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In this chapter | want to discuss the concept olitzal value’ in computer games, as
a reflection on why and how games might be a pfaatfature European cultural
policy. To readers who are only vaguely familiathathe various aesthetics and
practices of this medium, the general consideratamdressed may also serve as a
useful first introduction to a relatively new field
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The chapter falls loosely into two parts. In thrstfpart, | look at historical and
aesthetic reasons for why computer games ratheleslyd— after a more than 30
years’ history — are now being considered of caltand political importance.
Particular attention is given to online gamer comines as spaces of social
interaction and collective identities. | also dissuhe widespread tendency among
cultural experts as well as decision makers toezglames mainly as narrative,
thereby largely ignoring the cultural significarafeplay and games. In the second
part, | try to give an overview and a brief evaioatof some of some central but often
overlooked values offered by a range of differarputer game aesthetics and

practises. As is also documented and discusse@by(hisalita, Raijmakers and



Oinonen in their investigation of museums (chagigr technology has opened up a
wide range of diverse and often conflicting ‘gendsnformation management,

entertainment and pleasure.

| choose to highlight two major dimensions of ctdlwalue in games: The techno-
political and the literary. The former has to dahahow technology is continually
being re-interpreted in culture through play. Thierary’ value refers to the
transformative potential of representing possibbelels through new forms of

narrative, performance and simulation.

A European cultural policy for games

On 11" November 2002, on the initiative of the Danishgrtency, the Council of the
European Union adopted a resolution on ‘interaatimetent for new media’. In his
speech to the European Parliament of D&cember, Brian Mikkelsen, the Danish

minister for Culture, describes the objective @& thsolution as follows:

‘The objective of the resolution is to focus on tuwdtural importance of the
interactive media — and on the importance of makiegcultural and linguistic

diversity in Europe manifest itself in the intei@etmedia content of the futurd.’

Although Mikkelsen is using the more general temmetractive content’, it seems that
this time around, what the European politiciandlyesae talking about is computer
games. The background for their interest in thetena, according to the speech, that
‘people of all ages all over the world use compgganes and other interactive media
every day’. And, he adds, the interests of yourmpfeeare of particular concern.
What other kind of ‘interactive content’ young péopse besides computer games is
unclear from his speech, so we must assume thagggamvarious forms (pc,
consoles, handheld, networked) are the primaryetafg last, we might say, games
have become a concern for politicians who aremetested only in their potential
dangers or possible educational uses. Togetherothtr arts and media, computer

play has now been found worthy a place on the @llpolicy agenda in Europe.



Key words in the resolution are ‘cultural importahcquality’ and ‘cultural and
linguistic diversity’. Understandably, the resotutidoes not at this point go into
details on what could be the criteria for ‘qualitylet alone ‘cultural importance’ -
when it comes to computer games. Presumably, tafefences to established and
generally agreed-upon values and goals in culpotity are sufficient at this stage,

as an indication of what motivates the politiciaafforts.

Obviously, one of the goals is to secure — or ddeal, to put into place - frameworks
that are able to stimulate quality in the instrutakrcommercial sense of the word.
The European Union naturally wants the Europeanegandustry to compete with
the Japanese and the Americans. These economiatiecations do not necessarily
conflict with the resolution’s broader commitmetdascultural quality and diversity.
Still, in order to follow up the cultural aspecttbk initiative, the Council is going to
have to seek some criteria for how computer garaesave ‘cultural importance’,
aside from more general values of cultural anddistac diversity. The only further
definition of cultural diversity that Mikkelsen caxffer us in his speech is: ‘We

should have more games reflecting European valhestaries’.

Parallel to the process initiated by the Danistsi@lency, some countries in the EU
are beginning to establish systems of state funsipegifically aimed at computer
games. In 2003, in a new initiative announced fay@ minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin,
the French government decided to offer pre-prodadiinding to French developers
of 4 million euros in total, administered by tBentre national de la cinématographi

In Norway a similar system of funding was initiaiad2003, similarly as a part of the
existing system for film, administered by the Nogia Film Fund. From 2003 to
2004 the amount set aside went up from 3 millio8 toillion kroner. Also, as a
remarkable example of political ad-hoc-fundingeaira 2 million was granted

directly from the Minister of Culture to a compugame project based on the national

folk-tales of ‘Askeladden®,

Into the media world

It is quite clear from this that politicians in Be no longer regard computer games
only as kids’ toys demanding purely pedagogicardion, or as superficial
amusements deserving no more attention than amuseaudks or fireworks. This



attitude reflects a recent shift in the culturaltss of computer games in central parts
of the cultural elite, most notably among journaligrtists and academics. As once
was the case with cinema, computer games are peangoted from the cultural

realm of pure fun (where everything is either hadptharmless or developmental),
into the realm of culture proper, along with poepwitery and rock music. At the
same time, games are becoming mass-market entee@ainmimicking the industrial
logic of Hollywood and controlled by global cros®dma corporations. These two
parallel developments constitute the central bamkg for the political concerns
about ‘interactive content’ in Europe. Computer garhave grown out of

adolescence and become unavoidably visible, bathaically and culturally.

Academia and the arts

Looking back at games’ cultural position thoroulgl previous decade, there is a
striking difference — particularly in Europe — beem their relative isolation in 1990
and their position in academic as well as jourtiali®edia discourses in 2001. In
1990, there was virtually no interest in computamgs within the humanities. In the
social sciences, research on games was restractpgestions about violence, health
and child development. In 2000, a more generatestan the culture and aesthetics
of games and their uses was rapidly growing, foldwy what can only be described

as an explosion during 2001-2003.

In the art world, a new interest in computer gamedso noticeable. Without
extraordinary fanfare, the Barbican Gallery in Londet up the exhibition ‘Game
On’ during the summer of 2002, exploring the higtand culture of videogames.
Following the same trend, the massive commerciaeghitGrand Theft Auto: Vice
City was recently shortlisted for the prestigious ‘[gesir of the Year’ prize by the
Design Museum in London. It is not unlikely thatlre next few years we will see
something of the same Klondike in the art and desigrld as we are now seeing in

the academic world. Game-art and art-games couidwell be the next hot thing.

The most immediate explanation behind this cultahgt is that the first computer
game generation has grown up. Kids who grew uperitideogame craze’ years of
the late seventies and early 80’s are now in théaities. Being mostly men, they

belong to one of the dominant demographics in $paeeconomical as well as



cultural terms. Against this background, it shotdene as no surprise how computer
games are now being included in dominant cultuisdalirses, and welcomed into

spaces from which they were previously banned.

