, or social actor, to identify the horizons for action in a political sense. Second, 

while the magic circle is not an impermeable barrier where action remains completely separate 

from the world, playing-in-the-world remains a distinct affective shift that diverts from the flow 

of everyday life. The active decision to play a game means that the time spent in play is not 

frictionlessly fungible and efforts to transform that time into a different productive activity can 

themselves be counterproductive. Cinematic realism’s belief in the untrammeled ability of 

cinema’s technological apparatus to reach out and touch reality runs into the contention that the 

form is always already mediated, and the context of the spectator must be accounted for when 

discussing the societal implications of film. Similarly, the utopian belief in the unrestricted 

technological potential of games underwrites gamification’s belief in retasking a player’s willful 

decisions in play or imparting knowledge through compelled action, but that belief inevitably 

runs into players who do not perform as expected because they ascribe a different signification 

and significance to their embodied play experience. 

The indeterminacy of a game’s procedural rhetoric, and thus the uncertainty of 

effectively communicating a message, stems from potential disconnection between the qualities 

of the game play experience and the signifiers attached to that experience. As discussed in 
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Chapter Three, a gameworld can mobilize and shape a player’s intersubjective relationship with 

the game through assigning signifiers to elements of the gameworld and to the processes 

binding those elements. In games there can be a degree of separation between the actions taken 

in gameplay, which can be dynamic with emergent effects, and the narrative or theme that the 

designers impose through aesthetic design choices.  This has been popularized in games 

discourse, almost to the point of cliché, as the previously-discussed “ludonarrative dissonance” 

often used to criticize games that purport to enact complex stances on war and violence through 

storytelling when the gameplay rules and mechanics encourage violent action as the most 

enjoyable activity within the game world.78 This gap between action and meaning has produced 

a rich discussion about the nature of player agency and what types of stories a game can tell, and 

it demonstrates that players are often self-conscious about how their actions signify within the 

game world. However, the question of directing that self-consciousness towards game actions 

that have a significance in the world outside the game—the core of gamification’s desire to 

impose game structures on non-game activities—is a problem of a different order. Because a 

gameworld must perform some level of abstraction based on design choices, and because players 

understand interface action as circumscribed within the gameworld, games often use analogy: 

this game resembles a situation within the world outside the game, and thus the play experience 

might disclose a truth about “real” experience. This is, for example, the principle behind 

SuperBetter, where the game encourages the player to map the connection between quests and 

rewards within the app to specific tasks to be undertaken in the real world.  

Graeme Kirkpatrick interrogates the limits of this analogical bridging by stating that 

“video games are profoundly ambivalent for cultural politics. The experience of form they offer 

us is not articulated to any future that is different from the world we are in now.”79 He uses the 
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example of Molleindustria’s The McDonald’s Videogame (2006), which is a game designed to 

deliver a satirical condemnation of the McDonald’s corporation through its procedural rhetoric, 

to examine the limits of that rhetoric. Ian Bogost describes The McDonald’s Videogame as more 

effectively mobilizing procedural rhetoric than a game that overlays a “skin” of signifiers atop 

gameplay elements with no clear connection between the two, such as Tax Invaders (2004), 

which merely reskins the graphical elements of the arcade space shooter Space Invaders (1978) 

from a spaceship shooting alien enemies to President George W. Bush’s head shooting icons 

representing the taxation plan of his election opponent, John Kerry.80 The McDonald’s Game, 

on the other hand, goes one step further by constructing a game world where the player makes 

economic decisions that resemble the decisions that a real executive at a fast food corporation 

would make: managing labor and supply chains and aiming to generate profits through sales. 

Bogost argues that because of the rules programmed into the game, the player must perform 

unethical actions such as destroying the environment and exploiting laborers to meet the game’s 

objectives, and thus “the game makes a procedural argument about the inherent problems in the 

fast food industry.”81 (One might also see a second-order criticism embedded in this game, 

produced by a socialist collective, that extends beyond this specific industry to a critique of 

capitalism which sets up the rules of a rigged game and generates the pressure to achieve the 

illusory “high score” of ever-increasing profits.)  

However, Kirkpatrick stresses the indeterminate position of the player within this 

procedural argument. A textual analysis of the elements and processes structuring the game 

world allows one to infer the intended critique; however, the embodied play experience that 

drives player engagement through those elements does not necessarily guarantee player 

engagement with the critique. Media and cultural studies acknowledge that audiences can 
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perform negotiated or oppositional readings of those texts that modify the intended or dominant 

reading to form a different interpretation that more closely aligns with their beliefs and lived 

experiences.82 However, gameplay aesthetics push the player in a direction that is orthogonal to 

this spectrum. Kirkpatrick argues that during gameplay, the act of “reading” the thematic or 

rhetorical thrust of a game recedes from conscious contemplation to the point where Bogost’s 

distinction between the “skinning” of elements and procedural arguments enacted through 

gameplay does not constitute much of a distinction. Bogost claims that games most effectively 

use procedural rhetoric because their simulations clearly show “how systems work,” and placing 

the player in situations that elicit interaction which illuminates that system is uniquely within 

the video game’s purview.83 Communicating through gameplay processes and activities that 

require embodied action certainly relies on qualities specific to video games as a medium 

compared simple graphic or verbal signification, but Kirkpatrick argues that in the gameplay 

experience, “in the course of particularly intense gameplay the symbolic, or metaphoric scenario 

depicted by games largely ceases to be a factor in players’ concerns.”84 Because of this, the 

formal aesthetics of games “constantly resurfaces and undermines the meaning” that may be 

intended through the game’s overt thematics.85 The pleasure a player experiences from 

optimizing the systems within a game of corporate critique may not enhance the critique and 

may even impede it. 

Destabilizing meaning, however, does not mean that video games are incapable of 

precipitating inquiry, discourse, or social change. It certainly does not exclude games from 

ideological critique, as Aubrey Anable stresses when arguing that “video games are more than 

just containers for nonideological aesthetic experiences… aesthetics are always a negotiation 
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between that which is seen and that which is felt.”86 Rather, a game’s indeterminacy of 

experience acknowledges that the persuasion or impetus for action cannot be contained solely 

within the game as a delimited work, because the game most effectively serves as a pretext for 

action within a larger discursive framework. The McDonald’s Videogame is not devoid of 

persuasive effect, but its simulation must be buttressed and contextualized more than a 

documentary film’s evidentiary power. The game’s impetus to action, according to Bogost, 

results from how the workings of its simulated gameplay systems reveals truths about the 

workings of the real-world systems of corporate fast food, and that directly enacting the 

processes behind these systems provides a more effective understanding of their complexities 

rather than seeing the results in pictures or reading them in words. However, the analogical 

framework of the game relies on two premises: that the data that underlies the simulation 

accurately represents the real world, and that player actions create gameworld objects that 

resemble the effects of decisions made in the real world. Because The McDonald’s Videogame is 

not a “hard” simulation that crunches statistical data to produce positivist predictive 

prescriptions, its goal is more along the lines of giving the player a sense of the various factors of 

labor exploitation, political corruption, and environmental destruction that result from the 

McDonald’s Corporation’s quest for profit–but those two premises must still be validated on 

some level outside the game to achieve its goal of change. Kirkpatrick argues that the gameplay 

experience is politically indeterminate because the action, which at its most reductive consists of 

clicking and moving elements to optimize the algorithms that make numbers grow larger, 

possesses a feel that remains primary for the player over signifying that those algorithms 

represent “exploitation” or “destruction.” While I believe that the embodied aesthetic elements 

that perform such signification are crucial for players to situate themselves in a specific world 

and to understand the range of actions they might have (as discussed in Chapters Two and 
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Three), Kirkpatrick makes a compelling argument that embodied gameplay action can be 

separated by the player from its signifying rhetoric and that players can even exclude the latter 

from consideration. 

 This separation is precisely why games are thus a more effective pretext for change as 

opposed to a direct agent for it—the indeterminacy of gameplay requires a critical context for it 

to find a place in a larger social discourse, and its qualities of variable enacted experience 

provide a compelling center around which that discourse can form. The McDonald’s Videogame 

is unlikely to directly change anyone’s mind about corporate social responsibility, but it serves 

as a node in a larger cultural conversation that raises the visibility of the issue and frames a 

debate which occurs in other channels. Because the game operates by opening up a simulated 

world that points to the real one via analogy, it prioritizes an accessible gameplay experience 

that provides a feel for a set of economic processes that must be corroborated and 

contextualized outside of the game world to produce knowledge and action in the real world. 

Unlike various strands of realism in art which can claim to depict the world as it is, computer 

simulation must be the product of selection and abstraction, and each step of this process 

assigns greater value to some aspect of the world and lesser value to others.87 The designers’ 

choices behind the game, how processes were simulated, abstracted, and narrativized, and how 

the player’s experience is framed, all become foundations for critical discourse that can link the 

game experience to action outside the game. Change is built from talking about the game and 

pointing to it.  

While I do not want to reduce the distinction between “video game” and “non-game 

simulation” to a binary or a linear spectrum, a game like Real Lives (2001) offers a productive 

contrast by prioritizing data simulation over gameplay. The game offers a role-playing 

experience where the player controls a person from birth to death, with characteristics such as 

 
87 Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, Control and Freedom: Power and Paranoia in the Age of Fiber Optics (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 2008), 22. 



198 

gender, nationality, and economic class determined probabilistically from real-world statistical 

data. The player makes life choices through role-playing decisions (such as pursuing higher 

education or looking for a job), which are constrained by statistical data which remains 

foregrounded in the game interface; the data also means that a fair number of playthroughs will 

end quickly with the player being born in a developing country and dying from preventable 

childhood disease. The foregrounding of the data and its impact on play means that the player 

engages with knowledge about the real world, but it also means that compared to The 

McDonald’s Videogame, Real Lives more strongly displays those elements that McGonigal 

attributes to the difficulty of real-world action, such as lack of meaningful challenges or clear 

feedback for one’s actions. Extended and repeated play might see the player’s experience 

wavering between inhabiting the role of a character within the game world and perceiving the 

representational forms contained within as a slightly more interactive form of data visualization. 

Neither The McDonald’s Game nor Real Lives should be taken as a normative model for how to 

handle social realism in games, and engrossing play and actionable real-world knowledge 

should not be considered incommensurable. Instead, this comparison highlights that the 

moment of embodied gameplay constitutes an attitude or affective shift that circumscribes one’s 

actions and requires reflective contextualization after-the-fact to build upon them for personal 

and social change. 

  Similar to The McDonald’s Videogame, the effects of SuperBetter as a game are 

ultimately amplified by SuperBetter the book, wherein McGonigal verbally crystallizes the 

principles that people ought to take away from the game in order to change their lives, because 

the gameplay experience is itself indeterminate in its meaning. If the rhetorical fusillade of 

McGonigal’s books and presentations and TED talks seem oppressive in their sermonizing of 

“living gamefully,” it stems from her recognition that the shift in attitude she promises cannot be 

elicited by a game in itself but must be read back into the social contexts and flows of everyday 

life.  This need for a contextualizing armature should not downplay the very real effects that 
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McGonigal’s work has accomplished, and the work done by the closely-related scholars and 

practitioners who create games and tools with the goal of creating positive social outcomes. 

Instead, this discussion traces the limits on the grandiose utopian aspirations of gamification 

discourse, which imagines the gameplay experience as a magic bullet capable of transforming 

social structures wholesale while erasing the notion that games and play elicit the interest and 

emotional investment they do because they constitute an autonomous regime of experience that 

stands apart from those other social structures. In discussing cinema, we can distinguish 

between the utility and aesthetic import of the mainstream and art cinemas from instructional 

videos and television commercials; with games we should be able to distinguish between the 

utility and aesthetic import of the games that players spend millions of hours on, and gamified 

productivity tools and skill-development simulations which are more narrowly-conceived.  

Players certainly make this distinction. The most significant factor limiting the 

effectiveness of video games as direct agents for change and enabling their ability to serve as 

pretexts for change is the autonomy of gameplay experience and the game-playing attitude that 

produces it. The millions of hours of play that McGonigal wishes to redirect towards other ends 

are not fungible because the time devoted to play, even when it is spent with others, remains 

demarcated from the overarching rhythms of everyday life. Even at its most granular and 

integrated into larger flows – taking one’s phone out for a few minutes of a mobile game while 

waiting for the bus, for example – playing a game requires a modicum of stepping back and 

engaging with the interface and the world at its threshold. McGonigal’s defense of gameplay 

time declares that those hours are not wasteful escapism, or in other words not a socially 

unacceptable use of one’s personal time, because they have components of personal or social 

development that possess value and her alternate reality games are equipped to amplify and 

extract that value. However, this defense capitulates to the drive to extract value from all sectors 

of life and its belief that those sectors are socially acceptable to the extent they possess such 

value; it also constitutes an attack on the autonomy of gameplay as a regime of experience. As 
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Rey argues, gamification makes labor more expansive in its duration and location because 

borrowing the qualities of play “minimizes resistance” and might create “a less alienating work 

environment” with the tradeoff that it expands the capture of labor value—whether for capitalist 

exploitation or for some social good.88 But players choose to spend their time with games and 

within game worlds partly because those worlds bear some separation from the real one. Many 

mainstream and independent games use a heightened version of reality or more fantastical 

realities drawn from the action-adventures of medieval fantasy or science fiction for their 

narrative setting and visual trappings, and McGonigal borrows these trappings to structure 

incentives to bring gameplay action into the real world. But this act seems to confuse cause and 

effect: rather than players being drawn to aesthetic choices in the abstract and thus more willing 

to act in the real world if it bears those aesthetic markers, it seems just as likely that players 

approach those aesthetic markers because they signal a space that is unlike the real world and 

separate from it, and it is that separation they seek. In that case, papering over the real world 

with a different aesthetic does not address the desires and motivations that compel their play. 

aesthetics, the affective states they create, and the themes they communicate.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the embodied aesthetic experiences in gameworlds and their 

connections to the world outside games by considering gamification. Proving extremely popular 

in educational, marketing, and corporate initiatives, the logic of gamification consists of 

integrating game structures into non-game systems, with the aim of generating positive 

outcomes by exploiting characteristics associated with gameplay experience, such as focused 

engagement and improvement through repetition. The public discussion of video games as a 

potentially positive cultural force is certainly a corrective to previous assumptions and moral 
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panics around video game violence and psychological damage, especially to children. However, a 

key aspect to gamification is the dissolution of gameplay as an autonomous regime of 

experience, and instead game structures are instrumentalized into cybernetic feedback loops 

and psychological conditioning tools in the service of other aims. Thus, the logic of gamification 

is readily coopted to serve the interests of corporate interests to extract additional value from 

consumers and workers alike.  

In asserting gameplay as an autonomous regime of experience, I do not deny the 

sociopolitical potential and importance of video games for change, but only highlight the limits 

of any conceptual framework that treats gameplay as a fungible commodity or a form that can be 

readily instrumentalized and which thus might assess the value of games or gameplay primarily 

by its social utility. This often comes at the expense of the individuated aesthetic experience of 

sensation and interiority, sacrificed for the primacy of personal improvement inscribed upon 

digital benchmarks. Such a move recalls Arendt’s rejoinder to the philistinism she sees in the 

use of art solely for instrumental factors like prestige: “As far as the survival of culture is 

concerned, it is certainly less threatened by those who fill vacant time with entertainment than 

by those who fill it with some haphazard educational gadgets in order to improve their social 

standing.”89 Games are certainly spaces where a player can develop skills and obtain knowledge, 

but we cannot simply collapse the distinctions between a modality of action where that learning 

is a byproduct of an intrinsically-motivated activity, and a system where that development is 

linked to extrinsic mechanisms. Returning to the earlier Guitar Hero – Rocksmith comparison, 

each game encourages the player to approach with a different attitude and in return fulfills 

different needs. A Rocksmith player likely comes to the game with the goal of learning a skill set 

that is portable outside of the game and which has socially-recognized cultural value outside of a 

game context; the gameplay is subordinated to make the labor of that skill acquisition more 
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efficient and less onerous. It would be less likely that a Guitar Hero player enters with the 

mindset of taking useful skills away from the experience. However, even though the gameplay 

itself is highly structured, the lack of utilitarian teleology means that play is the primary goal, 

along with playing with and for others, aspects which a more tool-like game such as Rocksmith 

deprioritizes. The takeaway here should not be to valorize “play for play’s sake” as the normative 

ideal for games, but to recognize that autonomous spaces for play allow for intersubjectivity and 

communities that might be lost when the experiences of play are captured in the service of other 

ends.  

