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Chapter 2: Terms, Sources, Foundations

Introduction


Having laid out the questions I want to answer, and explored some of the parameters of the argument to come, I’d like to begin the argument proper by drawing on some of the disciplinary discourses I’ve mentioned, blending the concepts I’d like to introduce with their roots in existing theoretical frameworks. To begin with, I’d like to outline the concept of ‘imaginative stances’, which is really built on an interdisciplinary terminological foundation; I’ll provide that foundation by moving between my own emerging framework, examples drawn from various cultural fields, and the disciplinary discourses that I’m…bastardizing.


I’ll apply this framework in the analyses in the next chapter, but those analyses will serve to show the validity of the tools (I hope) after I’ve explained what the tools are. 

Imaginative Stances


One of the crucial terms I want to introduce, and one of the least concretely defined, is imaginative stance. I see the term as an umbrella under which a number of disparate theoretical perspectives can be united; as such, it will take a bit of explaining. Rather than as an object of study, I suggest the notion of ‘imaginative stances’ as a framework within which we might consider gameplay, learning, and narrative consumption (or cocreation) as linked activities. Simply put, imaginative stances are the ways that texts invite us to think about them. Books, games, films, even cultural events utilize formal features to put is in frames of mind, whether for narrative effect (as in a work of literature) or pedagogical effect (as with a textbook or lecture). I proceed from the commonsense assumption that some texts are better at ‘getting us thinking’ than others; a short series of examples should clarify what I mean.

Milton’s reader in Paradise Lost is clearly a student at least part of the time; for him the purpose of epic poetry was at least partly pedagogical. For Milton’s almost entirely Christian readership, the web of allusions (to Christian, Classical, and pagan mythologies alike) would have worked as a springboard of sorts, a framework for a kind of spiritual engagement. Given shared knowledge of Scripture, Milton likely imagined Paradise Lost as a kind of matrix for reinforcing and enriching that shared knowledge. When we evaluate the formal structures of the poem, then, we must be attentive to what Milton’s readers would have expected from an author/teacher like him.
 In other words: Milton’s literary world admits of certain very particular imaginative engagements on the reader’s part. The poem’s allusiveness invites certain connections between characters and the concepts to which they’re linked, and the order and relationship of events makes possible particular imaginative contexts into which the reader is asked to place those events.


By contrast, the reader of A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius (by Dave Eggers), itself a work with some teacherly ambition, is in the position of living through events with the narrator. The conversational language of the text frames events against Eggers’ expectations and the fullness of his attitude toward himself, which leads to a questioning and complicating of our sympathies. His digressions and comic book language leave the reader considering possibilities, which is one of the book’s aims. As a moral teacher (and make no mistake: as young and impetuous as he is, Eggers is both a moralist and a teacher), Eggers leads readers through his own tortured thought processes to yield as ambiguous and complex a reaction as he (the narrator and lead character) had experienced.


Film criticism has a traditional language for discussing the same notion: we say that the camera ‘implicates’ the viewer in the events of the film narrative (as in, for instance, the final shot of The Mission, with the narrator addressing the camera directly – or in the long takes of Last Tango in Paris, the real-time sexual goings-on of which have an unsettling, hallucinatory effect). Film criticism can get away with such a one-to-one mapping of form and effect in part because of the nature of film audiences: numerous and silent, eyes wide open, the length of each sensation dictated by director and editor. We are describing the imaginative stance of the viewer when we say things like: ‘As Actress X stands silhouetted against the sunset, we understand that it is not an end, but a beginning; we can almost believe that Actor Y is wrong in his certainty about their doom.’
 The viewer of such a scene is given a framework for imagining, within which free association and imaginative linkages take place. Reader-response literary criticism works along similar lines – seeking out the thought processes and eventual cognitive/emotional destinations of the reader by attention to textual devices.


Wolfgang Iser’s concepts of the fictive and the imaginary are useful here. Iser describes ‘the intentionality of the [literary] text’ as ‘the preparation of an imaginary quality for use – a use that remains dependent on the given situation within which it is to be applied’.
 Iser is saying, essentially, that fictional texts work by provoking imaginary engagements on the part of the reader. I assume that this is an uncontroversial assertion. Its power lies in the implicit extension of the concept of ‘literature’ beyond the stricture of narrative. Literature puts into play an imaginative force, and when Iser claims that ‘fictionality is not literature; it is what makes literature possible’ (171), he is opening up a space for a view of gaming that embraces fictionality (as opposed to ‘fiction’ or ‘narrative’), and a field of fiction that can include games. More importantly, Iser implies a consistency in our imaginative responses to various texts (narrative and non-), with the aid of which we can examine the nature of gaming in a new way, one that admits of greater nuance and reader-responsiveness than do current frameworks for game studies.