The cinematic space

However, this generational factor cannot alone @arpihy computer games are no
longer regarded only as kid’'s entertainment. Paliaj the rapid development in
computer technology, there has been an extraogdaesthetic development during
computer games’ more than 30 years of history. @ibielopment accelerated and
acquired a critical momentum during the ninetipsirked by the introduction of CD-
ROM storage media (standard in new computers fraural 1994) and 3-D
graphics, which hit the market in 1993 widlmomon PC and with th8ony
Playstationin 1995. The vastly increased storage capacitge@fCD-ROM meant that
games became much bigger, with CD-quality musgitided sound samples and
with ‘cut-scenes’ in Full Motion Video. This expamois of representational forms was
accompanied by a transformation from a flat 2-disi@mal surface to a polygon-
based and fully textured 3-dimensional sfjagéter the first versions of textured 3-D
in the early nineties, the improvements in textesolution and the growing
sophistication of animation, lighting, physics awind has been nothing less than
stunning, making a ‘revolutionary’ game from 1988k like an aesthetic stone-age
compared to the games we see today, only 10 yatars Suddenly computer games
have started to look a lot like film — at leasbtdsiders, who have been inclined to
overlook the continuity in game concepts and garaehanics that has prevailed

through the transition to a filmic space

1996 was a landmark year in the consolidation efrtbw, 3-dimensional filmic
game-worlds. Id Software®Quakeoffered a solid, truly 3-dimensional world in the
mathematical sense of the term, so that the play@d for example throw grenades
against walls and they would bounce and behavestieally according to the real-
time calculations of the physics simulation. Salthough tremendously successful
with the targeted audiend®uakewas generically sub-cultural and niche-oriented,

with excessively violent action played out in disti horror-fantasy settings.



Into the mainstream

More culturally influential became the action-aditee gamelomb Raiderwhich
took advantage of the new technology of the CD-R&d polygonal graphics to
create uniquely expansive and rich environments.fidtional settings ofomb
Raiderrecycled familiar Hollywood-adventure materialteesd of relying on the more
exclusive fantasy- and sci-fi settings that wermpohant in story-driven games. The
game, developed by the British developer Core Desapk the narrative more or
less straight out of thimdiana Joneseries (which also had already been translated
into successful adventure games by LucasArts)inoué female hero in the role as
protagonist and player-avatar. ‘Lara Croft’ becaheefirst — and still is the biggest —
game hero in the age of polygonal bodies, sooniasgusomething of an iconic
status that spread well outside the traditionafices of the games market. As a
game,Tomb Raidemixed real-time action fighting and shooting wétlguest- and
puzzle-based mechanics, familiar from earlier teaded or point-and-click
adventures. The British archaeologist-adventurea IGroft became thBuper Mario
of the new 3-D era, reinventing Nintendo’s sucaddsybrid of action and
exploration within a more media-rich and less viggrne-specific fictional world.

The success of Lara Croft is a milestone in whatldeen, from the mid-90’s, an
accelerating movement of videogames and the videegeesthetic into the
mainstream of the media and entertainment worldreSponding with the their
rapidly increasing representational complexity amatlia-richness, the previous
dominance of generic fantasy and science-fictisvirakened, giving way to game-
fictions that are less culturally distinct and héaveader appeal, like ifhe Sims
(2000) andGrand Theft Auto 11(2001). Illustrative of this development is the
successful adventure gamlyst(1994), a game that somewhat oddly seems to have
almost single-handedly introduced parts of the ewad world to the pleasures of
computer games. The game clearly has a literarysaptisticated feel to it, using the
pages of a book as a metaphor for the player’slptrased exploration around a
database of evocative and story-laden still imaBest game, part literary slide show,
Mystwas eagerly picked up by academic theorists whre waptivated and surprised

by this unconventional high-brow approach to corapgame design.



The absorption of a videogame aesthetic into maast media culture is a reciprocal
process. Already during the ‘videogame craze yea#r#ie late 70’s and early 80's,
games likeSpace InvaderandPac-Manachieved status as cultural icons, and
videogames started to show their influence inmausic and films. During the last ten
years, however, the general influence of videogaesthetic on film and television
has accelerated. This development is in part dtfeetphotorealistic 3D-graphics that
games and moving images can now have in commorat vdv Manovich (2000)
refers to as ‘synthetic realism’ - which has graaibecome a significant cinematic
form following Terminator 2, Jurassic ParkandToy Story The influence from
games on cinema is not limited to the occasionalegto-film translation (most
famously theTomb Raideseries). Game-like scenes, visual conventionglzematic
elements have become increasingly common in aetioinscience-fiction films, as

particularly evident in the influentidlhe Matrix released in 1999.

The cultural influence of the language of compggmnes also includes the principles
of computer simulation, an area in which practi@ed interests of entertainment,
education and military training overlap. The tesgon showlime Commandefs
produced by Lion Television for the BBC, illustratine increasing significance of
simulation as a distinct mode of representationiatetpretation in the media.
Famous historical battles are re-enacted as a gaog-in which a team of
contestants fight together against the computeh military historians as expert
commentators. The computer utilizes an advancezloreof the game engine behind
the successfulotal Warstrategy game series. The graphic sophisticafidimeoreal-
time historical simulation ensures that an otheewether inaccessible session of war-
gaming works well as television entertainment -ne¥¢he battle is just against a

computer.

Mass market entertainment

In Europe, the marketing strategy for the Sony $tltjon console launch in 1995 was
a door-opener for the integration of computer gaaiture with other areas of youth
and media culture. The European version of thaselgam&Vipeout(1995) featured
Orbital, Leftfield and The Chemical Brothers on smeindtrack, and was marketed
through game/music events in trendy clubs and I$amsy was especially targeting

the 18-30 year-olds, something that had never dear before for a console launch.



WipeoutandTomb Raidemanaged to communicate to a broader as well asra m
trend-setting audience than their competitors béistang the Playstation as a strong
media-brand, widely associated with digital popurd and ‘grown-up’ gaming (in
contrast to Nintendo, who apparently did not triyMeard to move away from their
‘kiddie’-image). Sony took the lead in a games stdgwhich was rapidly growing

out of its relatively secluded and niche-orientearket position.

The strong market growth of the industry sincerthé-nineties, combined with the
spiralling technological development of the hardeydnas transformed the industry
into a big-budget and unmistakably hit-driven besm At the time of writing, we see
considerable growing pains as the developers ablispers are trying to adapt to the
economical and industrial logic of mass-market geatement. Many do not have the
financial muscles to meet towering budgets anddraparket consolidation. Through
mergers and acquisitions, in which cross-mediaamatppns are the big players, the
games industry is being integrated into a wideegainment industry. Corporations
like Sony, Microsoft and Vivendi Universal, alongtkvmajor independent publishers
like Electronic Art§, Activision, Ubisoft and Take-Two, are increasingbntrolling
the western market, while most of the smaller degweds and publishers are
struggling to survive. This difficult situation isost felt in the UK, which has
Europe’s leading computer games industry. Durin@32@ large number of
independent British developers had to shut downjdihe British publisher Rage

Participatory media culture

During the period of consolidation of the industrnthe 90’s, online Internet gaming
gave rise to independent, highly social and sejts#@&ing gamer communities. Games
have — at least within a big niche market — intatla new concept for the
production, distribution and consumption of commammedia products, a reciprocal
relationship between producers and consumers. dime-genres that have spurred
the most distinct and vocal forms of virtual comntyiare the FPS (First Person
Shooter) and the MMORPG (Massive Multiplayer Onlk@e-Playing Games).

The online FPS gaming culture emerged as a resporise gamé&®oom released by
id Software in 1993, in the same year as the bineakgh of the World Wide Web.

Doomcould be played as multiplayer ‘deathmatch’ eiindocal networks or — as a



result of a later ‘patch’ to the game — over thiernet. Crucially, id Software released
initial levels of the game as downloadable shareyand also made available the
source code of the software tools used for creatidevels, textures and sourtls.
This invitation to social interaction and co-protian among the players has become
something of a founding paradigm of the PC-base8l iRBustry. For every popular
game of the genre, there are a vast number of ptagede modifications to the
original product, ranging from the relatively siragreation of character models and
levels to whole conversions likéounter-Strikean amateur ‘mod’ dfialf-Life that

was eventually bought by the developer and releasedcommercial add-on.