McGonigal’s aims with her specific brand of gamification are generally admirable; even 

through her rhetoric promotes using games as direct agents of social engineering, her projects 

also serve as pretexts for community formation in ways that the gamification methods deployed 

by the military-industrial-entertainment complex do not. However, those technocratic circles, 

especially the segments of Silicon Valley that subscribe to the Californian ideological premise 

that the automated free market will serve the purposes of social change far better than the messy 

grind of political deliberation, have taken up McGonigal’s ideas and rhetoric with alacrity.90  

Gamification becomes a kind of magic bullet that is imagined to operate as real bullets do – to 

penetrate systems and radically reshape their structure.  It begins with the accurate premise that 

gameplay constitutes a distinct set of embodied experiences and affective states which can 

produce positive psychological effects, but attempts to graft these experiences onto other 

contexts to harness those effects with little consideration for the possibility that the social 

contexts where gameplay flourishes in the world bear some responsibility for those effects. In 

short, gamified social change believes that blurring the distinctions between games and the 

 
90 Feifei Xu, Jessika Weber, and Dimitrios Buhalis, “Gamification in Tourism,” in Information and Communication 
Technologies in Tourism 2014 (Springer, 2013), 525–37, https://ideas.repec.org/h/spr/sprchp/978-3-319-03973-
2_38.html; Craig Miller, “The Gamification of Education,” Developments in Business Simulation and Experiential 
Learning: Proceedings of the Annual ABSEL Conference 40 (2013), 
https://journals.tdl.org/absel/index.php/absel/article/view/40; Karen Robson et al., “Game on: Engaging Customers 
and Employees through Gamification,” Business Horizons 59, no. 1 (January 1, 2016): 29–36, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2015.08.002. 
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world will improve the experience that player-subjects have with both. But discarding the 

specificities and autonomy of video games as a regime of experience in an attempt to 

instrumentalize them as training tools works best as a proven technique for narrowly 

circumscribed applications that exploit the cybernetic qualities of gameplay. There are far more 

experiences beyond those where it is worthwhile to preserve the autonomy of gameplay.  

Because of these factors, the discourses of gamification which privilege methods of using 

video games as agents of direct social change through feedback-based behavior modification 

face severe limits on their success, and the most effective applications for these methods are also 

the ones most susceptible to capture and recuperation for the needs of neoliberal capital and the 

military-industrial-entertainment complex. Dissolving the boundaries between gameplay and 

the larger world tends to amplify the influence of the powerful on the world of games and 

gameworlds, leaving only a toolset to be used and abused. However, we can maintain the 

distinction between attempting to use gameplay as a tool for social change and using the 

pretexts created by gameplay as a basis for action. This raises intriguing possibilities for novel 

forms of action and community. Video games as an autonomous sphere of aesthetic experience 

create new avenues for interaction and community-building, ones based on sharing those 

aesthetic experiences with others. The potential effects of these actions may not reach the 

grandiose utopian heights promised by the gamification advocates, but they show how video 

game experiences can intervene in the discursive world, and they will be the subject of the next 

chapter. 
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 Chapter 5: Participation and the Connective Possibilities of Gameplay 

 

This chapter argues for examining participation as one framework for understanding how the 

individual intersubjective experience of gameworlds returns to the public discursive sphere in 

meaningful ways. Participatory aesthetics as they have been deployed in avant-garde art, 

theatre, and cinema have been profoundly influential in “new media” concepts for social, 

cultural, and political intervention, primarily in transforming the “passive” activity of media 

consumption into coherent and public action. These ideas can be most productively applied to 

the gameplay experience by recognizing how these mediated experiences serve primarily as a 

basis for people to come together and recognize each other as a community based on shared 

experience. In the case of games, these experiences (partial, variable, contingent) serve not just 

as a shared background or identity but as a channel for interaction and dialogue with others. 

The second half of this chapter uses participatory aesthetics to examine two types of community 

that emerge from individual gameplay experiences: critical communities that produce discourse 

through the sharing of variant subjective experience via forms that include, but are not limited 

to, written reviews; and enactive gameplay communities such as competitive fighting game 

communities or speedrunners, where a shared focus on specific types of play binds a group with 

a common purpose.  In both cases, textual structures inside individual games shape, but do not 

fully determine, the activity and interaction that emerge within communities. For example, the 

duration of games often makes discursive activity something that stretches across time, and the 

difficulty of interface input in fighting games makes “skill” a marker of identity and difference 

among members. Acknowledging that these spaces are highly contested by progressive and 

regressive forces attached to larger societal “culture wars,” I argue that this demonstrates their 

significance to a subculture where the gameplay experience of playing-in-the-world makes its 

distinctive mark on the larger world. 

* 
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Figure 10. Hajime "Tokido" Taniguchi celebrating victory at Evolution Championship 2017.  
Reproduced under fair use. 

 At the conclusion of the 2017 Evolution Championship series in Las Vegas, Nevada, 

commentator James Chen closed the internet broadcast, streamed live on the Twitch web 

platform, with an emotional monologue. Visibly moved to tears, he told viewers, ““Evo is love. L-

O-V-E. When you hold that L and run it back: EVO.”1 The occasion for his emotional outpouring 

was the grand finals of the tournament for the fighting game Street Fighter V (Capcom 2016) 

between eighteen-year-old American Victor “Punk” Woodley and thirty-two-year-old Hajime 

“Tokido” Taniguchi, one of the “original Five Gods” of the Japanese fighting game community. 

Playing for an audience of thousands in the Mandalay Bay Arena and worldwide audiences on 

the internet and cable television, the two competitors continued a tradition that has developed 

over decades from scattered informal arcade-centric gatherings to a broad spectrum of 

 
1 Jacob Oller, “The 10 Best Moments from EVO 2017,” Paste Magazine, July 17, 2017, 
http://web.archive.org/web/20190402080052/https://www.pastemagazine.com/articles/2017/07/the-10-best-
moments-of-evo-2017.html. 
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organized tournaments, events, and leagues. This “fighting game community,” as participants 

generally call it, has taken many cues for organizing and promoting itself from sports 

competitions and sports broadcasting, and many of those who tuned into Evo 2017 on ESPN2 

probably maintained the same spectatorial relationship they would have with traditional sports. 

However, these computerized “esports” possess a distinct affective charge that stems from the 

fact that the playing field for these competitors is a computerized assemblage of embodied 

aesthetics that are also designed to be products for mass consumption and play. The core 

audience for these events has a different distance from the players in terms of knowledge and 

embodied experience. Everyone that finds themselves within the community, from the top-level 

professional competitors to the “casuals,” are bound together by the variable-yet-similar 

experiences produced by these games. 

 The tournaments within the fighting game community are but one example of this 

chapter’s focus on embodied video game experience as a pretext for intersubjectivity within the 

discursive sphere (or the “space of appearance”), which ranges from the formation of 

communities to the creation of critical discourses which might result in changes in practice or 

social organization. My goal here is not to analyze the sociological dimensions or histories of 

these many communities in specific detail, as this ground is currently being covered by the 

incisive work of scholars “on the ground” with these communities.2 Rather, building on the 

discussion of the sociopolitical dimensions of gameplay phenomenology in previous chapters, I 

will examine the gameplay aesthetics that form the hearts of these various communities—the 

intersubjectivities formed between player and game—and ultimately how these factors shape 

what these communities can do or say and how they go about it. Most significantly, gameplay 

aesthetics are not just the objects of criticism or affinity, as with fan communities based on other 

 
2 Celia Pearce, Communities of Play: Emergent Cultures in Multiplayer Games and Virtual Worlds (Cambridge, 
Mass.: The MIT Press, 2009); T. L. Taylor, Raising the Stakes: E-Sports and the Professionalization of Computer 
Gaming (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2015). 
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media such as cinema or comics, but are instead one of the primary methods of interaction and 

intersubjectivity between participants, and these methods greatly influence the modalities of 

action that define the scope and ethos of these communities. The substantial distinction between 

these activities and the discourse of gamification discussed in the last chapter is that 

gamification locates the agency for social intervention within games that have been designed as 

tools with the explicit goal of producing change. The examples discussed in this chapter instead 

involve people and groups who take up games, because they are games, and use them as the 

basis for social organization and action. A key question in this discussion has been whether 

games can convey political action, in the sense that Arendt imagines that action “shows who you 

are” for others to witness.3 This chapter examines communities and organizations which have 

used gameplay aesthetics as a pretext for action that builds on gameplay and operates beyond 

and parallel to play. 

Before examining the actual use and development of game aesthetics as social 

interaction, the first section of the chapter reframes the key theoretical concept of participation 

within a video game context, specifically the use of aesthetic forms as a catalyst for audience 

participation and action. While the nature of video games as processes of active intersubjective 

engagement through electronic interfaces seems to take participation for granted, game design 

structures that participation through specific channels which are then taken up or again 

redirected by player communities. Once again, a turn to film theory’s examination of the 

aesthetic-political nexus of mainstream cinema’s expectation of audience engagement, and how 

actual audiences and creators outside the mainstream responded to those expectations, can 

prove instructive. Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino’s landmark manifesto “Towards a Third 

Cinema” discusses participatory screenings where the film is not a circumscribed vehicle for 

one-way information transfer but instead a signal beacon for gathering in physical space and a 

 
3 Arendt, The Human Condition, 192. 
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starting point for discussion. This conception of audience response, along with similar 

formulations in the theatre such as Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed (a strong influence 

on “new media” scholars in the 1990s) and participatory methods in avant-garde art, provide a 

useful lens for examining how players and player communities approach games as aesthetic 

artefacts that can be repurposed and recontextualized in ways that resemble Dyer-Witheford 

and de Peuter’s suggestion for “games of Multitude” to serve as a corrective for the dominant 

games of Empire that constitute the mainstream.4 

Building on these theoretical comparisons, the second half of this chapter examines two 

types of communities that constitute themselves through the variable embodied interface 

aesthetics of games, and which use the direct experience of those aesthetics as the basis for 

social organization. The first of these is the apparatus of popular video game criticism as a 

discursive network to evaluate, discuss, and analyze games, which has evolved to take place 

predominantly through discussions on weekly podcasts and through direct “Let’s Play” 

playthrough videos uploaded to sites such as YouTube or streamed live for an audience on 

platforms such as Twitch. Thus, much of the discourse around games relies less on singular 

written reviews but instead extends through time-based performances and dialogues. This shift 

away from the format of written reviews as the primary venue of critical judgement can be 

partially attributed to larger formations such as the increasing prominence of social media as a 

dominant mode of interaction. However, there are specific qualities to the experience of 

gameplay, such as its duration and open-endedness, which make these longform performances a 

more compelling critical modality that also aligns more closely with how many players fit games 

into the rhythm of their everyday lives. This critical discursive network itself provides 

foundations for communities that draw from the shared experience of games and build upon 

that experience with new forms and new performances.  

 
4 Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter, Games of Empire, 185. 
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This chapter also examines another major mode of social organization around games 

which draws from the enactment and engagement of gameplay as performance: gameplay-based 

public events such as “esports” like the fighting game community’s tournaments discussed 

earlier, but also “speedrunning” gameplay demonstration marathons such as Awesome Games 

Done Quick; this category may also include game jams, a popular form of collaborative 

competition among amateur and independent game developers which compel on-the-spot 

design and development of new games within specific constraints.5 These modes of interaction 

all demonstrate that game fandom or community is based not simply on shared consumption of 

media and affinity for its narrative and visual signifiers in an abstract sense, which is how 

fandom within other media such as film or comics might be conceived—while conventions, 

screenings, and other events might bring those fandoms together, the medium of the media 

experience remains distinct from the medium of community. In comparison, game events as 

sites for community define themselves through the direct and immediate enactment of 

gameplay (or game development) as a spectacle. Centering these activities on gameplay 

experience adds another wrinkle in that the delineation between spectator and performer is 

often blurred. While the performances at these game events are enacted by players who use 

works that have been created and designed by others, play permeates all throughout these 

events, beyond just the professionals or quasi-professionals that take the main stage. The 

authored and designed works that legitimate these events also allow for an array of variable 

experiences and specificities of community organization compared to the rarefied rulesets that 

circumscribe most professional sports, though the aims of professionalizing esports along 

similar lines poses an intriguing quandary for many of the communities involved. 

 
5 Gorm Lai et al., “Two Decades of Game Jams,” in Sixth Annual International Conference on Game Jams, 
Hackathons, and Game Creation Events, ICGJ 2021 (New York, NY, USA: Association for Computing Machinery, 
2021), 1–11, https://doi.org/10.1145/3472688.3472689. 
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In any case, these two modalities of game community organization are certainly less 

grandiose in their intentions compared to gamification’s utopian goals of mass action and social 

transformation. The most salient socially-recognized positive effects created by these events and 

communities tends to be charity fundraising, and most of the affective energy and effort of these 

social formations within larger society is mostly directed towards legitimating video games and 

gameplay as an autonomous regime of experience. This does not always have positive effects, 

and it is worth highlighting the contested nature of these spaces and discourses. Progressive and 

reactionary impulses clash and commingle, and what gets built on gameplay’s aesthetic 

foundations is not always shared affinity but can include harassment, internet “trolling”, and 

other forms of regressive conduct. While leaving the larger sociological ramifications of these 

communities for further scholarly analysis, this chapter focuses on how the formation and 

experience of specific gameplay aesthetics can influence the characteristics and methods of the 

communities that form around publicly enacting that gameplay, which is a rich vein of analysis 

in itself. Ultimately, this discussion should serve to clarify the importance of examining the 

aesthetic specificities of video games as a crucial determinant for gameplay’s larger social 

context, and to broaden the discussion of social change when it comes to playing-in-the-world. 

 

Participatory aesthetics and audience/player action 

Participation is the watchword in attempts to link the consumption of art and media to social 

action. Artists and scholars invoke the transformation of a silent spectator passively receiving a 

work into a participant, actively involved in embodied ways with the unfolding work, as a 

flashpoint for social transformation.6 This transformation can simply be in reconfiguring one’s 

expectations for what can take place within the sphere of aesthetic experience, but can also be 

tinged with political potential: the belief that the spectator’s activity will trigger a shift away 

 
6 Claire Bishop, ed., Participation (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2006). 
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from docile acceptance of existing sociopolitical and economic relationships. In any case, these 

thinkers conceive of participation as a rupture that activates bodily presence and embodied 

action in a social setting, as traced through European avant-garde art, from Dada in the 1920s 

through to French Situationism in the 1950s and 1960s and the Happenings spearheaded by 

Jean-Jacques Lebel in Paris and Allan Kaprow in New York.7 The Happenings, which consisted 

of loosely-bounded public events featuring a constellation of experiences centered on transient 

in-the-moment interaction and contingent action relations between audience and performers, 

have especially been influential in narratives of “new media” history that focus on cybernetic 

conceptions of input and output within systems.8 

 While the discussion and enactment of participatory aesthetics have been particularly 

robust in the fine arts, this has also been a valid theoretical question for cinema and media 

studies because of the social and economic configuration of its most mainstream forms as 

spectacular products consumed by millions, often in public settings alongside a multitude of 

others simultaneously watching the same events unfold. In these moments of the collected 

masses, the theoretical line of inquiry arises: in these shared spaces, how can one account for the 

seeming passivity and inaction of the spectator, and what are the social effects of this asocial 

configuration? Apparatus theories of cinema framed this embodied passivity as acceptance of 

something resembling indoctrination, with the inaction of the spectator resulting from the 

action of the film and the intentions of its creators.9  As Vivian Sobchack describes it, in these 

theories, “the spectator’s ‘visual body’ (its introceptive perceptual and expressive activity 

invisible and forgotten) supposedly relaxes its active grasp on the world and is lulled into a state 

 
7 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (London: Verso, 2012), 77. 

8 Allan Kaprow, “‘Happenings’ in the New York Scene,” in The New Media Reader, ed. Noah Wardrip-Fruin and Nick 
Montfort (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2003), 83–89. 

9 Jean-Louis Baudry, “Ideological Effects of the Basic Cinematographic Apparatus,” trans. Alan Williams, Film 
Quarterly 28, no. 2 (December 1, 1974): 39–47, https://doi.org/10.2307/1211632. 
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in which the body half-sleeps and loses sight of itself.”10 These theories thus link political and 

social stasis to bodily stillness, and suggest the question: What would an active film spectator 

look like, and how could watching a film translate into action in the world? Sobchack rejects 

these characterizations of cinematic consumption as inculcated passivity, stressing that these 

are misrecognitions of what is fundamentally an active, embodied intersubjective process 

between the viewer and what they see, hear, and feel on and through the screen.11 Jacques 

Rancière’s aesthetic analyses of art and cinema also posits that an “emancipated spectator” 

actively interprets, engages with, and challenges the images they witness in the moment. This 

may be at cross-purposes with the didacticism of art that conceives itself as political action 

through imposing a meaning or lesson on a passive audience to provoke them into action.12 

 This debate over the passive or active film spectator serves as a useful foundation for 

comparison with the question of the active or passive player within video games, with the 

contrast between the seemingly-placid body of the idealized film spectator and the constantly-

agitated hands of the idealized video game player. Previous chapters have argued for the 

relevance of comparing the phenomenology of, and audience responses to, cinema and video 

games. Both domains are highly technological art forms primarily organized through monolithic 

distributors of consumer media products, while each medium possesses formal and aesthetic 

qualities that have been used by more marginal creators for political or social goals beyond 

leisure. If earlier cinema discourse linked an inert spectator with an inactive political subject, 

the corresponding question in game studies becomes: what possibilities does the active player 

body hold for political and social action? The correlations between player perception and game 

perception from Chapter Two unfold in a wide array of configurations, from the player in 

isolation, to players interacting in the same room, to a multitude of players connecting across 

 
10 Sobchack, Address of the Eye, 297. 

11 Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts, 60–61. 