Consider games as pretenses for imagining. While this is clearly true of ‘Cowboys and Indians’ – in which we win when our surrogate race overpowers that of our opponents – it is less obviously true of chess. Still: what is chess but a highly abstracted wargame? Among masters there may be a more functional schema for choosing and identifying movies, but in my experience playing chess, I’m always aware of the layout of the board as somehow map-like, a low-resolution wargame. The superficial goal of a chess match is to array one’s pieces such that, under a consensual ruleset, one’s opponent is unable to make a legal move. But we don’t see it that way at all: the goal, for human players anyhow, is to ‘take the king’, to ‘move our forces into position’ so that the king can’t move. We pretend that the piece is constrained. Whether this is how we describe the game or not, this is at some level how we see it while playing.


My point is not to impose a purely narrative framework on the game. I want to suggest, rather, that the goal of a chess match is not simply the manipulation of tokens to fulfill the end state requirements of a ruleset. Were that the case, we might as profitably do optimization algorithms by hand, or manipulate the Towers of Hanoi for the rest of the Earth’s lifespan. One ruleset is clearly not as appealing, as generative, as another (though the sheer number of law students in the U.S. suggests I may be wrong). Rather, the structures of certain rulesets and the activities they allow – whether the generic conventions of the detective story, or the regulations of baseball, or the AI algorithms of Age of Empires – serve as props for cognitive activity that is somehow elementally appealing. I am not suggesting a narrative cognitive structure; I am suggesting, rather, that narratives form a particularly satisfying subset of a broader category of sensation-arrays. We might say, following Iser, that games are capable of generating an engagement with the quality of the fictive. Which is a theory-laden way of saying: games, like Tolstoy and Beckett and Eliot, enable unique imaginings. We want to play games because of the frames of mind that they induce. (Looking ahead, this points to a theory of violence in video games that formalizes what gamers all know: seeing real and video game violence is not the same, because our moral educations let us know how to feel about those visions. This statement is far too simplistic, but hopefully it gives an indication of why the foregoing argument matters.)


My broad claim here is that we like games because of a mix of unusual (or not-socially-sanctioned) mental activities that they promote. Grand Theft Auto III lets the player pretend to be a thief, which carries the appeal of the forbidden; Zork puts the player into the Great Underground Empire, with only mythology as her company; Tetris makes her performance at stacking blocks the only measure of importance in the gameworld; Ico rewards the player/avatar’s physical dexterity and curiosity that are normally prized in its players (mainly male youths trading time that might be spent outdoors for time within walls), while legitimating the player’s sense of wonder (which might seem misplaced in the humdrum world of the day-to-day). Similarly, chess rewards our ability to perform simple lookahead planning routines, as well as our mastery of bluffing and psychological intuition, within a formal framework that elides personal identity, making it equivalent to ‘mastery’; Parappa the Rappa and Dance Dance Revolution let us treat dancing as an action that can be deployed in our favour (rather than a goofy activity to be judged by highly partial observers); SimCity gives us the chance to actually make social judgments with wide effects (a favour to a polity that feels increasingly powerless), while matching the health of the SimCity to the competence and sense of the player. The particular formal features (interface, art direction, narrative, etc.) that these games employ, combined with the genres and styles into which their contents fit, partially determine our experiences of them.


These are only examples; I imagine they’re too brief to be completely convincing. It is my hope, however, that they suggest the applicability of a theory of games built on both close formal analysis and attentiveness to player responses. In other words, when a player tells us the prostitutes in Grand Theft Auto III aren’t ‘really’ prostitutes and don’t mean the same as in a film or After School Special about prostitution, we should take that distinction seriously; it is his ability to make that distinction that makes games so vital an area for future study. Hopefully a series of longer textual analyses of games (in Chapter Three) will make my argument clearer.

Generativity

In his book Changing Minds, Andrea diSessa describes learning as a generative activity: ‘Interests…are fundamentally generative. They never stay the same, but constantly shift and rebuild themselves according to experiences and contexts.’ Literacy, by contrast, gives ‘unnatural stability’ to thought – it imposes order on the free play of ideas. DiSessa’s formulation gives rise to an interesting notion: literacy is a constraint on the ability to generate ideas, while real understanding is a process, or rather an active state of being, that is inherently unstable. His analogy of a roller coaster (learning involves periods of uphill and downhill travel alike) is suggestive: we learn best in motion (‘in practice’, or rather, putting into practice). To borrow (again) from everyday language, learning takes place ‘in the zone’. We might even link his idea to that of ‘flow’, to which we’ll come in a moment.