More influential as social spaces, however, ispthenomenon of the role-playing
virtual community, first emerging witbltima Online(1997), the first game to offer a
persistent online graphic world. The game-world Wased on the highly influential
Ultima series of fantasy-based role-playing games — iorgnig the new virtual world
an already established, community-oriented andiyigbmputer-savvy audience.
Everques(1999),Asharon’sCall (1999),Anarchy Onling2001) and dozens of
others have since followed. In these persistenhentorlds, players live what quite
accurately may be described as a second life akznaig, trading, building, battling
and ‘levelling up’ the player-character, most conmigaas part of organised ‘guilds’
or clans of players. These persistent game-wod@e become much like societies of
their own, with elaborate and constantly negotiaecial, economic and legal
structures. The majority of games are finding tleenre consumers in the historical
and cultural overlap between ‘geeky’ computer geltand Fantasy and Science
Fiction fan culture, but there are strong signs tha cultural appeal is widening,
especially with MMORPG's liké&tar Wars: Galaxie$2003) andrhe Sims Online
(2002)°. Interestingly, there are also a growing numbesrdine worlds on the
market that are not primarily game-based but whidize many of the same
principles, likeThereandSecond Life

Online gamer communities represent a new formgifadisubculture. They are
spaces of social interaction that exist in relaindependence of — and in relative
opposition to — traditional mainstream consumetural At the same time we can see
strong similarities with more established and faamilan-cultures — fronstar Trek
andLord of the Rings$o Black Metal or Slasher Horror. In his bob&xtual



Poachers: Television Fans and Participatory Cult{®92) and in subsequent
writings, the media theorist Henry Jenkins has easzied the creative and co-
producing nature of such community-based mediaaigam of dialogic media
consumption where the power to define uses and imgsrs shared between fans and
the corporate producers. At the same time, itdssi@singly recognized that this co-
creative and collective-based pattern of consump#ideing integrated as a core
element of corporate strategy, a strategy that Inegyaradigmatic of hyper-capitalist
media economiés

The corporate-participatory cultural economy ofieedbased gamer communities
contributes to a fragmentation of media use andan&dture. Because of their high
level of persistent interaction and self-regulatithrey are important arenas for the
formation of distinctly sub-cultural identities. @&e identities work against traditional
nation-building strategies of cultural managemertt @angineering on a national or
European level. Online gaming is about more thaweand participatory
consumerism. It is an agent of cultural diversaryd a source of collective
deliberation and action that has a cultural as ak political significance. However,
because it is a cultural movement that is carviigits own space within a corporate
and consumerist economy, it is by nature both josgion to and adaptive to global-
industrial management and control. The online weodfrole-playing are all
corporately owned and designed. Corporations likeySnd Microsoft are, in a very
concrete and hands-on way, engaged in a new fogual engineering, designing

social spaces for communities, economies and itento develop.

‘Europeanness’ in games?

Computer games have not historically developediwitie frameworks of the nation-
state, as is the case with broadcasting and ttss,paed which is also partly the case
with film. Therefore, games cannot be expectechnwaay to play the same cultural
role as the established nation-based media. Natamaes produced for a national
audience is a rarity, except on the market for graental or educational games.
The notion of ‘European games’ does not existlabtier than as a general term for
games developed by European-based developers hFdermelopers get 80% of their
sales from abroatf.More than any other of the big media, games wera mto a

10



globalized world, right from the start. In termswidual aesthetics, they are by nature
a cultural hybrid, mixing elements from Americardalapanese popular culture with
more traditional European imagery (especially otlireeal and

Celtic/Norse/Tolkienesque type), according to tbklgn rule of ‘anything goes’.

The explanation for this is not just that the medis relatively new and that it was
conceived and developed in the age of computersed@cbmmunications. Play and
games tend to be a culturally very open and ge@echform of human activity, with
highly unstable cultural boundaries. In computesdshgames as in other games,
different types of play mechanics follow generitesithat cannot be localized in
specific cultures in the same manner as fictiomosic. It would, for example, be
difficult to culturally situate the basic mechansof real-time strategy games, just as

it would be hard to explain the cultural specifest of paper-rock-scissors.

In terms of play types and play mechanics, theis,hiard to find consistent patterns
of difference between cultural regions. The exaepis Japan, which has gaming
traditions that are relatively distinct both agibo and as play-forms. Although many
Japanese game concepts and game-worlds have hmmteexo the West over the
last 20-30 years (and then typically mixing with &ncan traditions and imagery),
there are still dominant Japanese game genresdbapy only niche positions on the
American and European market. These game typesimpsttantly include console-
based role-playing, fighting and mecha-games @attbots) which all play out in the
fictional worlds ofanimeandmanga as well as a wide range of simulators (including
dating games) that seem eccentric to the westemmsin@am. In contrast, the
differences between American and European gamiefgm@nces seem subtle and

inconsistent — except in sport games, where t@adtobviously differ.

This is not to say there can be found no distirctrends on the European market of
games, only that they are by no means as immegietelent as is the case in other
cultural domains. In general, there is a need ¢adamic research into patterns of
cultural specificity, flow and hybridization in tlgaming world, research that can
compliment the market statistics of the industry.alcertain extent, the industry itself
encourages a cultural three-continent model byitrgdapan, Europe and America as

separate markets, each with separate distributianrels and technical standards

11



(much like the system of region-encoding of DVDnid). The most articulated
awareness of ‘Europeanness’ in computer gamesftrer is to be found on the
console market (which now accounts for 9/10 ofttiial market and increasing),
where European players share a common positioaresimervis-a-visthe
European distributors — dependent on their presitind release-dates. A telling
response to this kind of ‘cultural cultivation’tise influential World Wide Web game

portal and community sitBurogamer-

Finally, there is definitely a national niche-marké& commercial PC-games, which
are less investment-heavy than games for consatfophs, and which do not have to
go through the hardware gatekeepers Sony, MicresaftNintendo. There are several
examples of relatively low-budget PC-titles (lowdget compared to big
international titles) that have been developed censially for a national market only.
Because of the limitations on budget, these aneailg localized modifications of
established international games, or nation-speedrsions of tried and tested genres
and technologies. In Norway, one of the smallerketsrin Europeklaklypa Grand
Prix (2000), which is a children’s game based on asidakfilm, has become a big hit
and even a moderate commercial success. In theeNstds Amsterdoon{2000), a
generic and rather simplistic First Person Showttdr recognizable locations from
Amsterdam and high fun-factor was released by BaWoftware in 2000, although
with no commercial success. However Davilex hagigsaccess with2 Racer
(1997), a series of localized driving games whidrenalso released successfully in
Germany a®\utobahn Racetlin France aParis-Marseille Raceand in the UK as
M25 Racer(driving on the left...} later to be released asndon Racef1999}*.