12 Jacques Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator, trans. Gregory Elliott (London: Verso, 2011), 4. 
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the world through the internet. Although these interactions take on embodied forms similar to 

more utilitarian and instrumental uses of technology, playing-in-the-world makes it difficult to 

directly translate those forms from their directedness towards play to other forms of economic, 

social, or political action, as seen in the discussion of the limits of gamification. But are there 

methods that people use to engage with the aesthetic forms of games while also creating more 

visible and holistic connections to the public, discursive space of appearance?   

 Theories of politically-engaged participatory cinema and theatre, particularly their 

manifestations in the turbulent repressive conflicts in South America in the 1960s, sketch out 

some possibilities for fitting the rhythms and forms of leisure, entertainment, and aesthetics 

within a political life. The Argentinian filmmakers Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino wrote 

the manifesto “Towards a Third Cinema” to provide context and theoretical justification for their 

vociferous agitprop documentary Hour of the Furnaces [La Hora de los Hornos] (1968). While 

the article is most famous for its tripartite taxonomy of cinema that sets marginal filmmaking of 

political resistance against the profit-driven ideological mainstream, Solanas and Getino also 

conceive of how cinema can catalyze political and social change. If the mainstream First Cinema 

sustains its ideological dominance through consumerist mass media wherein the audience’s 

primary or only action is to watch and consume that media, a marginal Third Cinema seeking to 

achieve change will achieve at most limited success by producing works that afford the same 

horizon of action for the viewer – only to watch and walk away and perhaps gain some form of 

knowledge.13 For example, taken solely on the form, content, and rhetoric contained within, 

Hour of the Furnaces is both stylistically off-putting and aggressively and relentlessly didactic, 

and was thus unlikely to eclipse a mainstream Hollywood film in reaching a mass audience in its 

home country of Argentina even if it were legal to screen such a work under the authoritarian 

military junta.  The film also displays in its professorial narration a vanguardist condescension 

 
13 Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino, “Toward a Third Cinema,” Cinéaste 4, no. 3 (1970): 9. 
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that Rancière attributes to those strands of political art that hope that a work might enlighten 

ignorant spectators and thus provoke action. 

Hour of the Furnaces formally and thematically fits into previously-discussed 

frameworks that attempt to use a technologically-sophisticated medium of expression as a 

vehicle for direct social or political action. The technological aspect of this is not to be forgotten, 

as Solanas and Getino recount the technical challenges of processing and editing the film stock 

itself, which required expensive technical bottlenecks that could be monitored by the 

government.14 This also factors into their framing of the filmmaking process as a “guerrilla” 

operation where each crew member needed to possess a wide range of technical skills, flattening 

out the industrial division of labor inherited from the mainstream production system and 

prefiguring the DIY/maker identity for 21st century creative artists that is extremely common in 

independent video game development as well. However, the factor that distinguishes Solanas 

and Getino’s approach is charted in the second half of their manifesto, wherein they suggest that 

the ultimate importance of the film lay not solely or even primarily within the text itself, but in 

the pretext it provided for social gathering, community formation, discourse, and organizing for 

faction. They explain that 

Each showing for militants, middle- level cadres, activists, workers, and 
university students became—without our having set ourselves this aim 
beforehand—a kind of enlarged cell meeting of which the films were a part but 
not the most important factor. We thus discovered a new facet of cinema: the 
participation of people who, until then, were considered spectators. At times, 
security reasons obliged us to try to dissolve the group of participants as soon as 
the showing was over, and we realized that the distribution of that kind of film 
had little meaning if it was not complemented by the participation of the 
comrades, if a debate was not opened on the themes suggested by the films.  

We also discovered that every comrade who attended such showings did so with 
full awareness that he was infringing the System's laws and exposing his personal 
security to eventual repression. This person was no longer a spectator; on the 
contrary, from the moment he decided to attend the showing, from the moment 
he lined himself up on this side by taking risks and contributing his living 
experience to the meeting, he became an actor, a more important protagonist 
than those who appeared in the films. Such a person was seeking other 

 
14 Solanas and Getino, 8. 
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committed people like himself, while he, in turn, became committed to them. The 
spectator made way for the actor, who sought himself in others.15 

Keeping in mind the narrow and interested perspective Solanas and Getino provide on 

the material effects of their work, they provide a way to conceive of a film not as the agent of 

social change, but as a pretext for community formation that itself produces the change through 

other means. The act of film spectatorship becomes a political act and forms a connection with 

others, and the film text is used in ways that deviate from standard modes of consumption, such 

as starting and stopping the film for discussion and analysis. The film serves as a beacon signal 

for participation, and yet its own aesthetics are not rendered irrelevant; the thematics of the film 

shape the contours of the discussion that flows from it, and the filmmaking choices that formed 

La Hora de los Hornos also form the framework that make the choice to see it with others an act 

of community and of political defiance. 

 In neighboring Brazil, the theatrical dramatist and activist Augusto Boal’s work with the 

Theatre of the Oppressed also showed ways to link ludic interaction and participation to greater 

questions of social action. The workings of avant-garde and experimental theatre have been of 

interest to “new media” theorists exploring the transformational possibilities of the computer 

interface, as such theatre offers the parallel formation of transforming what was perceived to be 

a one-way medium (the European high culture tradition of proscenium-based drama) into a 

decentered experience where agency regarding the outcome of the performance was distributed 

across the stage and among the nominal audience. For example, Gonzalo Frasca has used Boal’s 

work to envision “Videogames of the Oppressed” wherein simulations might help players 

“envision possible changes” to reality.16 Noah Wardrip-Fruin notes that “when considering Boal 

from a new media perspective, it is important not to lose sight of how much his interactive 

 
15 Solanas and Getino, 9. 

16 Gonzalo Frasca, “Videogames of the Oppressed,” Electronic Book Review, June 24, 2004, 
http://electronicbookreview.com/essay/videogames-of-the-oppressed/. 
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techniques emphasize embodiment.”17 In the “games” that occur within the context of Theatre of 

the Oppressed, Boal argues that spectators are transformed into “spect-actors” when the 

audience’s decisions and actions directly shape the performance, such as in “forum theatre” 

where members of the audience, after witnessing a dramatized moment of oppression, can 

replay that moment and work through ways to overcome that oppression.18 Recall Laurel’s 

contention that bringing the theatre audience onto the stage, and perhaps encountering the 

“machinery” that structures the experience, creates confusion; in this framework, the confusion 

and destabilization of roles (and relationality vis-à-vis that machinery) is the goal.19 The key 

sociopolitical innovation Boal introduces with this mode of theatrical performance is not that 

the Theatre, itself, constitutes a method of direct action. To the extent it shapes the public 

sphere, it does so through its interactions serving as a pretext for building a community, because 

to choose to attend the Theatre of the Oppressed, much like the choice to attend a politically 

resistant film screening, is to make a decision about how to spend one’s time and how to claim a 

role within public space. Interactive theatre might exceed even Arendt’s claim of (traditional) 

theatre as the most direct transposition of the public sphere into art because interactive theatre 

reshapes how about the public sphere.20 The Theatre’s embodied aesthetics and terms of 

interaction are ultimately pretexts and foundations for further action outside the theatrical 

space. Boal argues that “It is not the place of the theater to show the correct path, but only to 

offer the means by which all possible paths may be examined. Maybe the theater in itself is not 

revolutionary, but these theatrical forms are without a doubt a rehearsal of revolution.”21 

 
17 Noah Wardrip-Fruin, “Introduction to Theatre of the Oppressed,” in The New Media Reader, ed. Noah Wardrip-
Fruin and Nick Montfort (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2003), 339. 

18 Augusto Boal, Games for Actors and Non-Actors, 2nd Edition, trans. Adrian Jackson, 2nd edition (New York: 
Routledge, 2002), 16. 

19 Laurel, Computers as Theatre, 27. 

20 Arendt, The Human Condition, 188. 

21 Augusto Boal, Theatre of the Oppressed, trans. Charles A. McBride and Maria-Odilia Leal McBride (New York: 
Theatre Communications Group, 1979), 141. 
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 In other forms and contexts, theorists and practitioners deploy the idea of interactive 

participation to invigorate and transform an audience whose embodied stillness is imagined 

matching their political quiescence; by activating their bodies within an aesthetic context, the 

goal is also to reorient those people towards political action. In these cases, the work is not a 

vehicle for action undertaken by the artist, but a catalyst to expand the audience’s awareness of 

horizons of action. However, these strategies help illuminate a gap between embodied aesthetic 

action and political action within video games as a medium. Because games are defined by their 

action across the interface, the player’s body is always already active and acting upon the game 

in a more explicit and obvious way than in the cinema or the theatre. And yet this does action 

does not necessarily produce a revolution in consciousness; in fact, as discussed in the previous 

chapters, the social and political value of the time spent playing games continues to be debated. 

In video games, embodied player action is often channeled into a dominant mode of 

consumption as a leisure activity, and thus action does not possess the same capacity for 

transformation as it does when it is deployed in other spheres of aesthetic experience—as Arendt 

writes, this constitutes transient entertainment rather than durable culture.22 But what might 

these models of action through participation in other media forms offer in theorizing the 

sociopolitical potential of video games, a medium where action does not necessarily imply 

participation? 

 First, it is worth noting that characterizations of video games as a mindless activity—

active in the sense of bodily motility but with that movement ultimately devoid of 

representational power or meaning—underwrites both traditional critiques of video games as 

socially and psychologically regressive, and to a lesser extent, defenses of gameplay such as 

McGonigal’s that recognize the activity as reasonable behavior that could nevertheless be 

redirected towards more productive ends. While the embodied aesthetics of film spectatorship 

 
22 Arendt, Between Past and Future, 208. 
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and video gameplay appear quite different, they are both subjected to an active/passive binary 

where the activity is characterized as lacking in political agency. Rancière notes that this specific 

binary cuts both ways, and while in theatre the immobile spectator is charged with intellectual 

passivity, this is reversed in the case of “manual workers and empirical practitioners, mired in 

immediacy and routine,” whose political efficacy is unfavorably compared to that of more 

contemplative knowledge workers and professionals.23 Video games, which in most cases are 

structured around the repetition and elaboration of a specific set of physical actions, and which 

by their embodied nature are prereflective as they come into the world, display those traits of 

immediacy and routine associated with this unfavorable intellectual characterization of manual 

labor and thus the ascription of “mindlessness” to this activity—this, again, primarily informs 

Arendt’s characterization of labor.24 Previous chapters have elaborated on both how gameplay is 

a holistic somatic-aesthetic experience of perception and action, and how gameplay repetition is 

crucial to skill development and an understanding of power relations. We have also considered 

game experience as a complex composite of behaviors that start but do not end with “labor.” It is 

nevertheless useful to understand the role of this active/passive binary. While film and video 

games may lie on opposite ends of this divide in terms of embodiment, social critiques of both as 

consumer activity operate similarly.  

 The participatory models of Third Cinema and Theatre of the Oppressed strive to 

activate the audience by issuing a call to action, but their methods turn away from reinforcing 

that active/passive binary by refusing to enshrine the agency of the creator-practitioner, or at 

the very least refusing to foreclose other types of agency within the experience. Rancière argues 

that other modes of “active” theatre, such as Bertolt Brecht’s distancing epic theatre and 

Antonin Artaud’s sensational Theatre of Cruelty, aim to liberate the capacity for action in a 
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passive audience through an array of aesthetic innovations that destabilize the subject position 

of the spectator. But they both misrecognize the already-active nature of spectatorship and also 

operate by placing the audience in a position of ignorance to be enlightened by the 

knowledgeable dramatist-artist.25 The distinction between these participatory modes and the 

methods of Third Cinema and Theatre of the Oppressed, or at least the aspects of performance 

practice most applicable to participatory video game aesthetics, is that the latter locates the 

capacity for action as something that occurs outside the aesthetic event. The works and 

performances themselves constitute a pretext for action, with the active agency of the spectator 

confirmed by their decision to position themselves within the aesthetic event and confirm their 

experience as politically meaningful. This framework helps explain the agentive context of 

McGonigal’s SuperBetter game, for example: playing SuperBetter confirms the decision to 

undergo some form of recovery or self-improvement. The game facilitates this framework, but 

the player must recognize this as action beyond the gameworld. 

Two qualities of participatory aesthetics from these cinematic-theatrical examples are worth 

applying in a video games context. The first is that the formal properties of the medium that 

provide the rationale for the aesthetic event determine the horizon of experiences that can occur 

within that event’s context. If this event serves as a foundation for social or political action, the 

formal-aesthetic qualities of the work or performance also then shape the forms that action can 

take. For example, Solanas and Getino describe their own film as “only a detonator or pretext” 

for the discussions and debates that occurred during and after the screenings.26 But when a 

documentary film both metaphorically and literally frames those discussions, the embodied 

experience of film spectatorship – “correlating the dynamics, modulations, and effects of 

(subjective) acts of audiovisual cinematic perception with (objective) structures of cinematic 
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expression,” as Sobchack describes it – becomes the ground for further discourse.27 With a 

documentary, the film narrators’ voices, with their facts and arguments and calls to action, 

become voices in the debate. The images which point to real events and real people, and the 

montage that gives them force, become points for reaction and potential action outside the 

screening room based on what one has seen and heard and felt. Similarly, an event which uses 

the structures and assumptions of theatre, and creates new structures and new possibilities for 

the organization and expressive force of those bodies, will have a different set of experiences 

around which a community can organize. If the enactment of Theatre of the Oppressed serves as 

a “rehearsal for revolution,” that rehearsal finds its specificity through how people perform 

within a liberated theatrical context and how others witness that performance.  

 Any event or community which uses the video game as a detonator or pretext will thus 

have the embodied aesthetics of gameplay as the ground for debate, discussion, and recognition 

of others within that community. At the heart of these aesthetics is the dramatization of human-

technological relations, of people’s relationships with each other facilitated through technology 

and the relationships that people have with technology. These games simulate and mobilize 

power relations, depict other objects and subjects, and visualize potential actions within the 

world. These modes influence the intersubjective relations between people within the context of 

the event, and how they conceptualize a community and subsequent action outside the event. 

These formal aesthetic choices shape the characteristics of the critical discourse around games, 

and of the communities and events that use gameplay as a space for competition, cooperation, 

and achievement. Crucially, players enter into the game experience of playing-in-the-world 

within the context of other events and actions. The gameplay itself remains autonomous as an 

aesthetic experience—it is not the direct vehicle for action—but it helps to transform the 

relationships between people. 

 
27 Sobchack, “Fleshing Out the Image,” 193. 
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 The other noteworthy element to compare between cinema/theatre and video games as 

pretexts for participation is that this participation primarily takes the form of debate and 

discussion, through which the audience as community reacts and shares their experiences and 

which itself becomes another shared experience and foundation for action. Solanas and Getino 

describe the development of their screenings as they refined the proceedings from early 

incarnations where they immediately dispersed the audience after the conclusion of the film, to 

a more expansive event that included “the ‘disinhibiting’ of the participants, and the dialogue: 

recorded music or poems, sculpture and paintings, posters, a program director who chaired the 

debate and presented the film and the comrades who were speaking…”28 While the film 

remained the catalyst that initiated proceedings and the grounds for people to gather, the 

discussions during and after the film facilitated the sharing of reactions, debates over specific 

facts and filmmaking choices, and the possibility of charting a path toward future action. 

Similarly, the Theatre of the Oppressed’s most prominent aesthetic innovations in game-like 

“forum theatre” or “newspaper theatre” center on encouraging the audience to shape the 

direction and meaning of the performance. While this may involve putting one’s body on the line 

and on the stage in public view, those bodies follow courses of action decided through 

suggestions and debate.29 The signifying power of performing resistance, and performance as a 

mode of resistance, is clarified by the members of the audience discussing the qualities of 

specific onstage actions as they occur or could potentially occur. The embodied aesthetic forms 

of theatrical performance, in one case, and the audiovisual experience of cinema, in the other, 

form the grounds and the possible vectors of action that become crystallized and contextualized 

through discussion and discourse among the event’s audience-participants.  