DiSessa’s formulation applies perfectly to video games, and points up rather neatly a major failing of both edutainment titles and ‘educational games’. Consider: flash cards offer a problem, stated completely, with a single answer (2x2 = ?). ‘Hangman’ offers relatively meaningless interaction within tight constraints (sensible initial guesses lead to a progressive narrowing of the space of possible words, coupled with a knowledge of the word-giver’s verbal taste). Matching questions on school exams offer no creative reward (there is a correct mapping of columns, and a finite number of incorrect mappings with incrementally fewer points), while in-class roleplay, while exploratory and relatively open-ended, is always brought back to a point reinforced by declarations from Teacher. All these activities provide uphill movement without a downhill component. Because of the curricular segmentation imposed on subject matter like history and mathematics, the teaching process does not take advantage of or even recognize the role of momentum in learning. Knowing who Toussaint l’Ouverture [spell this!!] is for the test on Chapter Six, in other words, won’t help you with the map of WWII lend-lease routes in Chapter Eight. There is no potential for generativity; the ‘learning process’ implied by the curriculum gives no space for free play.


As usual, Mario and Luigi offer another path. The Mushroom Kingdom is patterned; level design is relatively consistent, and ‘dirty tricks’ are rarely pulled only once (giving the player a chance to conquer them when they repeat, providing a sense of accomplishments). Though the levels get progressively more difficult, they do so in a sensible way – and moreover, in such a way that the player can predict the changes little by little. Those changes then become a reward in themselves. In Super Mario Bros., the second and fourth levels in each world are indoors; certain architectural conventions are followed (blocks moving laterally won’t fall under Mario’s feet; mushrooms begin to give way to armoured enemies, making bouncing necessary in the confined spaces of the tubes and hallways; the man-eating plants always offer Mario a safe spot to land, always with consistent timing), making the general shape of the experience predictable for experienced players, but structuring challenges as variations and expansions on previous levels. No baddie in the Mushroom Kingdom is sui generis, and players never question designer Miyamoto’s sense of fair play (it’s one of his hallmarks).


If this example seems trivial, it’s because this problem – namely the problem of how learning works, and how to make it work to curricular advantage – which is discussed explicitly and treated quite seriously in education-research circles, is taken utterly for granted by (among others) the writers of novels, the designers of video games, the makers of films. If the goal of educational research is to elevate the art of teaching to a science, the perspectives enjoyed and employed by the artists should not be forgotten. DiSessa is pushing for a view of learning that stresses the intuitive and the ‘fuzzy’; for him, ‘real learning’ is not movement toward a goal but movement within a space. (Jenkins and Fuller’s article on video games as ‘spatial narratives’ is relevant here, and is discussed at some length below.) 


DiSessa’s notion of ‘generativity’ is a powerful one, and one that I think could link strands of pedagogical thinking with aesthetic and narrative concerns (and, more broadly, with the framework of imaginative projection that I’m proposing). He characterizes learning in a commonsense way (basically, self-motivated progression through a space of information and activity, to put it somewhat formally) that nonetheless runs strictly counter to the apparent reasoning behind most educational policy and curriculum decisions. I would like to take his concept one step further, and argue that texts provide logics of generativity, particular logical (and emotional) structures for imaginative activity that we can characterize more concretely than above. I intend to use this as the basis for provisional definitions of ‘learning’ and ‘intelligence’ that avoid the pitfalls mentioned above. [in an earlier section describing usual views of what learning and intelligence are, and how they fit in with views of how gaming and gamers work] Like I said (see how it all ties together?!), these logics of generativity provide specificity for the broader concept of imaginative stances.


Let me begin with some examples. First off, the most obvious example with which to start a thesis about video games: politics. The traditional cultural studies way of describing the workings of power in culture relies on notions of ideology (basically: every message is interpreted within frameworks of understanding unique to the listener but shared in part by members of a society), and the constant interchange of messages constrained by dominant discourses and the modes through which they’re transmitted. (This is a simplified view, but sufficient to get the argument started.) In the absence of an ‘objectively true’ societal story (a total history, infinitely nuanced and detailed), each citizen understands her role within her ideological framework and her interpretation of the consensus view (whether according to or deliberately counter to that view, but always framed with regard to it). In addition, we rationalize these choices to ourselves based on a ‘story of our selves’, a narrative of how things have come to be the way they are, with our own behaviours as the latest stage in that narrative. Our identities are always situated, in other words, into the vocabulary of society, according to a certain narrative logic.