The narrative fallacy

However, at the moment of writing, aside from thesatively cosmetic
‘nationalizations’ there are few signs of innovatend diversity in European-
developed game§i@klypa Grand Prixbeing an honourable exception). The Danish
EU-initiative can also be read as a sign that goti@kers may have a rather narrow
and limited - albeit legitimate - interest in culiband artistic diversity. The
background paper accompanying the Danish initiatitted ‘The Interactive Culture
Industry’ (Danish Ministry of Culture, 2002), deéi® games exclusively in the

12



category of ‘interactive narratives’. The authorsee make narrative into a self-
evident part of a definition of the concept of naigivity: ‘Interactivity means that the
user engages in the narrative in a participatodyaative manner’ (page 11). There is
no hint of alternative ways of understanding ‘iatgivity’, and no mention
whatsoever of the meanings and values of gameplagd- even if the report in fact
deals almost exclusively with games and the gandissiry. In the light of everything
that has been written within humanistic game the@wsr the recent years, this
approach is quite controversial, and as a way @fiding ‘background’ to the policy

makers, it can be partly misleading.

In recent humanistic computer game theory, theadréady a relatively well-
established discourse on how to conceptualizeuhéamental elements of game
aesthetics. The central point of debate has beerntdvanderstand the role of
narrative in games. As Jgrgen Kirksaether (1998 nb#exd, stories in games are
typically constructed afsctional framesaround the play itself - external metaphors
that serve to ‘explain’ the specific structure agks and obstacles facing the player.
As a consequence, most games can be enjoyed -egyedi pvell — without paying
much (or any) attention to the accompanying stespecially if the player is familiar

with the genre.

This duality at the heart of most gaming experisnseeflected in the theoretical
discourse about computer games. Those who haverpgéfto approach games within
the framework of narrative theory — most typicdhgorists from literary studies or
new media studies — have been labelled ‘narragivist sometimes more inaccurately
‘narratologists’), while those who advocate a naigginctively game-centred
approach have — partly in polemic opposition toaktblished story-centred

traditions — called themselves (or have come tasseciated with) the ‘ludologists’

The theoretical premise for the ‘ludological’ appch (although he never used the
term ‘ludology’) was introduced by Espen AarsetlCiybertexi(1997), the first book
to suggest a theory about play and narration agitstoct modes of discourse, not
only located in literature, but as a dialectic fantental to human activity in general.
Aarseth uses the teremgodicto describe what is unique about computer-based

literature. The ergodic signifies the general pphecof having to work with the
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materiality of a text, the need to participatehia tonstruction of its material

structure. Some ergodic works lead us towardsefsolution (e.g. a jigsaw-puzzle),
others can be unpredictable and open-ended (lilexparimental hypertext novel).
Being a discursive mode, the ergodic can be caetitds narrative discourse, where
the user is invited only to engage in the semaiti¢tbe text and does not have to
worry about its material configuration. In narra&tigiscourse the user is only a reader,
not a co-constructor in the material sense, onmight say, not a player. While
reading narrative is an interpretative practicayjlg a game is a configurative

practice®.

Following the general perspective raised by Aargbih Danish game designer and
game theorist Jesper Juul has developed morefispgigame-oriented ideas about
how to understand the relationship between nagatnd play as two incompatible
modes of discourse, calling special attention &difference in temporality between
narration and playing (Juul, 2001). Playing a gasran activity that is always in the
present, happeningpw, while narration is about thgior, what has happened.
Therefore, Juul claims, you cannot have narratioa &ct of telling a story) and

interactivity at the same time.

A game is a game?

Even if ‘ludology’ in its anti-narrative, polemiad ‘purist’ form is today largely
denounced in humanistic computer games theory éddspl himself is perhaps the
best example), there seems to be a general agredrmaethe overwhelming majority

of computer games are not primarily in the busirdgslling stories. Narrative in
games performs a very different role from narrainvaovels or films. Obviously, the
narrative dimension is particularly played dowrcertain genres such as sport games,
driving games and puzzle games. Still, even imtbst story-driven games

(adventure and role-playing games) a good storg doémake a good game.

If we look at the early pioneers of dedicated stateling for videogames, Norway
and France, their approaches differ quite a lohisirespect.. Narrative is one of the
main criteria for gaining funding from the Norwegigilm Fund, which is explicitly
aimed at games for children and younger adolesc€his central concern for

national narratives is reflected in the short, basifinition of what it is that they want
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to support. An interactive production is definechasomputer game (or ‘other
interactive and non-linear productions’) that $edtories through moving imagée$'.
The message is very clear. games are vehiclegdording children with national
stories. The criteria obviously reflect a legitimaind important cultural concern —
especially for a small country. However, as a caltpolicy it does not recognize
games as an art form, or as anything that couldteessting for other than pedagogic

and traditional nation-building purpos®s.

A crucial part of the acceptance of computer gaasesn art form is a recognition of
play and games as forms of cultural expression. &aame more than carriers of
‘interactive narrative’. Probably because Francedkarge and established game
industry, their policy states different aims frone tNorwegian, and the list of criteria
does not adopt storytelling as a requirement. Thg mnotivation for the initiative is
that French developers — like the British onese-stiruggling in a difficult
international market. This does not mean that theeghment simply wants to support
any game project that has commercial potentialreagdls money. There are artistic
requirements. These do not, however, as one woaldeexpect, emphasize ‘French
stories’, ‘French language’ or the like, but rafestead to more general artistic values.
The eligible projects must show “creativity of gardesign” and ‘originality
compared to what is already on the mark#ti.these criteria there is no bias towards
narrative whatsoever. On the contrary, ‘creatieitgame design’ is a formulation
that will most likely be interpreted as a spec@hcern for non-narrative mechanisms
of the game structure. It seems that even for atcplike France, where media
production and media consumption is heavily suggaband regulated to preserve
national culture and identity, computer games aakleast for now — an interesting

exception from the rul&

What we can see from the Danish EU initiative alt asefrom the Norwegian and
French example, is that a political concern withrai@ve — typically in a narrow and
exclusive sense — is closely tied with the intetestefend and strengthen national
traditions, culture and identity. As soon as theufois expanded to include the
structures of playful interaction — the propertiest distinguish games from books or

films — references to national value become mogeigand problematic. The
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computer game is a medium that, more than any ,adbems to resist being

appropriated for nation-building and identity-erggning purposes.

This is not to say that games do not have ‘st@mesvalues’. There are indeed values
of cultural and political importance to be foundgammes, including — but in no way
limited to — what we might call ‘literary value’hEre is a plurality of values in
games, which should be actively encouraged raltaar just left to the rather brutal
and short-sighted logic of the entertainment indudthe French initiative, although
limited by the requirements to commercial potengales reason for optimism. In the
following, as a contribution to a wider debate atmmputer games and cultural
policy in Europe, | shall briefly point to sometbe values of games that go beyond
the traditional concerns of industrial competitiges and cultural nation-building.

The techno-political value of games

Computer games are primarily about play, offeriteapures and values that we also
find in other forms of play. The general questiémh@ cultural value of human play —
including its psychological, developmental, socialg, civilizing or democratic
virtues — are discussed in classical works likeafidduzinga’sHomo Ludeng1955
[1949]), Roger CailloisMan, Play and Game@001 [1961]) and Brian Sutton-
Smith’sThe Ambiguity of Plag1997¥™. In this discussion, however, | shall restrict
myself to the more specificaltgchnologicaldimension of computer-based play. The
range of technological pleasures opened up by gahwmdd be a matter of
heightened cultural and political concern in Eurofiee basic premise behind this
argument is that technological play is cruciallyniing culture. Techno-entertainment
is not outside art, politics and ideology. How wmase to involve with technology in

play is about how we define technology and itstietato ourselves.