 
28 Solanas and Getino, “Toward a Third Cinema,” 9. 

29 Boal, Games for Actors and Non-Actors, 2nd Edition, 225. 
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 In these scenarios, the discursive framework around an aesthetic event becomes 

important. In this liminal realm between the autonomous or semi-autonomous event, and the 

discursive lifeworld of the space of appearance where social or political action occurs, one can 

perceive the connection between the two regimes of experience and act upon that connection. In 

the spaces and times adjacent to aesthetic experience, viewers can witness the work of creators 

and performers within a specific context and discern the aspects of that work that might serve as 

an impetus for action outside that context. Viewers bring those aspects out into the world and 

amplify them through their reactions, conversations, and discussions which themselves become 

the meaningful basis for organizing a community.  Some of these viewers identify themselves as 

critics and use established modes of critical discourse, such as reviews, to legitimate those 

reactions, but that is not the only method.  What matters here is that the aesthetic event, like a 

signal, allows for experiences and people to coalesce and for those people to create meaningful 

discourse and meaningful action on top of a thing that does not itself meaningfully act upon 

sociopolitical spheres or even attempt to legibly express meaning. 

 The autonomous existential regime of sports offers an instructive example with many 

parallels to video games. Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht argues that the pleasure and positive 

experience of being a sports spectator comes from witnessing the play of bodies in motion as 

they are detached from signification and the outside world and simply exist as embodied 

geometry. He claims that within the abstractions of rules and the straight lines of playing fields 

and tracks, the bodies of athletes do not say anything, yet spectators in their presence feel a 

frisson of awe and recognition when they witness those bodies perform at the far reaches of 

human capability.30 However, those witnesses tell stories to themselves and to others to make 

sense of those bodies and give them meaning that carries over into the world of social action. 

Those bodies cannot be fully devoid of signification, and when the purveyors of sports attempt 
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to carve out an autonomous sphere of experience for sporting events, the boundary between the 

geometrical abstractions of bodies in space and the world where bodies are subject to ideologies 

of race, gender, and sexuality becomes a charged space for expression and action.  

African-American runners offer a Black Power salute on top of an Olympic podium. A 

women’s soccer player rips off her shirt to celebrate her team’s World Cup victory. During 

pregame warmups, professional basketball players wear clothing that protests racialized police 

brutality. A football player kneels during the national anthem. These moments do not affect the 

outcome of the sporting events based on rules of play and competitive activity, but they live on 

the margins of those events, and through their visibility they inscribe themselves as actions that 

a broader discourse contemplates and debates.31 These athletes make themselves visible through 

the embodied aesthetics of their athletic performance, and that performance serves as the 

pretext for further action and meaning that reverberates beyond the field of play. As Solanas and 

Getino say, it becomes a detonator.  

 Video games share much of this aesthetic template. Like sports, the rhythm and 

repetition of gameplay create a sphere of autonomous embodied experience that do not 

necessarily produce discourse or action as much as they establish the grounds for discourse or 

action outside the moment of gameplay. This does not discount the effort and intent by many 

game designers to instill their works with substantive themes and to change people’s hearts and 

minds through persuasive procedural rhetoric. But the critical conversation around the 

rhetorical effectiveness of The McDonald’s Videogame highlighted the gap between the intent to 

deliver a message through gameplay processes and the relative willingness of the player to 

receive any kind of message through gameplay. A video game produces immediate, prereflective 

embodied experiences that create opportunities for reflecting on those experiences and making 

meaning from them. But opportunity is not inevitability; a critical discursive framework 
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activates that opportunity, whether it falls under the official banner of criticism as a discipline or 

simply the everyday acts of players sharing their experiences and juxtaposing them with other 

players’ experiences to determine the significant signification that those experiences might hold. 

This is degree zero of critical discussion as participation: to locate the contours of one’s personal 

experience with a work, to recognize the experiences of others and the overlaps and differences 

they create, and to seize upon those moments of recognition as foundational acts of a 

community based on those common experiences.  

  The day after the 2016 US Presidential election, games critic and academic Austin 

Walker wrote an editorial for his website Waypoint, which touches on critical discourse’s role at 

the boundary line between games as an autonomous space for play and the larger world that 

underwrites those spaces and the people who create and play them. In the wake of a national 

reconsideration of cultural politics, Walker explains that the driving goals of their site included 

articulating both the shared experiences that players have as they play all sorts of games, and 

the ways that those experiences carry meaning beyond the scope of the game into a broader 

cultural horizon. Walker writes that 

Our aim at Waypoint is to cover games with criticality and humanity. It is to give as 
much attention to the people, passion, and politics of gaming as we have been giving to 
the products. It is to explore how and why we play, not only because trying to answer 
those questions will lead us to tell great stories, but because we fundamentally believe 
that this will offer insight into the wider "state of play," into the culture that games 
emerge from and that people play in.32 

Video games have created a deep reservoir of experiences and forms—a lexicon, as Walker 

describes it—that people who play games internalize and recognize as informing the 

backgrounds of other players and creators. This commonality is the basis of a community, but it 

is not automatic; it takes effort, thought, and action outside the game. The act of playing games 

is crossing a threshold into an individual aesthetic experience, with and through technology. In 

 
32 Austin Walker, “A Note on Trump, Waypoint, and Why We Play,” Waypoint: Games by VICE (blog), November 9, 
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this space, action is not fully detached from worldly consequence, but part of the pleasure and 

power of the experience comes from how the system channels and redirects that action into 

other forms. The act of gaming discourse communally interrogates those myriad crossings and 

the forms they take, and finds ways to integrate those experiences into a greater understanding 

of the world where action does have consequence and where games, with all their input and 

output, might illuminate some of those consequences.  

 This discourse does not always produce strictly positive outcomes; communities can be 

contested spaces and debate often leads to conflict. Much of the social and political action 

inspired by games emerges as attempts to define gameplay’s autonomy and defend it from 

outside attack, especially when the recognition of gameplay experience becomes a significant 

aspect of one’s identity and membership in a community. 33 Articles, editorials, and talks over 

the years on the question of whether games were, or could be, “art” have not just dwelt on 

ontological characteristics but imply the need to assert that the emotional investment and time 

spent on gameplay has redeeming social value.34  Defensive action even flows through the 

boundary-defining debates of early game studies debates on narratology vs. ludology and 

attempts to ward off the encroachment of other disciplines by staking out the uniqueness of 

gameplay form.35 In its most extreme and politically regressive forms, defense of the form 

becomes aggression, manifesting as the “Gamergate” movement’s internet trolling and 

harassment of people (particularly games journalists, women, LGBTQ people, and people of 

color) whose discussions of social problems within games and gaming communities appear to 

threaten the purported purity of gameplay’s autonomy.36 This is counterbalanced by the resilient 

creators who foster spaces for those marginalized identities within games, and communities that 
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build upon those gameplay experiences by adding their voices to the critical conversation.37 

Games for Change, discussed in the previous chapter, serves as an example of a group that 

arguably achieves its goals most effectively as a community that uses gameplay experience as an 

impetus for bringing together creators, critics, and activists under one umbrella. This collection 

of discursive examples represents only a fraction of the breadth of action bridging the space 

between video games as individuated experience and the broader discursive realm. Many of 

these examples of social action are rather inward-looking attempts to define and valorize 

identities and experiences in communities very closely and intensely tied to gameplay. These 

represent the continuing growing pains of a medium that, even after a few decades, still holds a 

relatively indeterminate position within everyday cultural life as a leisure activity and mode of 

expression. But they also show the impact of embodied aesthetic gameplay experiences that 

compel people to share, defend, and elevate those experiences to each other and to a wider 

audience. Participation manifests when playing-in-the-world transitions into a reflection on 

those experiences and sharing the meaning of those experiences with others. Gameplay action 

becomes social (and political) action by transforming personal experience into a ground for 

communication and community.  

 The two segments of video game culture discussed in the rest of this chapter, game 

critical discourse and enactive gameplay communities, put this notion of participation into 

practice. These do not exhaustively catalog the social dynamics at work, but instead serve as 

examples to discern the specific aesthetic and formal qualities of gameplay that shape 

community. There are certainly a multitude of other factors: the multi-pronged leviathan of 

social media, and the economic imperatives of game publishers that drive them to facilitate, 

capture, or control the operations of these communities. But aesthetics subtends these 
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communities. Embodied play is not only a conversation topic, but also the principal form of 

interaction and intersubjectivity, between community members. Play becomes not just a 

signature of membership but the work that helps constitute a legible and cohesive space for 

action. 

 

Formal gameplay aesthetics and the contours of critical community. 

The art and discipline of criticism exerts social force. Arts criticism, as an application of 

specific analytical and rhetorical skills, passes normative judgments on the practitioners and 

audiences within a medium and also charts the horizons of what is considered good and 

valuable and durable from that medium. They are interlocutors, and in deploying their skills in 

the liminal space between direct experience and indirect discourse, they also contextualize a 

medium within a larger cultural conversation. Rodowick notes how Arendt links this practice to 

public action in that “judgments of taste share an important framework with moral reasoning 

and political argument: both are exercised through criticism and persuasion. Standards of proof 

will not settle a disagreement in these domains, only a testing of conviction.”38 By arguing for 

what is good within a medium, critics also argue for what is good about a medium. The 

messages critics deliver, and more importantly how they deliver those messages and the 

methods and platforms they use, contribute to how practitioners and audiences organize as a 

community. Critics define how to talk about the medium that binds them, and how the medium 

integrates into their everyday lives. Across the decades, Oscar Wilde’s polemic on the social and 

aesthetic primacy of arbitrating taste, and Noel Carroll’s exhortations that the critic’s value 

comes from applying judgment against discernible objective standards, both exemplify the 

common stance that critics exert social influence on a medium by modeling and validating 

 
38 Rodowick, An Education in Judgment, 57. 



228 

specific ways to approach and engage with work.39 In turn, the specific formal and aesthetic 

properties of a medium shape what a critic can say and how they say it; those properties 

determine what serves as effective critical discourse within a social context. The specific 

properties of popular music or theatre or fine art each call for the ability to discern different 

aesthetic qualities, and those properties also make certain discursive channels more appropriate 

or effective than others for each category of criticism. 

Consider the aesthetic and formal properties of the video game medium that most 

directly structure what constitutes the role of game criticism, what discursive methods critical 

interlocutors find most suited to the form, and how these aspects shape the impact that games 

critics have on the discursive space of appearance. This is not an idle question, as Graeme 

Kirkpatrick has shown that the constitutive role of “gaming’s field” in its formative years as 

produced through magazine reviews and editorials have exerted significant influence in both 

valorizing specific qualities of gameplay and imagining the identity of who would take up that 

gameplay.40  More broadly, Consalvo and Paul have argued for “examining the rhetoric that we 

use and the dividing lines that we draw, particularly as we discuss what kinds of games are 

worthy of attention,” because critical discourse which judges specific types of games as worthy 

also judges the people that play, create, and talk about those games.41 This discussion also 

highlights that critical discourse, as public activity, is not confined to the role of professional of 

critic or reviewer, but is core to disclosing how individual play experiences intersect with the 

experiences of others. This is especially relevant in the current transitional period where the 
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written consumer-oriented review, which has been the dominant form of criticism in the field, is 

losing its sway.42  

Written reviews for major game publications and the ratings they award still exert 

significant influence, and their perceived value still encourages game publishers to use 

aggregated Metacritic game review scores as contractual milestones for salary bonuses paid to 

developers.43 But the new deluge of games media (media about specific games from journalists 

and enthusiasts) has mostly taken other forms, including audio or video roundtable discussions 

in weekly podcasts/video posts, or even full recorded playthroughs of games, often layered with 

commentary by the internet personalities playing the game for the video. The personality-driven 

nature of this games media dovetails with the personality-driven nature of social media that 

feeds and amplifies it, and game publishers have certainly recognized the marketing and public 

relations potentials of cultivating YouTube and Twitch “influencers” to promote their products. 

But even outlets that stem from more traditional forms of games journalism have pivoted 

towards podcast and recorded gameplay content; examples include the gaming website Giant 

Bomb, started in 2008 by an exodus of game critics from game media giant GameSpot, the 

previously-mentioned Waypoint started in 2016 by games critic Austin Walker (also formerly of 

Giant Bomb), and Polygon, which started in 2012 by a group of games journalists and which still 

regularly publishes reviews of many new game releases, but also focuses on video and podcast 

content. Figures within the game community, regardless of their official professional role, will 

use a multitude of traditional and social media channels (audio, video, and text) to communicate 

their perspectives on games to others.   
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While much of this games-related podcast and video content possesses entertainment 

value when consumed on its own, this content also exerts the normative social force of criticism. 

The roundtable discussions of podcasts both provide information about games to prospective 

players and also argue for the characteristics and experiences that games should contain. 

Watching someone else play through a game on platforms like YouTube and Twitch doubles as 

both an entertaining spectator activity and an intensive, thorough catalog of reactions to a 

specific game that, taken in aggregate, can be read as a critical judgment.44 These discursive 

forms are conditioned by forces outside the game, such as the extant revenue streams and profit 

potential within social media, but they are also shaped by the structure of the gameplay 

experience as an intersubjective, interface-structured mode of perception and expression. These 

critical outlets are not unique to games media; for example, some of the most popular 

mainstream film criticism to reach the public came in the form of Roger Ebert and Gene Siskel’s 

televised back-and-forth on the show At the Movies (1982-2010). But games possess specific 

properties that subtend the act of play, and which shape the form and structure that critical 

discourse can take. 

 

Duration 

One formal property of games that affects the operations of its critics is duration. As 

discussed in Chapter Three, the temporality of games extends beyond the aesthetics of the 

individual experience and has an impact on the laborious, ergodic temporality of lived time; this 

is accentuated when one is actually playing the game as a form of economic labor. Games in 

1970s video arcades were mechanically simple and designed to elicit as many quarters from 

players as possible, which made the gameplay experience into sessions of fleetingly few minutes, 
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and barring a singular obsession with a specific game, casual players would have but a few 

encounters with any of an arcade’s rotating selection of products.45 The shift to an economic 

model where consumers purchased copies of games to play on home consoles or computers led 

to a concomitant shift in form. Game developers began to expect that players would have a 

sustained experience of a game with a discrete beginning, middle, and end. This was measured 

not in minutes but in hours, either in the unfolding of a single story or journey through a world, 

or in repeated playthroughs with variations on form and challenge. There are still games being 

produced today that can be completed in a matter of minutes and in which those few minutes 

exhaust the reservoir of experiences the game contains; but developers also make games that 

stretch into dozens or even hundreds of hours of play, with experiences varied enough and 

worth repeating that committed players might devote much of their leisure time to just one 

single game. These games are joined by recent developments in imagining “games-as-a-service” 

that become perpetual ongoing experiences for players, and perpetual revenue streams for 

publishers, without a definite end.46 The variation in game duration affects how game critics and 

other interlocutors approach the labor of play. 

Because audiences have an acculturated expectation that significant sustained 

engagement with a work is necessary for a valid critical judgment, duration shapes how critics 

approach the labor time needed to produce analysis and judgment. A critic of mainstream 

theatrical cinema, for example, surveys a generally-stable set of works, arriving at a certain 

schedule and conforming to a specific range of durations. They know that spending a certain 

number of hours will allow them to have a familiarity with a certain number of films. This 

enables the effectiveness of weekly written reviews as a discursive mode, and also the 

expectations that a reasonably conversant critic of this segment of the medium can be familiar 
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with the majority of the major releases within a given timespan. A literary critic might also use 

regularly-scheduled written reviews as their discursive channel, but the time that must be 

invested in reading a novel compared to a film compels sacrificing breadth of familiarity for 

depth of analysis. A popular music critic, on the other hand, grappling with an hour-long album, 

might have the relative luxury of repeated complete listens before committing to a verbalized 

judgment. In each case, the labor of the critic echoes the consumption patterns of the critic’s 

audience: because of the limits imposed by duration, a typical consumer can watch more films 

and read fewer books, and they are more likely to listen to a song or album more than once 

compared to number of repeat viewings they might give a film. In some respects, the labor of 

critical engagement assumes an idealized or rarefied form of how general audiences fit their 

consumption of that media form into their everyday lives. This parallelism, in turn, shapes how 

critics communicate with their audiences. 

Games criticism confronted this problem of duration as the discursive community grew 

throughout the 1980s and 1990s. The most mainstream channels for criticism resembled the 

film or book review model, with written reviews contained within monthly commercial 

magazines, and then later on commercial websites such as GameSpot and IGN.47 However, this 

review model forced writers to confront the tension between gameplay duration and the 

exigencies of landing in an effective publication window so that the review would arrive at the 

same time as the game’s release. A timely review was both useful to prospective consumers and 

also necessary for the publication or website to remain relevant and thus draw in readers and 

generate advertising revenue. Much like film studios with advance press screenings and book 

publishers with review copies, game publishers would court critics and their publications with 

tightly-controlled access to advance copies of games or events where reviewers would be flown 
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out to play the game at a private, controlled location.48 Thus, game reviewers often engaged with 

games in the narrow window between the completion of development and its debut on store 

shelves, spending dozens of hours on a single game in the span of a week or even mere days, 

depending on the whims of the publisher. These practices were not only highly artificial 

compared to how many non-professional critics actually played games, but thus also constructed 

the game critic as primarily delivering encapsulated reports of individual experiences of a select 

few games in a given timeframe; the channel between critic and game audience was narrow, 

atomistic, and one-way.  