Playing the machine

In a far more radical sense than a television isatradio receiver, the computer game
hardware and software constitute a flexible tecbgickl toy, constructed for active,
hands-on machine-play or techno-play. The commasare is an ‘action machine’ as
well as a representational medium. Other electror@dia are also machines that

must on some level be operated or ‘engineered’ppeatating them is normally a pure
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instrumental action (turning the television-set adjusting the volume, rewinding the
video cassette etc), not a playful bodily engagemnidte play with the remote control
(like switching between channels to the rhythm aifirystereo) is not the standard
mode of watching television. Looking at computemgaaesthetics from the
perspective of traditional media theory, the atfiaif playing the machine will have

to move into the centre of attention, as an esslantdus operanddf the medium.
Even if the rhetorical potential of their represgitns has become more complex and
powerful, games are no less playable machines titdaythey used to be 25 years

ago.

To play with a game is to play with a specific agofation or a specific gestalt of a
more general technological form. Various game geare culturally significant as
different articulations of technological play, sitad within a wider cultural field of
technological pleasure. Because they involve aygliel forms of technological
pleasure, they play a part in how society develomterstandings of how people and
technology should interact. These archetypical focan be described as modes of
pleasure, corresponding to relatively distinct aolderent sets of typical operations
required from the player. Different game genreseasze different types of
technological engagement, and different playergepdifferent types of challenges.
One man'’s pleasure is another man’s tedium. Thisrslity is in itself a cultural
resource in any society, a diversity that alsaumfices how people approach other
digital systems of information and entertainmeot,example those being designed

for museums (see chapter xx).

For the sake of illustrative simplicity, | will ppese 2 broad categories into which we
might define some of the dominant techno-basedsplea of computer gaming. The

first category, ‘software gaming’, refers to theital operations of management and
configuration. The second category, ‘body-actiomuey’, refers to bodily sensations,

cyborg fantasies and explorative trances.

Software gaming

‘Software gaming’ represents forms of engagemeattdhe similar to those posed by
non-gaming software. These patterns of challengdrdaraction are typically

involved in the economically productive practicesociety, and should be of natural
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interest to policy-makers. Software gaming is a enofdplayful interaction which is
particularly dominant in role-playing games, stggtgames and system simulators.
As a form of immersion and engagement, this moagaips independently of, and
sometimes works against, the fictional illusionghe game. The primary challenges
aremanagemenandconfiguration The task of having to control, plan and coordnat
a large number of interacting parameters on sdeeeery dominant in simulation and
strategy games, to the extent that pure simuléitersgames that feature very little or
no battle) are often called ‘management games’. ibking the operational logic of
desktop software, the player is required to playhensurface of the screen, constantly
controlling the game through often quite complemomandos and menus.
Consequently, the ‘software pleasure’ of compugnes is a mode which is tailor-
made for the keyboard and mouse interface of thelBtorm, and converts rather

poorly to console and gamepad.

The task of configuration — or personalization especially dominant in role-playing
games, where growing in the ‘role’ means buildipgamd configuring (personalizing)
your avatar's complex nexus of features, abilitvesapons and other items. In this
way, personalization is not only a form of growtlaimagement (managing the
expanding, dynamic system that constitutes youtaa\aa group of avatars) but also
crucially a form for self-expression — through theguage of computerized statistics.

Precisely because the task of maintaining overveantrol and balance is such a
crucial part of the gaming experience, managemamirgg naturally also offers the
‘wilder’ thrills of freely experimenting with thegzameters. Thiexploratorymode of
technological pleasure includes the chance to upedtalance of the system in
various ways, typically with catastrophic consequesnwithin the fictional game
world (like for example letting a lion loose on thsitors in the zoo management
gameZoo Tycoorf2001]). Experimenting with the objects and rubéshe game
world is, of course, a common mode of play in mgagne genres, one that is not
necessarily oriented towards progression or wintieggame. As a distinctive
pleasure of computer-based play, it can be comparegperimental and ‘playful’
forms of gaining experience and skill with non-gagsoftware.
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Software gaming presents a very clear examplesobhirring of boundaries between
work and leisure in our society, between instrurakeand playful aesthetics and
practices. This convergence can be seen taking plaenany arenas of cultural
experience. Computer games as well as informagistesis in museums are
evidences of a more general trend: Computer-baseliations and practices open up
new spaces for work-like pleasure (or pleasuraldekyv Therefore, as Ursula Maier-
Rabler argues in chapter xx, e-policy should natdokeiced to a question of access.
Work-like pleasures give people reasons to engathedigital technology. Such
leisure-based digital practices must be of politocencern if we want people to
acquire not just the necessary skills, but moreontgmtly the motivation and
confidence to be able to take actively part in mgoterized and information-based

society.

The opportunity to be able to ‘play the softwarkthee digital computer is of great
importance to the individual’'s socialization andpawerment in the emerging digital
society. A political concern for diversity and assevithin this cultural arena is
needed. In particular, there are significant ecaosahand linguistic barriers to access,
and this is an issue where the decisions of patiakers can make a difference. Even
in the richer parts of Europe, access to more cexnghd challenging variants of role-
playing-, strategy- and management gaming is itdubby language barriers. With
the exception of Germany, France and in some &sa&% and Italy, games on the
smaller European markets — for example, in the @parian countries — are not
translated from English into the national languddws is normally not a problem
with simpler action-games, but it is bound to preéwhildren, teenagers and other
groups with weak language skills from having a gmare complex and intellectually

demanding challenges.

From a democratic perspective, such all-pervasinguage barriers constitute an
unnecessary extra digital gatekeeper, especialjjgping people who are still forming
their fundamental relationships to digital techmgyloThe competence to manage,
configure, experiment with and modify digital preses allows the individual to
create a space for computer-based self-expressi@ntion and political action. The
cultural and social penetration of ‘digital Legoust be of central democratic

concern.
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Of particular concern to policy makers should be\thality and independence of
online gamer communities, which are very distineictices of collaborative and
creative software gaming, creating strongholdsoofjguter literacy and participatory
digital culture. Multiplayer computer game roleyileg in persistent worlds is a
virtual variant of social configuration, and in semespects much like an exercise in
political distribution and struggle. The collabavatplayer modifications of the FPS-
community and in other genres - where players cocistheir own levels, objects,
textures (‘skins’) and game mechanics - is a radaren of experimental exploration
and configuration of games-as-software. Gamesansformed into game-building

software, based on the modular logic of pre-desigerady-mades.

The strength of such communities has significactinie-political implications. As
partly independent and self-regulatory centresoosamer power and production of
knowledge, they are playing a particular role iig@ing political negotiations over
guestions of copyright-protection, open standardsuser control. At the same time,
however, the ideologies embedded in typical prastmf software gaming -
management, configuration, user control and ‘c@itive’ practices — can be double-
edged swords in a struggle for cultural freedom @imdrsity. For this reason, the
primitive sensations found in gory action shootaes/ not necessarily be the negative

‘other’ to cultural policy.

Body-action gaming

While the software logic plays on the surface, egping what Bolter and Grusin in
the bookRemediatior(1999) call the ‘immediacy’ of digital media, ahet type of
pleasure grows out of the seductive ‘transpareatthe medium. Within this general
mode of play, the power of the digital computecteate illusions of movement and
space takes precedence over the operational reggnts of the interface. According
to Bolter and Grusin, the desire to ‘see throufk’surface of the screen and make it
invisible has a history dating back to the invemtad the central perspective in
renaissance art. Before the renaissance, paimeuséd on the immediacy of the
surface and the ‘play’ between its elements. Batet Grusin trace these two
aesthetic movements and cultural desires througibryi While the desktop computer

represents today’s paradigmatic metaphor for tge lof immediacy, they argue,
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realist film and ‘virtual reality’ represent theglee to be immersed ‘into’ the space of

the representational illusion.

Even if Bolter and Grusin’s binary interpretatidrtioe history of the visual media
might be too all-encompassing and too simplistiejtmodel seems to capture and
contextualize a significant tension within compwgame aesthetics. In a computer
game, illusion and management are conflicting etitsas. The direct and bodily
challenges and sensations offered by a respongii@é@nsional virtual space is a
form of technological engagement which does ndb¥okhe desktop metaphor, and
has very few non-gaming software equivalents. Cqunsetly, in games where
fictional illusions and audio-visual (and sometini@stile) sensation is supposed to be
the dominant attraction, management and configurain the level of the surface
interface must be kept as simple, intuitive andiSible’ as possible. These ‘low-
management’ and high-intensity games are partiguhall suited for the console
platforms, which do not use a work-related mousdikard-interface, constructed for
point-and-click surface navigation.

Body-action games, in particular classical arcacteea games lik&Space Invaders
(1978) orRobotron(1982), have particular kind of ‘flow?? a trance-like quality, due
to the simplicity of the interface, the speed agyktitiveness of the action, and the
spectacle of the sensations. Unlike the experiehgamersion in software-gaming
(which is also a form of all-encapsulating flow)etreal-time cybernetic feedback
loop between the expert player and the computgehatbypasses conscious
intellectual decisions. In fast-paced and specta@dtion games, the typical mode of
technological engagement has more to do with sarestechno-eroticism than

with management skills, socialization and progress.

Action games of the 3D-era obviously try to cultera notion of ‘cinematic’
immersion, associating themselves explicitly with tnvisible screen of Hollywood
cinema. Still, an equally significant historicaledmgy may be found in the
technological pleasures of magic machines, homasis and motion rides. This
analogy seems particularly relevant with respecirte of the dominant action-
adventure genres, the aptly named First Persont&h@d°S). Most games in this

genre illustrate very well the strong tendencydtican games to ‘double up’ or project
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the pleasure of the concrete and hands-on techisalogvolvement of the physical
play-situation into the fantasy of the fictional rieb Physical machine-play is
translated in real-time into virtual worlds of tedhogical operation, fascination and
power. What has been called the ‘poor man’s vinteality’ of the First Person
Shooter seems to be a techno-obsessed genre,dy parstablished cyborg fantasies
in our culture. The genre presents a modern, Vi@ed excessively techno-fetishist
fantasy of power, articulated through the percdgtuael-vision of the subjective
camera-gun. The characteristic first-person petsmers a machine-look, providing a
form of pleasure not unlike the sensation of digvjar being driven by) a train, a car
or an aircraft. Historically, there are interestsigilarities between the technological
power-play of the FPS and the attraction of theowsr ‘ride-films" from the

beginning of the 20th century, which were shot vaittamera mounted on the front of
a train (Fielding, 1983%°

Although motion rides and Hollywood action filmsanajor influences behind
contemporary 3D action games, some recent exarajgeshow modernist and non-
realistic inspirations, mixed with strong influesdeom the more abstract spaces of
classical arcade games. Particularly interestiedRaz(2002) — influenced by the
visual style of the filnil'ron - andFrequency(2001), both integrating music and
soundscapes into a mix of trance-inducing elemémtsis type of body-action
gaming, the player navigates a sound space as asuglvisual space. On the
Japanese market, the ‘hippie-garRe’zwas also released together with a specially
designed force-feedback vibrator (named the ‘Trafibeator’), which apparently
could also be used as a game-dfltio.

Perception and identity

Corporate cultural producers are not inclined tplere the diversity of possible
body-action experiences. At the moment, a ‘higheept’ game likeRezseems to be
an exception, and it did not sell well. Similar ekments in the art of technological
pleasure risk falling outside the constraints @f tbrporate world as well as the
socially progressive frameworks of cultural poliégyn embodied, sometimes
regressive and almost drug-like relationship betwaan and technology has been
given no legitimate place within dominant historeégechnological rationality and

progress. Body-action gaming represents a histdradition of cheap amusements
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and technological perversion — in many ways thgsiitle of modern technocratic
civilization. Games likdRezprove that this arena can be a fertile groundafoend

amusement to meet.

As Tan et al. (chapter xx) argues with regardsiéodiversity of museum experiences,
technology is not just a tool or channel of cultengoerience. Typical modes and
operations of computerized information-systems bexotegrated parts of the
cultural experience itself. In games, one couldiarghis is a tautological observation
in the sense that there is no cultural artefactres to the game machine itself (like a
painting or a sculpture). Precisely because of'thisty’ of technological pleasure,
the computer game can be seen as a model. Varooe gnodes and game genres
indicate typical perceptual forms of the computeaanedium, different ways of
sensing and controlling (and being controlled leghnhologically mediated
environments. This perceptual diversity — from ¢hess computer to the horror house
— encourages a variety of interpretations and okdgyital technology, laying the
ground for diverse patterns of identity formatidechnologically grounded
perceptions and fascinations are, however, notab@di of nation-based identities.
Neither are they necessarily mediators of prodectncial and economic
competencies. Consequently, a cultural policy dhit@logical pleasure should go
beyond the scope of e-policy — also in the widesseof the term as discussed by

Maier-Rabler — addressing a broader range of iartistersity and exploration.

The literary value of games

Even if play and narration represent different nsoakinterpreting the world, there
are countless ways in which game and story canisto@xa computer game. In the
majority of commercial computer games, the stangaayg of doing this is to attach a
storyline to the game through so-called ‘cutscereshall cinematic sequences that
pause the playing in order to convey a bit of newative informatiofP. The

narration of a chain of events is hence assignedcinematic and separate, non-
playable space. This technique represents the stragghtforward solution to the
narrative problem, constructing what we might edll/brid between a game and a
traditional narrative form. Because the two modediscourse are kept separate, and
because this technique of oscillation has develoeey strong conventions, the space
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for literary creativity seems to be limited. Evéiit is conceivable that new forms of
‘interaction through separation’ might be explotedhere the one form would not
simply act as window-dressing to the other), litgrexpression and experimentation
in computer games should primarily be encourage¢ddemtersectionbetween game

and story.

Spatial stories

The American media theorist Henry Jenkins, drawangoncepts from Michael de
Certeau, has provided a useful perspective ongéeificities of computer game
narratives. According to Jenkins, game storieseasentiallyspatial stories, a
‘narrative architecture’ designed for the actiste play (Jenkins, 2002). Depending
on the genre, computer games encourage the ptagagage with the narratives that
are ‘embedded’ in these environments. By impliggtiwe might say that the more the
story isnarratedas an unfolding sequence of events (the traditicoracept of

‘story’), the more external and possibly irrelevariecomes in relation to the tasks
and obstacles the player is involved in. Becausangputer game is about the actions
and challenges of the player — typically in theriaf navigation, battle and resource
management — the art of story design is more aailding aspacethan lining up
pre-written events. Games are a spatial art fomphasizing movement, exploration,

experimentation and stratedf.

An established and ubiquitous ‘technique’ of naveastrategy in games, therefore, is
to draw heavily on established generic conventisaghat familiar and more or less
‘ready-made’ stories can be evoked through vistyé sind typified descriptiorf.