 The widespread availability of downloadable and streaming audiovisual media, 

particularly through standardized platforms such as the Apple iTunes Store or social media sites 

such as YouTube, short-circuited this process. The podcast framework has lowered the technical 

and economic barriers to distributing spoken-word audio and finding an audience for it, while 

increasing internet bandwidth and availability of video capture hardware have made it possible 

to upload and stream hours of high-quality video game footage. Hardware manufacturers have 

acknowledged the popularity of sharing gameplay recordings, and since the early 2010s, have 

designed game consoles and PC graphics adapters with built-in capabilities to upload and 

stream videos with minimal setup time.49 The lowering of technical and bandwidth barriers, 

which has been a primary driver in determining the social media landscape, has also certainly 

affected the critical discourses around other mediums; a glance at the galaxy of film criticism 

podcasts that have arisen throughout the 2010s makes this quite clear. However, video games 

present several medium-specific factors that have magnified the effect of social media, and video 

uploading and streaming in particular. A prospective game consumer might seek out a review 
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for greater insight into a specific game, which includes information to determine whether or not 

that specific game would align with one’s tastes.50 In a low-bandwidth discursive environment, 

the written judgments of a reliable perspective who had intensive direct experience with the 

game was one of the best sources for this information. However, video footage of the game itself 

provides much of this information, such as the audiovisual aesthetics of the game, how its 

gameplay mechanics and systems unfold, and the production values given to its storytelling and 

narrative. People who have played the game, not just the game publisher, are able to upload this 

footage in contrast to the legal and technical prohibitions against users uploading large portions 

of a film or novel, and thus prospective players have this additional avenue of information. The 

legality of lengthy game footage uploads and “Let’s Play” playthroughs continues to be 

indeterminate, resting on hazy defenses of the practice under “fair use” that commentated 

playthroughs represent transformative critical works and thus do not infringe copyright. Games 

journalists and industry analysts tend to assess the situation as one where the game publishers 

could squelch the practice entirely through legal action, but the marketing and public relations 

potential have instead encouraged them to pursue a negotiated stance of managing and 

capturing the “influencers” within the YouTube and Twitch communities. However, these videos 

do perform the function of criticism within player communities on a discursive level, even if not 

necessarily at the level of copyright law.51  

 The audiovisual-based social media approach interacts with game duration in two ways 

to shape how game critics perform their discursive function. The first is that the experience of 

playing through a video game is transformed from background work performed to prepare for 

the production of critical discourse to the site of the discourse itself—it appears in the space of 

appearance rather than remaining as individual private labor. In an uploaded or streamed video 

 
50 Clara Fernández-Vara, Introduction to Game Analysis, Second edition (New York: Routledge, 2019), 212. 
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playthrough, the journey that the player takes through the game is accompanied by the player’s 

moment-by-moment reactions to the experience. This takes the form of audio commentary 

either delivered as stream-of-consciousness monologue or as an explicit dialogue with other 

people that are present on the video recording or to an internet-based stream audience that in 

some cases can communicate directly with the player through text chat.52 In cases where the 

gameplay footage is displayed alongside a camera feed of the player’s face, the player’s reactions 

(amusement, boredom, fright, anger, etc.) serve as another source of information about the 

gameplay experience.53 These long-duration gameplay videos leverage the amount of time that a 

player-critic spends with one game, and thus the number of games they can reasonably play and 

be conversant with, by making the end product of those hours of play more expansive than a 

single written article. From the perspective of a viewer of these videos who may use them to seek 

information about a game, the time spent viewing these videos is often greater than a reading a 

succinct review, but this is counterbalanced by the entertainment value provided by the 

onscreen player’s performance and the value of the more direct immediacy to many of the 

game’s characteristics and qualities that would otherwise be distilled or obscured in in a precis.  

This performance lacks the concise argumentative judgment delivered within a traditional 

critical review but replaces it with a conversational framework that resembles thick description, 

providing an annotated journey through the game world that the viewer (and prospective 

player) can use to assess the qualities and potential of the gameplay experience itself. 

 Roundtable podcasts provide another conversational framework that comports more 

elegantly with the long duration of games compared to the single point in time crystallized by a 

traditional review. For a game that might take dozens of hours to complete, this time unfolds in 
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the life of a player-critic over the course of days or weeks. Popular gaming podcasts such as the 

Giant Bombcast and Waypoint Radio usually broadcast on a weekly or semiweekly schedule 

and all tend to loosely follow a format centered on the various contributors checking in and 

reporting what they played in the previous week. This framework allows the critical discourse 

around a game to stretch from one week to the next, and allows the critic to revisit their 

experiences and examine how they build (or fail to build) across the hours of play. The gameplay 

video and podcast as critical-discursive modalities thus not only foreground the moment of 

gameplay experience as the site of dialogic critique; but in negotiating the duration of gameplay, 

they also mirror the time and tempo of play as it fits into the lived temporality of players. Recent 

heavily-serialized prestige television asks a similar long-duration commitment from its viewers, 

with each episode serving as a chapter in a larger story, and the popular criticism around these 

programs displays a similar framework of scheduled regularity: weekly reactions to individual 

episodes build towards a larger assessment that ties together at the conclusion of the season or 

series.54 The structure makes intuitive sense for television criticism, which is already subdivided 

into temporally-discrete segments; it works for video game criticism because players can parcel 

out their gameplay experiences into logically-discrete segments. An assessment of a game’s 

overall narrative or the entirety of its gameplay framework is usually not possible until the end 

of a player’s time with a game, and readers would regard a traditional review of a game by a 

critic who did not “finish” a game as a suspect or incomplete assessment. However, within the 

space of a few hours or even minutes with a game, a player can discern the feel of the gameplay 

mechanics and the “gameplay loop” that repeats and iterates towards building the entirety of the 

gameplay experience. It becomes possible and even valuable in a discursive context to voice a 

critique or analysis of these elements while suspending judgment on the elements that take a 

longer duration to unpack and require a more reflective or retrospective position. This 
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segmentation of criticism comports with the temporal elongation of discourse demanded by the 

regular scheduling of podcasts and video streams, but it also aligns with how gameplay 

experience, in its perpetual incompleteness and becoming, accretes for the player. Gameplay 

action that is initially pleasurable and fun may lose its luster if the game asks the player to 

repeat it hundreds of times with little variation or novelty. Conversely, a game’s array of systems 

may initially appear overwhelming or incomprehensible, but unfamiliarity can give way to 

understanding and satisfaction in mastering its complexities. Acclimated boredom and the 

learning process both unfold over a long duration of play, and the elongated, segmented 

duration of video playthroughs and roundtable podcast discussions make those processes more 

visible.  

 

Incompleteness and variability 

These critical modalities also take advantage of the incompleteness and variability of 

gameplay experience. The dialogic, conversational, and intersubjective framework of video 

playthroughs and podcasts shows how variation can be appreciated across different players’ 

experiences of the same game. Part of why public sharing of recorded start-to-finish 

playthroughs of games has been tolerated by publishers and creators is that they might consider 

watching someone else play a video game a distinct experience from embodied interaction with 

the game itself. Watching someone else play a game will not necessarily stop someone from 

buying the game themselves, and in fact may actually increase the chances of a new purchase. 

One’s personal journey through even the most linear and deterministic game will still differ 

from other players in terms of how events unfold and in what order, because of the specific 

player’s intentional actions and the game systems’ responses.55 This variability creates a material 

and formal difference between how players conceive of their experiences and discuss them. Even 
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though film spectatorship is an embodied, active process that allows two different viewers to 

have radically different experiences while watching the same film, those two viewers will for the 

most part refer to materially-identical texts that consist of the same images in the same order 

and constrained to the same duration.  In the cinematic medium, the critical discourse generally 

stipulates the fixed identity and form of the film text as basic grounds for interpreting, analyzing 

and judging the specific elements of that text. 

 On the other hand, with games, two different players may each believe that they have a 

sufficient and complete experience with the work; yet one player may spend just a few hours 

completing the “critical path” or main storyline of a game while the other spends a dozen 

additional hours exploring the details of the game’s world or pursuing side activities. They may 

even repeat levels or sections of the game because the difficulty required a longer repetitive 

learning process compared to the other player, with different patterns of failure or success.56 

Each player has a valid and coherent experience of the game and can pass judgment on it, yet 

the material and temporal differences between each become themselves valid points for 

discussion and debate. The traditional written game review narrates or implicitly refers to the 

critic’s individual journey through the game, and to get a clearer sense of the game’s range of 

possibilities, a reader might correlate narratives and descriptions across multiple reviews, not 

just to see a collection of different critics’ judgments, but to see what each of those critics did. 

The roundtable critical discussion of a podcast foregrounds this readerly process through 

conversations that find the differences and overlaps between different players’ experiences. 

Through comparing notes to chart the possibility space within a single game, these discussions 

rely on the premise of video games’ inherent formal variability. These conversations cannot rely 

on the stability of a uniform text against which to pass judgment, but must hold up their own 

choices, action, and input for scrutiny side-by-side with the actions of other players. Thus, when 
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discussing a specific encounter or event within the game world, two critics can discuss the 

differences and similarities in their approaches to that event and illuminate aspects of that 

scenario’s depth or complexity that would otherwise require multiple playthroughs.  

 The dialogic approach shapes how streaming and recorded video playthroughs produce a 

critical understanding of video game experience. The wide array of videos showing journeys 

through the same game differentiate themselves on the level of entertainment value through the 

specific performative player personalities who each bring their own tenor, wit, and insight to 

each video. But the videos also differentiate themselves by presenting different sets of individual 

actions and choices where, even in strictly linear games where all playthroughs ultimately 

converge on a single predetermined ending, the specific turns to reach that destination can 

unfold in myriad ways. This video format generates critical insight through dialogue because the 

analysis of how the game compels and reacts to player action is not just directed towards a 

diffuse implied readership, as with traditional reviews, but to specific respondents and 

collaborators. Often with these videos, the player will be joined by one or more colleagues who 

do not actively play but watch the action unfold as spectators, and their comments and 

questions arise from what they see or hear. Without actively playing the game themselves, their 

understanding of the experience remains partial. However, they set up a discussion that allows 

the player to fill in the gaps with their own active, embodied play experience and to affirm or 

reject the points made by their colleagues. Sometimes these respondents come in the form of 

spectators who are able to chat with the player through the streaming platform itself (a feature 

available on YouTube and Twitch, among others) and ask questions or offer comments to which 

the player can respond. Spectators may offer their own strategies based on personal experience 

with the game, or their own reactions or recollections of their specific journeys through the 

game, making the video stream a work of discursive criticism-in-progress. Even when these 

videos take the form of solo journeys through the game with no direct in-the-moment 

communication with others, the player performs their critical function by vocalizing or 
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displaying through facial and bodily reactions a running monologue set against the events of the 

game; this affective performance is immediately read into a critical conversation through 

comments and posts, often directly on the video platform hosting the content, or on social 

media. This critical discussion might center on judging the performance of the player (Were they 

entertaining, funny, or insightful in their comments? Did they play “well”?), but because it 

examines the player’s actions and reactions, this necessarily draws in aesthetic elements of the 

game itself. This fragmentary network of reactions and judgments rarely produces coherent, 

unified aesthetic considerations of a game as a singular work, but by locating itself at the 

moment of play and in one specific embodied play-performance in an array of many similar-but-

distinct performances, this discourse allows for the isolation of salient details and significant 

patterns within the game’s variable spaces and experiences. These discursive patterns also 

highlight the importance of gameworld variability by foregrounding the game as a multiplicity of 

experiences and a range of possibilities. 

 

The landscape of criticism  

In summary, roundtable podcast discussions and performative gameplay videos serve as 

modalities for game criticism that unfold over an extended duration and highlight the 

indeterminate variability of gameplay action. These are characteristics which reflect the 

differences produced by other players’ experiences and which are less accessible through 

traditional written reviews. While these modalities have undoubtedly been shaped by the 

economic and subcultural pressures of social media frameworks governing the internet, they 

also hew closer to how many players integrate these lengthy variable works into their own lived 

temporalities, the methods by which they choose to play one game or another, and the meaning 

they seek from their play experiences. The question remains: if these formal and material 

properties of video games have shaped the critical discourse, do these changes also produce 

meaningful differences in how criticism constitutes as action in the social sphere, and in how 
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audiences conceive of participating within that sphere? If the form and experiences of games 

have changed the relationship between critics and the work, and between critics and their 

audiences, what are the ramifications of these reconfigured relationships when considering 

players as actors in the public sphere? 

 Many of the people who perform the critical work within these podcasting or video 

contexts would not label themselves as “critics,” as the heightened social responsibility and onus 

of judgment carried by the term continues to be reserved primarily for those who issue reviews 

in the traditional mold, often with hierarchical and numerical scores, and which operate within 

the older methods and rhythms of play discussed earlier. Rather, the persons and personalities 

involved are often categorized as “entertainers,” producing programs that might use the 

experience of playing games as a foundation but which are designed to be consumed primarily 

for their own added entertainment value.57  Or they are categorized as “influencers” that occupy 

a nebulous space adjacent to marketing and public relations and who receive extra consideration 

from game publishers, who furnish these personalities with early or complimentary access to 

games with the implicit understanding that their video playthroughs of the game will provide a 

draw to the influencer’s personal audience of viewers while simultaneously promoting new 

products through quasi-testimonial marketing.58 In any case, while disclaiming the explicit title 

of critic, these players perform the functions of criticism, even if a more diffuse and decentered 

criticism: they provide mediated judgments about the aesthetic qualities of a game and they 

frame those qualities within the context of the active experience of play. The audience can 

imagine their own future or hypothetical experience and can contextualize the game’s 
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significance within a larger landscape of games. Without always empirically or categorically 

assessing these games, the people who participate in these discursive spaces still exert 

normative influence on the people who play games and the people who make them. 

 This criticism without critics ultimately shapes the liminal space between video games as 

aesthetic works and the larger culture.  Rather than individual gatekeepers interpreting and 

judging works in a somewhat-didactic position of superiority over their audiences, as in other 

modalities of criticism, these modes are more processes-in-progress, always incomplete and 

unfolding in ways that compel the formation of communities around these personalities and the 

discussions they initiate. Participation in this changing critical discourse may recall the 

participatory shifts in film exhibition advocated by Solanas and Getino, or the theatrical 

relationship between performer and spectator in Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed. In video 

games, however, these spaces are not carved out by the creators of the games but by those who 

play them and talk about them. The participatory critical communities, assembled in video 

chats, comments, message boards, and social media, organize in ways that resemble fandoms in 

other mediums. But fandoms of spectator-based media organize and identify themselves based 

on the content of specific works within the medium.59 Similar communities based on this model 

form around some of the most popular game franchises, but the fans of specific video game 

podcasts or streamers affectively orient themselves to the content of those programs which is 

ancillary to the game content itself. These communities produce discourses that are not centered 

on the content of one specific game or game franchise, but to the act of gameplay itself. Their 

comments and discussions relate the acts of gameplay they witness in these modalities to their 

own experiences of play, and even make an impact on the gameplay broadcasts themselves. This 

interchange transforms the cause-and-effect input-output relationships of gameplay, which are 

normally individuated at the threshold of the interface, into public performances that create a 
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foundation and opportunity for critical insight into the form and aesthetics of the game that 

serves as the performance’s substrate.  

 The organization of these communities around formal gameplay aesthetics and through 

direct discursive intervention at the moment of play should not be uncritically celebrated or 

perceived as a superior replacement for the traditional format of critical judgment, however. 

This space is contested. The rise of these modes of expression cannot be extricated from the 

backdrop of the hardening political discourse inspired by the “Gamergate” controversies that 

ultimately made the online targeting and harassment of video games journalists, critics, and 

developers the most visible and dispiriting social action in these spaces. The stated rationale of 

these groups was to uncover alleged ethical violations and corruption committed by people 

within games journalism and criticism, ultimately a fig leaf for their dismissive attitude towards 

the glaring deficiencies in the representation and treatment of marginalized communities within 

both game texts and the ranks of game development and games criticism as institutions.60 In 

turn, these malevolent actors advanced the claim that outmoded outlets for traditional games 

journalism, and the traditional critical judgments they deliver, have been superseded by more 

direct, seemingly-superior, more “honest” modes of games discourse – and the immediacy of 

video playthroughs become the implicit point of comparison.61 In this, we can see aggressive 

responses in the public sphere regarding who is considered welcome within it, echoing the 

similar gendered and raced construction of “gamer identity” that manifested in the earliest 

constitutive tensions of “gaming’s field.”62 

Adjacent to this conflict are questions over the value of critical judgment that has 

become diffuse, extended in duration, and destabilized in form. Outlets are certainly developing 
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other models of written criticism that take into account duration and incompleteness, such as 

Waypoint’s attempts to cover a game not with a single graded review but with multiple articles 

examining different details of the same game over the course of weeks and with the 

contributions of multiple player-critics.63 The roundtable criticism of podcasts, with its distance 

from the moments of play, also allow the reflection necessary to contextualize the elements of a 

game within larger social contexts. However, the increasing popularity of video playthroughs as 

a major form of media about games, and which exerts normative influence on the players and 

makers of those games, should be read against the difficulties of communicating reflective 

consideration of anything beyond the immediate moment-to-moment aesthetic experience. Is 

there enough “critical distance” between these players and the game? These videos serve the 

function of criticism for many viewers because they provide insights into a game’s 

characteristics and qualities as they unfold through play; however, because this information 

arrives to the viewer as an aggregation of moment-by-moment reactions, the player-critics’ 

performances are generally unable to contextualize their experiences and read them back into a 

larger cultural conversation. The discussions of a game’s aesthetic-affective qualities—how it 

feels to play, the tension and release produced by a specific gameplay structure, the intensity of a 

game’s challenge—can be richer and denser in these longform formats, but also rarely stray 

beyond a blinkered focus on a game as an amalgamation of mechanical-formalistic parts. While 

many streamers and YouTubers who conduct video playthroughs are not aligned with 

GamerGate or other regressive-reactionary forces in video game culture, most videos are less 

able to get beyond simply examining isolated elements of aesthetic experience and are thus less 

able to challenge regressive views that games should only be considered as isolated aesthetic 

experience, entirely disconnected from sociopolitical expression. Popular game criticism 
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channels such as Errant Signal (2011- ), Gamonysus (2016- ), and Action Button (2020- ) can 

use the video format to produce “video reviews” with more intensively considered 

argumentation; however, these scripted and edited works align with the temporal and labor 

concerns encountered by the traditional review format. 

 The roundtable podcast discussion and the video playthrough as new forms of critical 

discourse align more closely with the video game’s formal properties of longer/repetitive 

duration and incompleteness of experience to allow them to surface aesthetic qualities of the 

medium inaccessible to traditional reviews. They also recast the social context of the critic who 

inhabits the liminal space between games as works of aesthetic experience and the larger culture 

within which games reside. They move from the role of a gatekeeper-assessor providing 

unidirectional judgment to an interlocutor who facilitates conversations that allow for 

discerning all a game’s facets by bringing together conflicting and overlapping play experiences. 

Although these modalities of criticism carry with them limitations on critiquing and 

contextualizing game aesthetics beyond the immediate moment of play, these forms 

nevertheless allow critics to discursively mobilize those experiences in new ways and allow a 

greater range of people—even those that would eschew the category of critic—to participate in 

the critical discourse.  

 

Enacting gameplay, or: playing-in-the-world in the world 

Another social formation that uses embodied playing-in-the-world to connect people 

consists of communities that use specific games to enact public performances, and thus 

transform individual player-and-game experience into action that can be witnessed by others. 

While critical communities use gameplay as a basis for discourse and dialogue, enactive 

gameplay communities connect people at the moment of play, with dozens or hundreds of 

people playing games and often with a viewing audience that can reach into the thousands. 

There are certainly self-contained game texts or game platforms that invite people to come 
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together and play the game alongside and with each other, such as the massively multiplayer 

online role-playing game (MMORPG) genre that uses the connective capacity of the internet to 

bring players together into the same game world. This genre has been closely examined for its 

creation of both positive and negative outcomes in facilitating the creation of online 

communities and compelling intense investments of time, money, energy, and emotion from its 

players.64 While the play experiences of those games rely on the interactions between many 

people online, those experiences also tend to be confined within the bounds of a single game and 

within the limits of those games’ mechanical and aesthetic frameworks. (This recalls, as 

discussed in Chapter Three, how the horizon for action within games is shaped by the choices of 

creators rather than fully by the players themselves). The following examples of play as dis-play 

focus on how performative gameplay creates loci for people to recognize each other as part of a 

gameplay community that exists outside the bounds of the gameworld. They often rely on games 

that do not explicitly facilitate social interaction within the game itself. Instead, the players 

themselves have examined the aesthetic qualities of these games and devised modalities of play 

that circulate aesthetics within a performative context; they have actively expanded the play 

experience to a community of players.  

 The fighting game community, often referred to as the FGC by its members, has 

organized around the competitive play of games within the fighting game genre. Reaching 

significant mainstream popularity with the Capcom series Street Fighter and particularly the 

arcade and home console releases of Street Fighter II (1991) and its iterative successors, this 

game genre is structured around two players enacting a representation of one-on-one, hand-to-

hand combat, using button presses to punch, kick, and throw each other until one player’s 

character has been defeated.65 These fights unfold in real time and techniques within the 
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gameplay system rely on split-second windows of vulnerability and some variant on a rock-

paper-scissors hierarchy of effectiveness, and thus players must test both the reflexes needed to 

quickly input commands, and the mental acuity to assess their opponent’s potential moves and 

envision ways to counter them. As a test of both reflexes and tactics, this gameplay framework is 

most suited to direct in-person competition between two human players; artificial computer 

opponents tend to fall into the extremes of either being predictable and uninteresting to 

knowledgeable players, or completely insurmountable to beginners, especially when one of the 

simplest ways to program a fighting game AI to present a reasonable challenge is to have it 

“read” the player’s inputs and respond with countermoves a split-second later.66 Human 

opponents, on the other hand, always present layers of unpredictability and highs and lows that 

can change the dynamics of a match in interesting ways. They can also fine-tune their play to 

help a neophyte opponent learn or add restrictions or flourishes to their play to entertain more 

experienced opponents and onlookers. Because of the precise timing demanded by this 

gameplay, wherein a single frame (1/60 of a second) is a significant unit of time, online 

multiplayer matches have only become a reasonable and satisfying mode of play in the past 

decade with the widespread availability of high-speed internet and advances in netcode to 

facilitate the accurate transmission and display of those inputs and outputs. Thus, for many of 

its formative years, fighting games as a genre were primarily played in public settings such as 

video arcades where players could find potential opponents to challenge; tied to specific locales 

and neighborhoods, players could even become familiar with opponents from regular 

encounters and develop local renown for their skill or personality.67 

 The formal and aesthetic properties of fighting games thus encouraged the formation of 

communities and organizations devoted to play to a far greater degree compared to other 
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genres. While factors such as urban population density kept video arcades alive in places such as 

Japan, where many fighting game developers were located, in other countries such as the United 

States video arcades waned in economic viability and cultural prominence against the rise of 

home video game consoles.68 The formative context of the American fighting game community 

throughout the 1990s was thus a transition from arcade-centric events towards an independent 

community of competitors, commentators, and tournament organizers with increasing regional, 

national, and international prominence.69 The premier example of such a tournament is the 

previously-mentioned Evolution Fighting Championship, which began as a 40-player local 1996 

Street Fighter II Turbo (1994) tournament held in Sunnyvale, California, but which has grown 

over the years into a major tournament with thousands of registered competitors from around 

the world.70 The professionalization of the community, including direct support by the 

corporations which publish the games that serve as competition platforms, and player 

sponsorship deals that resemble those enjoyed by professional athletes, has encouraged the 

adoption of conventions, structures, and organizations modeled on professional sports such as 

soccer or tennis.71 However, the cultural and aesthetic idiosyncrasies of video games and 

gameplay as a mode of embodied experience mean that the players and spectators—and 

crucially, in the fighting game community these lines continue to be blurred—approach these 

experiences differently. Interrogating these differences shows how gameplay emerges as the 

basis for action in a public sphere.  
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Speedrunning, as another community of gameplay practice, centers on the idea that a 

game’s rules and mechanics presuppose an ideal sequence of actions for a player to undertake 

that will most quickly and efficiently navigate through the gameworld towards completion. 

Rather than compete directly against each other in adversarial multiplayer contexts, as the 

fighting game community does, speedrunners indirectly compete with each other by playing 

single player games, such as Super Mario Bros., and achieving the fastest times for completing 

the game. Like bicycle or auto racers who study specific racecourses and the minutiae of their 

terrain for every possible edge, speedrunners closely examine every aspect of the level design 

and foible of the game interface for possible gameplay optimization. Platform studies scholar 

Nathan Altice describes the act of “unassisted” speedrunning as “akin to rigorous athletic or 

musical performances, structured around exhaustive practice, minor tweaks to form an 

execution, and subtle aesthetic flourishes.”72 These speedrunners work not only to identify all 

the details of a game world and the actions required to best navigate through them, but must 

also train themselves to embody all those actions in one flowing, continuous performance. Altice 

contrasts this with “tool-assisted” speedrunners, who more granularly deconstruct the game at 

the level of code and assemble automated runs, piece-by-piece, that technically obey the rules of 

the game but push beyond the limits of human physical capability, such as inputting a complex 

string of dozens of button presses at precise millisecond intervals.73 While the two camps differ 

in their methods and criteria for excellence, they both agree that games are a medium wherein 

one can search for such excellence, and speedrunners both compete and collaborate with each 

other to seek continually-refined trajectories through game worlds to produce play sequences 

that entertain themselves as well as others. 
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Speedrunning has become a mode of performative play that sits alongside the more 

critical or reaction-based playthroughs discussed previously; rather than looking to be informed 

about a game’s qualities or to see a specific personality react to them, spectators watch 

speedruns to see examples of technically or aesthetically impressive play. The most popular 

speedruns are of widely-available mainstream games, and thus many spectators will see familiar 

levels or sequences, but the speedrunner shows a method to navigate through such sequences at 

a level of peak performance that few would be able to replicate. Video recordings of these 

performances are documented online at communities such as Speed Demos Archive, while 

public speedrunning events such as Awesome Games Done Quick attract hundreds of 

participants playing hundreds of games for an audience of thousands, both in-person and 

through online streaming platforms.74 These events both galvanize speedrunners as a 

community of practice while also creating other concrete social effects; for example, many 

speedrunning events are structured as internet-streamed telethons that raise money for various 

charities, with speedrunners playing specific games or playing with specific constraints upon 

hitting certain donation milestones. In any case, the speedrunning community serves as a 

notable site of play enactment by extracting games from their predominant context of individual 

consumption and highlighting the complex interaction between the game’s formal aesthetics 

and player experience, through both rigorous discursive analysis and virtuosic public 

performance. Games thus become a pretext for community beyond the specific effects designed 

into any single game. 

Video game formal aesthetics shape the organization of enactive play communities in 

three ways that distinguish them from other types of media fandom or spectators of traditional 

sports. These characteristics also facilitate action through gameplay in ways distinct from the 

more instrumental approach pursued by gamification.  First, the participants in these 
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communities primarily act with and upon each other through the mediation of game interfaces 

that structure interaction. The prevalence of embodied gameplay action as the communicative 

and intersubjective glue in these spaces also creates a porosity in the boundary between 

spectatorship and action. The legibility and significance of enacted gameplay rests on the 

spectator’s personal experience and familiarity with the specific qualities of the gameplay on 

display. Crucially, the gameworlds that serve as conduits for community interaction are not 

abstract or neutral but are built with specific sets of representations and affects. As discussed in 

Chapter Three, a player must always orient their own bodily intentionality towards the 

framework of the game; a viewer of publicly-enacted gameplay benefits from having that prior 

embodied experience to make sense of what the players are sensing. The negotiated interactions 

between community members, and between the community and developers, that result in the 

selection of specific games or influencing the content of those games thus also shape the 

character of the performed gameplay and the tenor of community interaction. Taken as a whole, 

these characteristics mean that these enacted play communities coalesce not on the basis of 

affinity or fandom for specific media, or a one-way spectatorship of amateurs viewing experts, 

but instead to fulfill the desire to have individual embodied gameplay experiences validated, 

enhanced, and multiplied in a public setting.  

 In these public displays of enacted play, a community redirects the embodied experience 

that is normally structured as an individualized, intersubjective circuit between player-and-

game outward. It becomes a performance for, and with, other player-spectators. Gameplay 

action becomes an integral mode of personal expression and connection in the spaces these 

communities create. In the meetups and tournaments of the fighting game community, the 

match serves as the unit of interaction between players, both in the official competition brackets 

and in the myriad side matches played for money or prestige or for simple fun.75 Individual 
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matches can be fleeting blips that last no more than a few minutes, or they can extend to 

marathon “deathmatches” with a continuous push-and-pull that can take up an hour or more; in 

any case, a fighting game community “scene” (organized around a locale or coordinated online, 

up to the highest echelons of national and international competition) gives these matches 

regularity. The same opponents and matchups are liable to recur over the lifespan of a 

community’s competitive life, and through that repetition, players develop legible public 

personalities through factors such as their choice of in-game character. The fighting game 

character is not only a set of audiovisual representations, but an array of affordances with a 

specific “feel” in terms of speed, mobility, difficulty of input, impact, and so forth. Players work 

with these affordances to develop specific idiosyncratic playstyles shaped by their capabilities 

and aesthetic sensibilities, much like the “fingerprints” a musician will leave on the performance 

of a standard, or the quirks and flourishes an athlete brings to their movement.76 Fighting game 

players use the framework of the game as the instrument of their expression; to become a part of 

a fighting game community event is to witness and participate in that expression. 

 Similarly, speedrunning takes what is normally an individualized, private consumer 

activity (playing through a video game from beginning to end) and makes the process public. 

This is most obviously visible in the live speedrunning events which physically bring people 

together and where speedrunners have an audience, both in the room with them and across the 

internet. However, the community framework extends beyond that to the network of message 

boards such as the Speed Demos Archive, where players upload videos of runs and discuss the 

challenges and quirks of specific gameplay formations in extremely granular detail.77 As with 

fighting game players, speedrunners individuate and express themselves through what they play 

and how they play.  In these community frameworks, speedrunners play a game expressly to 
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have their play seen and critiqued by others, and they refine their play through collaboration 

and competition.  

Across both these communities, the salient quality of community formation is 

repurposing: a socially-constituted extension of game experience beyond the framework 

intended by its creators. The single-player games that make up the speedrunning corpus usually 

do not contain explicit frameworks for multiplayer or public play. Fighting games, while 

designed for two-player interaction, do not specify or demand any greater coordination beyond 

having two people at the interface threshold to the gameworld. The work of these communities 

consists of identifying the implicit potential contained in the formal aesthetics of these games 

that can be activated within a larger social framework. This, at its core, reflects what Boluk and 

LeMieux describe as metagames which break from acculturated standards and expectations 

established by dominant institutions within the medium, and both speedrunning and 

competitive esports figure prominently as metagaming examples.78 Speedrunners have 

ascertained that a trajectory through a specific game world from beginning to end will have a 

specific duration, that there is aesthetic value in finding shorter durations and more 

parsimonious trajectories, and that it is worthwhile to share these experiences with others. For 

fighting game players, the complexity of the genre’s gameplay mechanics mean that individual 

matches are more thrilling and more challenging against skilled, experienced opponents, so it 

becomes worthwhile to cultivate a community that develops that experience across the player 

base through training, collaboration, and competition. 

Because the impetus for these communities emerges from making individualized game 

experiences public, this also means that the community at large tends to possess some 

familiarity with the specific gameplay experiences that define that community. The distance 

between neophyte and expert, or spectator and professional, is substantially shorter compared 
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to the separation between audience and performer in other forms of media or competition. A 

spectator’s appreciation for the virtuosic performance of a fighting game player increases if they 

understand the constraints imposed by the game mechanics, many of which are not immediately 

legible without some hands-on familiarity with the game. One of the most widely-celebrated 

moments in fighting game competition, “EVO Moment #37,” requires understanding that in that 

match, the difference between defeat and victory was a player successfully guessing when his 

opponent would perform a certain move before he actually did it, inputting the correct “parry” 

command within a .07-second timeframe, and inputting over a dozen more of those commands 

in a row with similarly-precise timing.79 Articles explaining the moment for newcomers can take 

several paragraphs to explain the intricacies of the gameplay mechanics, but in a video of that 

live event, it is clear that every spectator in the room was intimately and immediately familiar 

with the audacity and mastery on display at that moment, as the audience erupts into deafening 

cheers almost instantly as the moment unfolds. 

Similarly, the satisfaction of watching speedrunners perform their feats of mastery 

increases when the spectator is familiar with the specific game or general game genre on display. 