The other ‘default strategy’ of narrative desigmgames follows the paradigm of the
detective mystery: the story is the backstoryhis tlassical form of narrative
exposition, the events have already taken platieeghoint when the protagonist
enters the story world, and the hero must gathee& that will enable him (and the
reader/player) to re-construct the chain of evere. detective story is the archetype
of the concept of ‘hidden’ or embedded storiegranfthat lends itself well to
exploratory and spatial database-narraties.

Spatial storytelling — or storygaming — is todaynigeexplored along three partly

overlapping routes, each representing distinctexe ways of engaging with narrative
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worlds. The two most common strategies, typicabie-playing and strategy games,
can be calledlescriptive excesandmathematical exploratiarin the populaihe
Legend of Zeldzeries from Nintendo, the explorative game-wasldétailed and
sprawling, packed with objects, items, charactacsdialogues. From a traditional
narrative point of view, we would say that therktey universe is description-
intensive — only this time ‘description’ does natan just audio-visual characteristics
(‘mellow voice’, ‘round eyes’, ‘glowing sword’ etchut rule-based descriptions of
interactive properties, in this case typicallyhe form of various ‘mini-games’ within
the gameworld. In a sense, descripgsueplus(in terms of what is strictly necessary
to progress through the game) and excessive — alyhesssive - interactivity is the

name of the game.

In PC-based games lilgaldur's Gate(1998) orWarcraft(1994), conflicts and
characters or units are rendered through a matieahaile-grid, describing
properties and conflict outcomes in terms of comgkatistical systems. This
mathematical poetics is inherited from a long ttiadiof fantasy- or war-based
strategy gaming, which has links to mathematicatig#heory. Reducing the world
and human conflicts to numbers and statistics, d&mgineering’ poetics represents a

kind of literary perversion that is yet artistigallnder-explored.

The third route is less common, choosing quiteoihygosite strategy of elaborate role-
playing and strategy games. A minimalist game strilve for simplicity and
atmosphere instead of complexity of structure. laekably successful example is
the puzzle-solving adventure gah@O, developed and published by Sony for the
Playstation 2. The player (controlling the herotavdCQO’) is trapped inside a huge
castle together with a princess and must grab &ed lnd try to find a way out. The
puzzle-oriented game mechanics consists mainlying to create a path for the
vulnerable and enigmatic princess to safely traefeae game abandons the usual
plethora of items, characters, weapons and taam#bns, relying instead on
evocative art design, emotive animations, enviramalguzzles and a simple concept
of navigation to create a highly engaging narratweld. The storyline is partly
conveyed through brief and visually striking cutse® Yet the story is minimalist
and mystical, allowing environments, navigation andzle-solving to carry their

own rich nuances of narrative meaning, centredratadlie unspoken relationship
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between ICO and the prince$S0 represents a form of architectural and poetic-play
design that is hard to develop within the constsanri a hit-driven entertainment

industry.

Ritual, parody and critique

Commercial action-adventure and shooter games cattyrsbare a characteristic that
could be artistically explored outside the strizhtnes of the market: the role-playing
ritual. Most games of this type are highly lineadaestrictive, leading the player-
avatar along a pre-designed route of violence, gesttand spectacular adventure. In
a peculiar sense they are modern-day rituals, allp¥hose who ‘subject’ themselves
to their repetitive and slightly obsessive chorepyy to perform a role within our
culture’s favourite mythical landscap®sThis type of game aesthetics opens up a
space for parody, inversion and experimental peréorce that could well be
investigated further by what we might call an ‘expltory’ game design, given that

industrial frameworks which allow experimentatiae & place.

The typical mode of narrative framing in commergaimes, relying on cut-scenes
and ready-made generic content, can indeed adtgiven distinctive artistic style,

as evidenced by games li&and Theft Auto 11(2001) and the sequé&rand Theft
Auto: Vice City(2002. These games illustrate that game-based narrdénesto
contribute most to the playing experience when tsgyparody, exaggeration and
mockery, and when they adopt a visual style thegmdbles the cartoon aesthetic. As
in other art forms, exaggeration and mockery candael as tools for cultural and
political critique. The major difference betweemgss and other media in this respect
is that parody and critique can be expressed thrsugulated behaviours of the
characters and objects in the game world.

Games primarily represent the world through simogtnot narration. Basically this
means that games interpret the world as rule-bageahtifiablesystemsnot as events
laid out on a linear timeline. However, a simulasgdtem can also have narrative
qualities. ‘Events’ in a world of human propertaexd relationships are not narrated,
but generated as the player engages in the similati a very simple form, this kind
of procedural narrative (as opposed to ‘narratechtige’) is exactly what the best-

selling dollhouse simulator, The Sims, has piongdrea simulator, there are no pre-
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written events, only rules, objects and proper#depiece of reality is — in a strongly
reductive way — fenced in and interpreted as aftifissie, dynamic system. This
type of radically computer-based narrative is bfyritgon, already a parody of an
aspect of society. Using the potential of simulagitke The Simss a point of
departure, the Latin-American game designer ancegaeorist Gonzalo Frasca is
developing models for how ‘social simulators’ canused as tools for stimulating
critical awareness and political debate. In ‘Vidawgs of the Oppressed: critical
thinking, education, tolerance and other triviguiss’(2003)he draws on the theories
and practice of the drama theorist Augusto Boalrtpue that games can be vehicles
for social and political critique, enabling playéosparticipate in simulations of

oppressive systems and situations.

Beyond e-policy

The aim of this chapter has been to consider sdrtteedange and diversity of
cultural experiences to be found in computer gaesthetics and practices. | also
argue that various modes of interaction and exfesdfered by computer games are
integrated in a wider field of modern practises war, in work, in entertainment, in
art. It seems that a cultural policy with regamgames will always have to balance
and negotiate two general considerations. On tleehand, political strategies and
priorities towards this sector are going to beratreg part of what has come to be
known as ‘e-policy’. E-policy aims to support aretsgre access to cultural activities
that motivate and enable people to participateexpiess themselves in a computer-
and information-based economy. An e-policy thattwan turn Europe, in Ursula
Maier-Rabler’s words, ‘...into a region of curiauaslividuals eager to engage in life-
long-learning’ (page xx) must develop strategied thclude the realm of
computerized leisure — computer games as wellrees éorms of computerized

cultural experience.

On the other hand, games also have a wider poteh@atistic and techno-perceptual
innovation. The diversity of challenges and ficBaffered by games has an
important artistic value in itself, but also widahsg cultural space for social and
political critique. This may also include formstethno-pleasures that explore
sensual fascinations with spectacle and destrudiieyond e-policy, there must be a

27



space for games and game cultures to expressothieicreativity and their own

values.