Understanding the significance of a Super Mario Bros. speedrun requires some knowledge of 

the platformer genre, the feel of how a character like Mario jumps in relation to player input, 

and the precision required to land at specific spots at specific times. Such spectatorship also 

provokes the thrill of discovery for viewers who have played the game themselves and can see 

the gulf between their own, more pedestrian, trajectories through the game’s levels and how 

speedrunners have completely deconstructed the geography of the game, veritably annihilating 

space by time.80  These activities and communities encourage spectators to correlate their own 

individual embodied experiences with public performances of gameplay, and the event becomes 
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more valuable when the spectator brings a robust reservoir of experience and lexicon of 

gameplay with them. This correlation produces a relationship between spectator and performer 

that is rather distinct from spectatorship in other artistic or athletic forms which presuppose a 

categorical elevation of the performer above an uninitiated lay audience wherein both categories 

of experience are incommensurable. Enacted play communities instead presuppose that 

everyone has a foundational experience with playing the games on display, and the 

performances elucidate and extrapolate upon that foundational experience. 

Within these communities, then, the separation between player-performer and viewer 

tends to be lessened; even in the highest-level fighting game tournaments, the majority of 

attendees come to not just watch, but to also play in casual side events or even the main events 

themselves, as most brackets remain open to all comers and even the highest-level professionals 

must wade through pools of amateurs to prove themselves worthy to reach the top 32 and 

beyond.81 As the speedrunning community proliferates, new entrants make their mark by 

digging through the archives to find games that have not been exhausted by obsessive analysis to 

add to the community conversation; the discovery of new runs or the refinement of old runs are 

how community members talk amongst themselves with the language of play. (These spaces 

overlap with the multitudes of playthroughs conducted by streamers “outside” the community, 

as displayed in examples like streamers accidentally encountering glitches which then spread 

through social media into the speedrunning community.)82 

However, while this expectation of experience flattens hierarchies within community 

spaces, it also calcifies the barrier between insiders and outsiders when the community conflates 

experience with expertise. The intricate, complex aesthetic forms on display enthrall the players 
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and spectators of these communities, but it also means that performances can appear illegible 

without extensive personal experience or study of the games involved. For example, while the 

bodies in motion on a fighting game’s display may visually resemble two fighters in a real-life 

boxing or fighting event, there is still abstraction between gameplay input and display output, 

and that abstraction layer contains the mechanics and rules upon which most expert players 

fixate. Prior experience, and the time and effort spent on developing specific embodied 

experience through the interface, make these subtle intricacies legible in the process of play. 

This also affects the community viewing experience, as this knowledge requirement can become 

a point of contention which insiders use to judge newcomers on whether or not they are 

welcome in community spaces, even as spectators. While a host of other sociocultural factors 

also inform each specific community’s outlook, this knowledge barrier contributes to the 

perceived and real insularity of these communities and an insider mentality that can manifest in 

the rejection and harassment of those judged to be outsiders or dilettantes. Todd Harper notes 

how assumptions about embodied experience are tied to stereotypes of embodied identity in 

ways that surface the prejudice within game cultures, as with the example of resistance to 

“women’s invitational” events at the EVO 2010 tournament.83 

Enacted play communities distinguish themselves one final way, in that their acts of 

repurposing games involve identifying, elevating, and rehearsing works which are themselves 

authored texts with representations and themes. Those may ultimately be orthogonal to the 

communities’ goals and yet become bound up with how those communities self-identify. While 

the players and teams of organized sports structure their play around a set of rules developed by 

others (based on historical tradition or the deliberations of a league’s officials, for example), 

those rules do not coalesce into the status of works. For example, while James Naismith remains 

a recognizable figure as the “inventor of basketball” in developing its rules, its practitioners and 
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fans do not generally consider basketball players’ performances to be interpretations of 

Naismith’s expression; the rules of basketball are an abstract framework with little 

representational content on their own.84 This is even clearer in other sports such as soccer, 

which have far more diffuse origins, and while writers and thinkers can imprint themes upon 

the skeletal ruleset, these do not come from negotiation or dialogue with the authors of the 

rules.85 On the other end of the spectrum lie interpretive performing arts that transform another 

author’s work, such as literary adaptations for the cinema or a theatrical staging of a dramatic 

text. The performance showcases the interpreters’ own creativity and skill, but is also channeled 

through another authored work, and that author guides and challenges the interpreters’ 

process.86  

Enacted play communities take an approach that lies between the sporting and 

adaptation models and operates somewhat obliquely to both their concerns. The vehicles for 

players’ performative competition are specific games which are concrete texts like novels or 

plays or films, and like those texts carry with them narrative and thematic elements, with 

characters and audiovisual representations that are mobilized in the process of play. But in these 

performances, they are no longer the objects of experience the way they would be within 

individualized play. As with other fandoms, these elements can shape representations within the 

community, such as through “cosplay” outfits of various game characters or the circulation of 

discourse and merchandise related to gameworld objects. But in repurposing these games for 

another social context, these communities push the textual-representational aspects of these 

games to the background to highlight the mechanical structures that provide an operational 

framework similar to the abstracted rulesets of basketball or soccer. However, those sidelined 

 
84 Thomas McLaughlin, Give and Go: Basketball as a Cultural Practice (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
2008), 74. 

85 Jonathan Wilson, Inverting the Pyramid: The History of Soccer Tactics (Nation Books, 2013), 29. 

86 Robert Stam, Literature through Film: Realism, Magic, and the Art of Adaptation (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2004), 
4. 



258 

representations are still displayed in the course of a speedrun or fighting game event, because 

those representations are the very means by which players interact with each other. Their 

effects, however attenuated, shape the experience of the event. Street Fighter, for example, as 

the most popular game series in the FGC, has been scrutinized over the years for its racial 

caricature and sexualized character designs.87 While the FGC focuses on competitive gameplay 

mechanics, and players generally have little agency over these decisions compared to Capcom, 

the game’s developer, these representations nevertheless enter the discussion when considering 

questions of gender bias within the FGC and discourses on who is welcome within the 

community. An incident from the 2017 EVO Street Fighter V finals showed these factors 

returning to the foreground, where the tournament organizers were obliged to ask a competitor 

to change their in-game character’s outfit due to fears over violating television broadcast 

standards. This outfit swap carried no mechanical gameplay changes and only altered visual 

aesthetics, but the incident revealed how specific aesthetic choices could elicit reactions that 

shape community understanding about what elements are considered acceptable.88  

The speedrunning community engages with similar questions. The work they do, and the 

value they add with their performances, come from mastering the rules and mechanics of a 

game. Because these mechanics can never be separated from how they are represented in-game, 

speedruns will necessarily redistribute those representations and their connotations. The act of 

choosing a game to speedrun creates discursive effects because of those connotations, such as 

revisiting a well-known classic game as an appeal to shared nostalgia or unearthing a more 

obscure or forgotten game as an act of archival discovery. Such repurposing also 

recontextualizes the narrative-thematic experience one might have in individualized play; for 
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example, Gone Home (2013) is a “walking simulator” game that offers little in the way of 

traditional skill-based challenges, but instead encourages spatial exploration of a house to 

uncover a narrative of a teenage girl’s inner life and her coming out as a lesbian, and the game 

has received plaudits for its storytelling style and handling of its themes. While the idea of 

speedrunning this narrative-focused, “gameplay”-light game seems comical, and has indeed 

been played for laughs, people have produced speedruns of the game nevertheless.89 Because the 

game world consists of traversable space and players reach the ending by collecting the girl’s 

diary entries throughout the house, an ideal trajectory through the house exists, and players 

have worked to identify and perform it. (The current “Any% Glitchless” speedrun record for 

Gone Home as of 2021 is 46.561 seconds.)90 These performances sideline the narrative themes 

of the game, but they do not necessarily efface them, and increasing the game’s visibility may 

encourage viewers to play the game themselves, and thus embark on individual, intersubjective 

experiences with narrative returned to the focus. 

Both the fighting game community and the speedrunning community take individualized 

gameplay which, as discussed in previous chapters, literally incorporates embodied action and 

narrative understanding in a unified experience. They repurpose that gameplay within 

community-centered public performances. In doing so, they attempt to foreground the 

mechanistic, rule-based aspects of gameplay and refine them for displays of skill and excellence, 

which sidelines narrative and representational qualities; yet the unified nature of gameplay 

experience means that these representations can never be truly eliminated. These 

representations persist in the interstices of play-based performance and remain orthogonal to 

community goals. Because of this, enacted play communities organize around games whose 
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representations and experiences are recirculated through their performances and which become 

associated with the communities themselves, yet those communities do not directly engage with 

what those representations might signify. They do not influence their creation as game design 

communities might, or critique or transform their meanings as interpretative, adaptation-based 

performances in theatre or film do with their works. At best, they perform a curatorial function 

through the selection of works, or indirectly influencing their creators through visibility or 

audience popularity, as with the case of fighting game developers seeing the influence of the 

FGC on a game’s success. However, these concerns remain secondary to the focus on rehearsing 

a game’s mechanical-formal aesthetics. Because of this, in assessing the potential sociopolitical 

effects of this kind of organized community, we return to the same issue previously addressed in 

considering the political dimensions of individual gameplay experience: the indeterminacy of a 

game’s political horizons when a significant part of the experience remains pre-reflective. 

The critical communities that build discourse through videos and podcasts more directly 

mobilize social and political critique because their performances within and through game 

worlds are often conjoined with the consideration of what those worlds might mean. 

Communities that focus on skill-based play are not neutral, however; they focus on the 

embodied aesthetics of gameplay in ways that bring like-minded people together in the 

recognition that the aesthetic experiences they seek can only be produced with others. In coming 

together to repurpose a normally-individualized activity, they open the social and political 

possibilities that lie in the public sphere and the space of appearance. This is not to say that 

these communities should be hailed as progressive. Just as gameplay constitutes protopolitical 

experience that must be brought to discursive judgment, communities based on aesthetics are 

themselves politically indeterminate. They forge their own meanings from those experiences, 

and act in ways that befit that meaning, whether for good or for ill. Games criticism and its new 

mutations through social media influence have been the battleground that gave rise to 

Gamergate’s caustic attacks on who can claim the right to speak about games, and its strands 
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have interpenetrated with alt-right reactionary movements in the United States and elsewhere.91 

The fighting game community, through its privileging of skill, has allowed for a somewhat 

diverse community that features many people of color, along with greater female and queer 

representation compared to many other gaming spaces which remain predominantly white and 

male.92 Yet even this modicum of diversity has revealed fractures in the community and 

regressive elements that have lashed back with racist and sexist discourse and harassment, often 

based on reactionary impulses that new entrants to the community (or existing participants who 

limited their visibility for fear of backlash) posed a cultural threat.93 As with the #MeToo wave in 

other cultural domains and in the game industry as well, high-profile revelations of abuse in 

game publications, streaming, fighting game communities, and speedrunning communities have 

all resulted in conflict and reorganization in all these spaces.94 However, these conflicts, which 

reveal these communities to be contested territory, also reveal their potential importance; 

people are willing to fight for these communities because they see value in them and they see 

urgency in the conflict over defining their values and who can share in the community. 

Compared to the instrumentalizing processes of gamification that use gameplay experience as a 

vehicle for goals outside games, these communities use games as a basis for participatory 

engagement and to activate a different range of sociopolitical possibilities for games to play. 
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Conclusion 

 This chapter has examined several possibilities for taking the embodied experience of 

playing-in-the-world and using it as the basis for action through the formation of communities 

that use those experiences as a shared foundation for critique, play, and performance. In these 

communities, games become the impetus for participation, a concept which has historically 

framed discussions of the social and political potential of other media, such as art, cinema, and 

theatre. Historically the immobile, impassive body of the spectator has been a signifier of 

political passivity; transforming the spectator into an active participant would thus also put the 

subject on the path to political liberation. While some forms of this artistic intervention rely on 

the idea of an enlightened artist forcefully uplifting the audience through shock, provocation, 

and reflexivity (such as Brechtian Epic Theatre or Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty), a more 

productive model might be found in modes such as Third Cinema or Theatre of the Oppressed, 

which rely less on the instrumentality of a work with specific political content, but on the work 

facilitating interaction, creativity, and action on the part of its audience. Communities can 

redirect individualized play experiences (which, in an inversion of the passive spectator, are 

sometimes treated as socially regressive “mindless action”) towards public spaces where those 

experiences can be shared with others, and which can be the foundation for discursive judgment 

and further action. The qualities of aesthetic experience produced by game worlds remain 

relevant when assessing these communities because even if the actual message or content of the 

game is not the primary actor, as they are in theories of gamification, the experiences created by 

those worlds shape what communities can say, and the discursive framing, rehearsal, and 

circulation of those experiences form much of what these communities do. 

 One version of these communities building upon the aesthetic experience of games are 

critical communities that discuss games beyond the scope of pointedly consumerist evaluative 

reviews but in more public and durable formats such as roundtable podcasts and video 

playthroughs of games, both of which communicate individual reactions and evaluations of the 
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gameplay experience while also putting them into dialogue with other critical voices and with 

the audiences of these programs. While the overall shift of popular culture discourse to video 

and social media platforms has contributed to critics and games media turning to these formats, 

they also comport with key formal properties of games as a medium: duration and variability. 

Because many games take a dozen or more hours to play, hearing and watching reactions to 

experiences within a game world as they unfold over time carries additional value. Because 

variability in duration, order, and player choice can create materially different experiences for 

each player, it becomes worthwhile to put different players’ experiences in dialogue to locate and 

expand upon those differences. These forms are made viable because they extend beyond 

assessing those games to incorporate the personalities (and entertainment value) of the people 

making those assessments. The work of these personalities also creates focal points for 

community (the viewers of these programs who also play the games under discussion) that are 

based not on fandom of a specific work but on gameplay as a mode of leisure and cultural 

intervention.  

 Other communities repurpose games by enacting individual gameplay experience within 

a public competitive-performative context to explore and display aesthetic forms that are more 

easily achievable when people come together and collaborate. The fighting game community has 

taken a mode of multiplayer gameplay that originally existed in transient one-on-one arcade 

encounters and built an iterative, expansive community that encourages the development of 

skills among players, which in turn creates competitors that more effectively explore the range 

of gameplay possibilities within a fighting game and offer matches that are more satisfying to 

play and to watch. The speedrunning community applies a similar search for excellence to 

single-player games to find ideal “runs”: an elegant set of inputs and a trajectory that quickly 

and efficiently navigates through a gameworld. These runs go beyond whatever average 

gameplay ability a game developer might design for, and push things to the limit of both human 

and automated capability; speedrunners work to understand the mechanics and mathematics of 
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a game on the most granular levels, and they gain insight from discussions and collaborations 

and friendly competitions. Both communities have become more visible through making their 

performances into public events that draw a wide-ranging spectatorship both on location and 

through internet streaming platforms. As with critical game communities, these communities of 

enactment are bound together by the desire to share specific aesthetic experiences that derive 

from games but are also larger than any one specific game. Because the players and viewers 

work from a foundation of repurposed games, the expectation of embodied knowledge and 

experience with gameplay serves as the primary mode of interaction and communication within 

these groups. This can both accentuate the satisfaction of watching often-subtle gameplay 

flourishes but also serves as an impediment to entering the community. This secondary 

repurposing also means that communities might attempt to sideline the representations and 

messages bound up in game aesthetics but recirculate them nonetheless, often uncritically, 

making the social and political discourse of these communities often as indeterminate and 

contradictory as the games they play.  

 Both critical and enacted play communities demonstrate avenues for appearance within 

the public sphere that use games as a focalizing impetus, rather than treating specific games 

themselves as the agent of change, as within the gamification model’s focus on social utility. This 

should not be taken as an endorsement of these communities as a superior approach to thinking 

about games and social change. Much of the discourse within these communities reflect 

contested or even regressive politics when it comes to issues of identity, representation, and the 

public effects of aesthetic choices. However, these modes of organizing play are more attentive 

to the aesthetic elements that subtend the experience of playing-in-the-world. This experience is 

what draws people to play games and to see themselves as players of games, and thus in the long 

run perhaps these communities offer more potential as models for envisioning how games 

integrate into social and cultural life. The political contestation within these spaces indeed 

signals their popularity and potential as a vector of social change compared to gamification’s 
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thorough colonization by corporate and institutional interests. Comparing these two approaches 

to understanding games in the world, and tying them to the critical necessity of surfacing the 

aesthetic experience of gameworlds themselves, remains an ongoing process. But when it comes 

to participation and gameplay, if Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed served as rehearsal for 

revolution, these communities can serve as a rehearsal for what is yet to come in the world of 

games. 
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Chapter 6: Towards a Conclusion for Games in the World 

  

Throughout 2020, as the COVID-19 pandemic wended its way through the world and swaths of 

the population found themselves in varying degrees of isolation, many of those people turned to 

video games such as the Nintendo Switch title Animal Crossing: New Horizons (2020). Part of a 

series of town simulation games stretching back to 2001, the latest entry in the franchise lets 

players create cartoonish avatars and fly to tropical islands, where they can build up 

communities of anthropomorphic animal friends, collect resources and trinkets, and customize 

the look of the island to their hearts’ content. Particularly because of its pleasant theming and 

tropical audiovisual aesthetic, and its ability to bring players together in these virtual spaces, 

popular reporting on the game emphasized how uniquely suited the game seemed for the 

pandemic era. It was both a psychologically soothing retreat from the world, and also a 

substitute world for people to come together in ways they no longer could: for parties, political 

rallies, and even weddings.1 In a time of embodied isolation and physical confinement, players 

turned to the worlds they could create in, through, and with the game. Here, they could explore 

spaces, times, and relationships within their own game worlds, while also using these worlds as 

an impetus to express themselves and connect to others in the world beyond the game. These 

possibilities and horizons, however, always remained bounded by Nintendo’s designed 

constraints on interaction: on the accumulation of in-game wealth through resource gathering 

and turnip trading on a commodities market or navigating the rule-based systems of villager 

personalities to build what the game considers a harmonious community. In turn, players 

 
1 Kyle Buchanan, “Animal Crossing Is the Perfect Way to Spend Quarantine,” The New York Times, March 31, 2020, 
sec. Arts, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/31/arts/animal-crossing-virus.html; Makena Kelly, “Biden Campaign 
Launches Official Animal Crossing: New Horizons Yard Signs,” The Verge (blog), September 1, 2020, 
https://www.theverge.com/2020/9/1/21409727/biden-harris-animal-crossing-campaign-new-horizons-yard-signs-
election; Imad Khan, “Why Animal Crossing Is the Game for the Coronavirus Moment,” The New York Times, April 7, 
2020, sec. Arts, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/07/arts/animal-crossing-covid-coronavirus-popularity-
millennials.html; Aron Garst, “The Pandemic Canceled Their Wedding. So They Held It in Animal Crossing.,” 
Washington Post, April 2, 2020, sec. Launcher, https://www.washingtonpost.com/video-
games/2020/04/02/animal-crossing-wedding-coronavirus/. 
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responded to these constraints by sharing and collaborating outside the game, whether in 

perfecting strategies for gaming the “stalk market,” or trading in items or tools (or perhaps even 

villagers) within the designed limits for multiplayer interaction.  

 The interactions between individual player experiences in their own Animal Crossing 

islands, and how those islands constitute a space in the larger social and cultural world, form a 

complex assemblage. It is, perhaps, an historical accident that the play and “playbor” in these 

gameworlds reflect other widespread and everyday responses to the global crisis of the 

pandemic, in terms of embodied experiences of temporal repetition and extended duration. 

They crafted worlds where time, space, and relationality felt graspable to players in ways they 

had the power to control.2 But this movement within and between worlds discloses the value of 

phenomenological method—in the variational search for other ways of seeing and where other 

people are “coming from”—to trace how specific contours of embodied experience enable the 

game, and the people who play it, to enter into the space of appearance. While the 2020 Biden 

presidential campaign’s attempt to use the game as a virtual platform for its political platform 

comes across as a bit hokey, Nintendo’s marketing for the game envisioned other uses for the 

world in depicting connections formed through the game between mothers and daughters, and 

between faraway relatives and friends. These kinds of connections, borne out by how people 

played the game, reflected its structures of experience: people express themselves through the 

embodied interface, and find ways to incorporate those structures into the times and spaces of 

their everyday lives. Animal Crossing’s designed elements combine to create not just an 

experience of progression, but progression through incremental change and daily routine. They 

create the feeling of exploring and mapping space, but more importantly they mobilize those 

 
2 Joanna E. Lewis, Mia Trojovsky, and Molly M. Jameson, “New Social Horizons: Anxiety, Isolation, and Animal 
Crossing During the COVID-19 Pandemic,” Frontiers in Virtual Reality 2 (2021): 14, 
https://doi.org/10.3389/frvir.2021.627350; Merlin Seller, “Ever-Lockdown: Waiting through Times of Playbour and 
Pandemic in Animal Crossing,” Networking Knowledge: Journal of the MeCCSA Postgraduate Network 14, no. 1 
(July 5, 2021): 100–116, https://doi.org/10.31165/nk.2021.141.635. 
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trajectories as visits and vacations to other peoples’ “homes” that allow for intersubjective 

encounter. It also speaks to gaming’s aesthetic indeterminacy, and to what Arendt calls the 

natality of the public sphere, that these experiences have been brought to the wider world as a 

multiplicity of connections and expressions, of community and exploitation in an array of forms. 

 

Figure 11. A shareable victory screen from Hades (Supergiant, 2018).  
Image taken by author and reproduced under fair use. 

While I did not play Animal Crossing during its pandemic zeitgeist moment, I sought out 

experiences in other games which clarified my understanding of playing-in-the-world at a time 

when the world itself seemed to be shifting. The Nintendo exercise game Ring Fit Adventure 

(2019) encouraged full-body expression and forward momentum that took on another meaning 

as my life became more stationary and sedentary. Similarly, my experiences with virtual reality 

games (including Tetris Effect, discussed all way the back in this dissertation’s Introduction) 

took on additional layers of significance as my everyday encounters with and perception of space 

changed. The roguelike action game Hades, released in preliminary form by Supergiant Games 

in early access in 2018 but which entered into full release as the pandemic continued into the 

fall of 2020, became the game that formed my daily routine. Its repetitive structures of 
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incremental progress and variation, often delimited in half-hour sessions, punctuated a stretch 

of time that otherwise to me felt smooth and interminable. While the game does not have the 

capacity for online interaction or group play, it does feature an aesthetic structure, the 

condensation of one’s gameplay “run” into a victory screen providing key information like 

abilities used and the time of a session, that could be easily captured as a screenshot and shared 

on messenger apps or social media. Outside of the game, I would share these with friends and 

colleagues while seeing their screenshots as well. Like the data shared by speedrunners, or the 

“tokens” of information sent over phone lines, these structures provided me with ways to 

envision how others were playing the game. Combined with my own prior experiences, these 

images shared by others allowed me to feel, however attenuated and distilled, the ways that 

others were playing in the same world, no matter how far removed. These examples are but a 

small sampling of the varied ways that game experiences enter the world via new technological 

and social configurations, and which might situate the findings and arguments of this 

dissertation as a starting point for further inquiry.   

 

From Playing-in-the-World to Games in the World. 

The first introductory chapter of this dissertation assessed games from a media theory 

perspective and argued for the value of examining the embodied aesthetics of gameplay to 

extend existing proceduralist approaches to games as media texts. The following chapter 

provided a discourse on philosophical method in articulating those embodied aesthetics through 

an existential media phenomenology of gameworlds; the game’s technical capacity to perceive 

the player’s perception through the interface allows for a full intersubjective encounter between 

player and game, where each subject feels and responds to the other via playing-in-the-world. 

The third chapter elaborated on the significance of that encounter as protopolitical through 

considering questions of perspective and power relations to identify how embodied gameplay 

experiences create a variety of starting points for intervening in the public sphere. From there, 
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the next chapter critiqued one ideological framework for that intervention, gamification, which 

imagines that gameplay experiences can be cleanly transposed into more productive value-

generating modes of action; however, its limited conception of the “real world” and inability to 

resolve the indeterminacy of gameplay experience prevent the idealistic extremes of that project 

from reaching fruition. Its most notable successes emerge as a result of the following chapter’s 

subject: participation as a framework for understanding how player-subjects connect with each 

other through gameplay experiences in the discursive public sphere. Critical and enactive 

gameplay communities, although contested spaces for progressive and regressive forces, 

illustrate the possibilities for game experience to become public action. 

This investigation marks only one starting point towards sustained research into 

embodied gameplay experiences and their ideological contexts, especially as these contexts 

continue to shift within the rapidly changing environment of the games industry and games 

culture. One category of context shift lies in the continuous process of technological change that 

shapes both material instances of player interface engagement and the rhetorical frames that 

dominant ideologies use to characterize that engagement. As I argued in the Introduction, the 

sensory envelopment of virtual reality technologies for games, which in 2021 have settled into 

an expensive niche for a narrow subset of players rather than a widespread revolution, 

represents an intensification of experience by degree rather than a substantive break from other 

kinds of gameplay. While the gameworlds of VR are no more “real” than any other game that is 

able to enworld the player through interface perception, they are the most prominent examples 

of continuously changing interface technologies, some of which more incrementally push the 

envelope of embodied aesthetics for wider audiences. For example, developments in haptic 

feedback and controls in the Nintendo Switch or the Sony PlayStation DualSense allow for finer 

sensations and different kinds of “touch” controls, which can also be seen in games played on 

smartphones that feature new forms of haptics; more general changes to the interface 

environments that games occupy can thus be repurposed by the games themselves. This shared 
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environment, a consequence of convergence that places gameworlds closer in a very literal sense 

alongside other applications and uses of computing hardware, is itself potentially a less explicit 

but no less significant change to playing-in-the-world. Instead of dedicated devices for playing 

games that occupy a specific place in public or private space and thus entail the player to bodily 

reposition and reconfigure themselves in order to play, games more often live on consoles, 

personal computers, and phones that perform a wide range of applications and where the 

barriers in shifting between gameplay and other forms of media engagement are minimal. 

Specific games, or even subgenres of games such as the idle/incremental clicker game, can take 

advantage of this specific platform framework to produce gameworlds that run continuously in 

the background while occasionally emerging to the foreground for intermittent player 

engagement.3 Even if games are not explicitly designed for it, the sheer fact of their location on 

these ambivalent platforms produces potentially different experiences of time and space for the 

player as they enter and exit gameworlds. Or, perhaps, we can consider the ways that players 

might never fully enter, or never fully exit, such gameworlds. 

The liminal status of gameworlds and the ways in which they defy the strict binary 

boundaries of the “magic circle” become ever more complex when players and designers 

destabilize the times and places that constitute play. This dissertation considered the moments 

of gameplay that give rise to gameworld experiences as players interacted with and through the 

game as a medium. It then looked to the moments when players took those experiences into the 

world with them to do things: to produce gamified value or participate in communities of play. 

The time and space between these moments is a gulf where designers can create games and 

players can play metagames that draw upon the experience of moving from one moment to the 

other. Like the “alternate reality games” that did not make their gameplay “real,” but which 

wove the fragmented experiences of gameplay almost imperceptibly into the flow of other 

 
3 Oscar Moralde, “Wait Wait… Don’t Play Me: The Clicker Game Genre and Configuring Everyday Temporalities,” 
InVisible Culture, no. 30 (April 18, 2019), https://doi.org/10.47761/494a02f6.0cf44974. 
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mediated computing tasks, the trajectories of present and future gameplay experiences are often 

embedded in larger mediated worlds, and other social and cultural formations. What does it 

mean when economic purchasing power does not simply grant the player-as-consumer access to 

gameworlds, but materially shapes their gameplay experiences, as with in-game 

microtransactions that mechanically alter the game—and when players of differing economic 

means encounter each other in these spaces? What about online gameworlds where the 

competition occurs not only across the bounded spaces of computer interfaces, but which 

implicate behavior and action through other platforms and institutions, as with subterfuge in 

the persistent social worlds of massively multiplayer online games, or the ways in which some 

fighting game players use in-game fights to resolve real-life interpersonal conflicts? I hope that 

by anchoring two moments when the assemblages of players and games are at their most stable 

and their interactions most legible, this dissertation can enable further consideration outside 

those zones, and to the novel ways that players take up games as embodied experiential media 

and incorporate them into their everyday lives. 

From this starting point, the dissertation and its findings can shape three key discursive 

spaces in games and game studies. When focusing on the game player as the subject of research, 

phenomenology identifies the embodied, prereflective experiences that constitute gameworlds 

and gameplay and which precede the reflective condensation of meaning (narrative, rule-based, 

or otherwise). While these insights allow us to consider the player as more than the passive 

recipient of ideologies that manifest in games as media texts, the player is not an unfettered, 

empowered liberal subject either, as much as discourses about game agency or power fantasies 

would have us believe. Instead, we can further investigate how game experience emerges into 

other cultural, social, and political frames, and the actions of the player as a contested and 

contesting subject imbricated with and through technology. The specific modes of embodied 

action that interfaces make possible also can also circumscribe what kinds of action players 

imagine are possible. It is precisely because this gameplay occurs on and beside the mediated 
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computing interfaces through which a whole host of materially significant social action occurs 

that the action of gameplay itself becomes socially significant. The agonistic exertion of the 

player consists not just of pushing through and completing the game-as-text, but in situating 

that game text within the manifold constraints of technology and time. And because the 

experiences of gameplay tie into the cultural spaces and communities of participation around 

games, we can investigate how gameplay communities use expectations of individual play ability 

and time investment to form discursive barriers and potentially exclusive notions of identity. 

Understanding the complexity of the player’s intentional embodied subjectivity as it encounters 

these spaces and frameworks can help us better understand the cultural significance of these 

formations. 

Turning to the theory and practice of game design and understanding games as media 

texts, an existential phenomenology enables us to understand that the “feel” of a game and the 

qualities of the gameworld do not exist simply at the moment of avatar-driven direct action and 

response but permeate throughout all the structures in contact with the interface as an 

intersubjective threshold where player and game can perceive the other in meaningful ways. 

With this in mind, we can look to the significance of games in the larger world not just in the 

signifying potential of denotative “messages”, whether narrative or procedural, but in how those 

games occupy spaces and times within the horizon of peoples’ everyday lives. The ideological 

effect of a given game is ultimately indeterminate and reliant on the individual player’s context 

and intentions in order to be taken up and decoded. Because of that, individual design choices 

might be less important than larger patterns of how and why people start to play, how those 

experiences shape subjectivity and identity, and the extent to which those experiences structure 

other parts of their social and cultural lives. It is across a multitude of these experiences, as they 

unfold across time and become part of the habitus of a player’s life, that players might conceive 

of game action not just as cause and effect or mechanistic procedural output, but as 

investment—on one level through the expenses of a consumer product, but also of time and 



274 

affective intentionality. These investments place the player in a specific relation to the game and 

to other players. A specific game community’s discourse and its potential hostility and toxicity 

might emerge not just from the social backgrounds of its participants, for example, but in how 

gameplay mechanics might incentivize or select for specific behaviors which echo outside the 

gameworld. A phenomenology of gameworlds, then, envisions the work of game design to not 

just encapsulate what traverses across the interface between player and game, but to include the 

choices that directly and indirectly shape the culture and community that emerge from specific 

games, from genres of games, and from the wide array of ways to play.  

As an intervention into media theory, this dissertation argues that games resonate 

powerfully with how other types of screen media mobilize the body of the audience, wherein the 

relationship between viewer and viewed is always already embodied and intersubjective. To this 

relation, the game medium’s formal-technical novelty of interface action additionally allows the 

player to both perceive and be perceived by the gameworld, extending past the one-way view of 

other screen media. In light of the historical framing of games within “new media,” the tactile 

and haptic qualities of embodied interfaces are relevant not just by activating the player’s sense 

of touch for perception and action, but in how the medium senses and reads the player’s body in 

return. This salient difference, which constructs the material landscape of games as not just 

encoded texts but the encoded embodied subjectivities that take up those texts, accentuates 

another primary theoretical concern for games: their proximity to, yet distinction from, other 

modes of applied computing within the same overall infrastructure. They make an imperfect and 

highly permeable claim to detachment from the public discursive realms of society, politics, and 

culture, even as they experiment with and reconfigure the platforms within those realms. In this, 

they effectively dramatize the human-computer relation for players who, in other contexts, 

occupy the role of users, audiences, and creators. Further phenomenological exploration of 

gameplay experience can contextualize how these intersubjective structures have emerged in 

other media forms, not via the simple grafting of gameplay mechanics imagined by gamification, 
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but in the existential difference that arises when the media we perceive, perceives us in return. 

From such a perspective, we might better chart the possibilities for how playing with and 

through these interfaces can move past existing hegemonic and technocratic formations towards 

new forms of connection and action. 

To talk about and to make and to play games is to dream of worlds: digital worlds, virtual 

worlds, new worlds, building worlds, story worlds, open worlds, and countless others. But these 

worlds are not separate times and places from the world that we all share. They come into being 

as seeing images, hearing sounds, and touching controls; they come into being in images that 

see, sounds that hear, and controls that touch. In these co-created worlds, the player and game 

perceive the other and extend into the biological and technical bodies of their counterpart, 

leaving the traces of experience that come with playing-in-the-world.  And in this moment, the 

gameworld also extends outward into the lifeworld. Those experiences structure action without 

determining it; they channel different ways to feel and perceive and express and be in the world. 

Decades ago, the catchy advertising slogan “Live in your world. Play in ours” helped to drive 

console sales by imagining a movement beyond a threshold and into transcendence. But even as 

the experiences created by, with, and through games continue to expand in their ambition and 

audience, we should remember: those worlds are one and the same, and always have been. 
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