A cultural policy of games that does not encourthgediversity of technological
pleasure risks being an agent of conformism arestlined social engineering. In a
democratic and pluralistic culture, it is importéimat system-strengthening and
‘managerial’ modes of digital operation do not grimabecome too pervasive. Playful
engagements with technology can too easily be ¢ayghn totalizing and
instrumentalist techno-cultural forms. Dominant coencial forces are pushing
towards ever more narrow and easily manageableiggaof computer-based
expression and entertainment. In the evolving digitconomies of computer
databases and networks, there is a tendency foremictions and dependencies to
be introduced in the name of progress and freedombedded in practices of
‘interactivity’ and ‘personalization’. In a dyst@m scenario of the digital information
society, ‘personalization will be the only formtethnological freedom - a mode of
‘user control’ in which mechanisms of continuousdkack, profiling and monitoring
(promising ‘ease of use’ without learning) locke thdividual consumer into

predictable patterns of interaction and informaseeking™

European strategies

In competition with the much stronger game indestin Japan and America, the
cultural and linguistic fragmentation of the markeEurope is a considerable
disadvantage. At the same time, this commercialdyaiepresents a valuable cultural
diversity. Europe has a unique tradition of defgn@xpressive culture as a public
concern, giving attention to innovation within adenarket-dependent economic
system. Because of its cultural diversity, Euragpmia good position to produce a
range of alternatives both within and outside d@ninrmodes of cultural production.
Such projects may involve the exploration of al&tire myths and narratives, but
should not simply take the form of established gafivhés dressed up in 'European'’
imagery. Rather, it should be about making a cbuation to expand the range of

techno-cultural expressions in Europe as well atherglobal market.
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The logics and constraints of a mass-market ecomesent a challenge to the
cultural vitality and potential of the game indysffhere is a need for strategies on
the European level that can look beyond nationdmugj in order to stimulate
experiment and creativity. We must assume that gisisvith film, a smaller,
independent industry is going to be needed astamative to the risk-aversive and
conservative mainstream. However, such a developaiativersification seems to be
slow and uncertain, mainly because of the technocdddarriers and high costs
involved in making games for advanced platformsi¢obes and PC). The French
approach is a promising one. It is an attempt tp iLlelependent and risk-taking
projects get off the ground, by providing cruciapport through the initial phases of
concept- and prototype-development. The need fop@u to an independent game
industry is argued in more detail by Oliver (2003).

At the time of writing, the emerging online gamerids are all under corporate
control. Given the cultural and political implicatis of the development of these
communities, the lack of non-corporate alternatiee®nline persistent societies
should be a rather immediate concern for the gaasevgell as for public policy-
makers. On a very concrete level, public fundingisurely give a needed boost to
ongoing efforts to develop an open-source, genarglose engine for virtual game

worlds/communities.

The computer game industry, political decision-nmalend cultural entrepreneurs in
Europe need to establish a discussion of how fudauelopments can be envisioned
and supported. The playful relations to technolimgyociety constitute a vital
foundation for social development and critique, artzhsis from which new ideas

about how to live with technology can emerge.

! Speech by Minister for Culture, Mr. Brian Mikketsén the European Parliament [online], available
at http://www.eu2002.dk/news/news_read.asp?ilnftioniED=25898

2 Information by the French Ministry of Economy, &irte and Industry [online] at
http://www.telecom.gouv.fr/programmes/jeuxvideo.htm

% Press release from the Ministry of Culture and r€hiAffairs [online], available at
http://odin.dep.no/kkd/norsk/aktuelt/pressem/043030141/index-dok000-b-n-a.html

* There were 3-dimensional game spaces before polggaphics, created either with vector graphics
(like in the arcade classiBattlezong1980) andstar Wars(1983)) or with 2d-sprites ‘wrapped’ into
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‘semi-3d’ space. BothVolfenstein 3andDoomused this semi-3D, in which the player could ootk

up and down.

® As a parallel trend, sports games have developtistiact form of ‘television realism’, complete thi
commentary, spectator masses and life-like, mategtured animations that mimic the look and
movement of real-life sports stars.

® California-based EA is by far the biggest and nsosicessful games publisher and distributor in the
world, housing ca 4000 employees and strong inddeselopment teams.

" Developers include Hotgen, Kuju Entertainment, @b Studios, Attention to Detail, Silicon
Dreams, Lost Toys, Murky Foot, Computer Artworksaittiog. Source:
http://www.gamesindustry.biz/content_page.php?sectiame=pub&aid=2737

8 For more about the history of id Software andRR& community, see Kushner (2003).

® See Morris (2003) for more about modding and th@mporary FPS gamer communities.

1% paniel Pargman (2003) suggests some interestiplgueations for the overlap between computer
culture, Fantasy fiction and role-playing, and gigeme useful further references on the subject.

M For an interesting example of this line of argutriamelation to FPS-communities, see Sotamaa
2003.

12BBC News [online] at http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hili@ology/3084677.stm

3 http://lwww.eurogamer.net/

*1n the subsequent years, following the succesiseofacing games, the company has grown to be an
international developer and publisher for both @ eonsoles.

5 The dominant representatives of a story-oriengat@ach to games (and new media in general) are
Janet Murray (1997) and Henry Jenkins (Fuller aamkihs 1995). The theorists who have been most
commonly referred to as ‘ludologists’ are Espens&#in (1997), Markku Eskelinen (2001), Jesper Juul
(2001) and Gonzalo Frasca (2003) — Frasca beingrthavho most explicitly advocates ludology as
the ‘father discipline’ of computer game studies.

'8 This last point is taken from Markku Eskelinenttide “The Gaming Situation” (2001), a radically
anti-narrativist theoretical elaboration of thedlapist position.

" presentation by Petter Wallace, The Norwegian Filmd [online], available at
http://www.filmfondet.no/stotteordninger/presentaspdf

18 There are ambiguities in the Norwegian initiatiket may be seeds of a more thorough debate at a
later stage. To the Media, a leading spokespemotiné Ministry of Culture says that the government
wants to contribute to ‘building an industry as ave doing with film’, adding that “Games have
become culture and maybe also art.” See http://wigivno/php/art.php?id=93000

19 Information by the French Ministry of Economy, &irte and Industry [online] at
http://www.telecom.gouv.fr/programmes/jeuxvideo.htm

20 As a comparison, see chapter xx by Marcel Maéhill description and analysis of the French

policy of public service television.
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%L The Ambiguity of Plajs a very useful introduction to the field, givingcomprehensive overview of
the various ‘rhetorics’ that advocate the bengfitplay, and focussing in particular on a critigpfe
adaptive or ‘progressive’ theories of play.

22 A concept of ‘flow’ in work and play is developég Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (2000).

% The points on the FPS-genre in this section isngkom “Dancing with the modern grotesque:
Aesthetics of Play in the First Person Shooterggér, 2003). The situating of the First Person
Shooter within the history of machine-based andaliattractions will be the subject of a later work
The historical and theoretical relevance of Tom @ng's “the cinema of attraction” is addressed in
Jarvinen (1999-2000), Klevjer (2001), and (at nergth) in MacTavish (2002).

24 For more insights into the dildo-experiencéReiz see “Sex in Games: Rez+Vibrator” on
http://www.gamegirladvance.com/archives/2002/1&@%/in_games_rezvibrator.html

% For more on the aesthetic role of cutscenes iregasee Klevjer (2002).

% The mechanisms of spatial narrative is discussed & different angle by Janet Murray in her
Hamlet on the Holodecla seminal work on what has become commonly redetio as ‘new narrative’.
For some reason, the widespread critique among gt@ngame theorists of her narrative approach to
computer-based media tends to overlook this cartidh to game aesthetics.

2" For more on this subject, see Klevjer (2001).

2 For more on the concept of database-narrativegusey (1997) and Manovich (2000).

29 For more about the cultural meanings and pleafrére First Person Shooter, see Klevjer (2003).

% The relationship between personalisation and datiin is discussed in Palmer (2003).
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