But those logics are neither unconstrained nor purely individual. Central to the American psyche, for instance, is the ultimate importance of the individual’s pursuit of happiness (and individual identity). To infringe that right could be a miscue, or a great evil (whether it’s secondhand smoke or first degree murder, respectively). To convince a typical American otherwise takes tremendous effort of indoctrination (as in the paradoxical case of military personnel, who fight to preserve the rights of the individual in part by shedding their identities for the good of the collective fighting machine). On the other hand, Catholics (such as myself) must come to grips with the tension between notions of personal liberty and the duty to live righteously in God’s eyes. In contemporary Catholicism, such questions are dealt with explicitly within a human rights framework. [this is not, in retrospect, a good paragraph. Perhaps I should abandon it?]

In other words: the ‘American way’ and the ‘Catholic way’ are generative logics, or narratives within which every person is able to imagine herself and her communities. In fact, we have no choice but imagine ourselves into our world (the alternative is variously labeled ‘madness’ and ‘genius’). But those logics constrain our identities; not to get too heavily metaphorical here, but we can’t imagine our way out of our places in society. In part, that is the role of fiction – to give us raw material for a new kind of self-creation. And those fictional narratives provide a logic for our mental wanderings (Tolkien can grant us a sense of adventure, Tarantino a hipster nostalgia, Riddley Walker a sense of a lost past and uncertain future, etc.). Books don’t tell us what to feel, of course: I’m not proposing any kind of textual determinism. Rather, I’m claiming (following Wolfgang Iser) that the imaginary is both enabled and constrained in knowable ways by the fictive, and that those terms can help us understand both the appeal and the potential of games. In other words, these generative logics are machines for powering and giving direction to imaginations.


Take TV, for instance – or rather, take fan fiction surrounding TV. Fan communities tend to be able, in general, to reach consensus on what constitutes good fan fiction. While Buffy/Angel ‘shippers will never consent to Buffy/Spike fan fiction,
 and hardcore sex scenes in fanfics tend to polarize audiences, by and large fan communities come to share an idea of what stories are ‘faithful to the characters/story/world/author’. Just as a new writer on a TV show needs to internalize the characters’ voices, fanfic authors seek not merely to mimic but to extrapolate the voices of their favorite shows into new situations, letting their imaginations be guided by the source text (up to a point, of course). In other words: there is a normative quality to such groups’ imaginings, even though the fan groups themselves are on the margins of the mainstream audience. To formalize this concept, we can say that there is a narrative logic to these source texts that both invites supplementing and marginal writing, and makes possible the community’s restraints on that writing.


We might say that the texts that encourage such ‘writerly’ engagement on the part of fans share an openness, a ‘matrix’ logic in which the world of each story feels ‘in progress’ rather than fixed in stone – which suggests one reason why TV and Harry Potter spawn so much fan fiction and Tolkien so (comparatively) little. There is a telic quality to Tolkien, not only in the writing itself but because Tolkien is dead and the story finished. What remains for Tolkien fanfic writers is to fill in between the Master’s stories. The completeness of his own vision, the scrupulousness with which he documented his created world, leaves the reader in the position of a visitor rather than living the world in real-time.


Of course, for readers of Lord of the Rings there’s a very different kind of experience. The literary qualities of the work – rich descriptions, a narrative pace that goes from fleet-footed (in battle scenes) to wandering and elegiac, systematic connections between Middle-Earth’s past and its narrative present, among others – tend (based on immense popular reaction) to foster an intense personal connection to both the world and its inhabitants; the battle for Middle-Earth is explicitly presented in terms of the preservation of a world’s way, and the reader often comes to see the world that way.


I’m describing a very broad notion in the above paragraphs; my argument is that this notion is relevant to the emerging theoretical framework for game studies, as a discipline growing from (and drawing on) other disciplines. I’ll turn now to a couple of (brief) examples from video games, and deal with extended game analysis in the next chapter.


I mention Super Mario Bros. above; it remains one of the classic games on any platform, in part because it’s both utterly focused (there is a single acceptable outcome, achieved via a single chain of actions, so measuring one’s mastery is very straightforward) and surprisingly rich (it provides as many distinct thrills and frustrations as the best films). But as so many parents of gamers can surely attest, this ‘classic’ game makes players do the stupidest things: running around, smashing floating blocks to retrieve dancing stars and magic mushrooms(!), jumping on turtles to ‘earn extra lives’, somehow even collecting gold coins without the benefit of a pouch or bank account. Describing the appeal of Mario Bros. is awfully difficult for something that’s so clearly great fun (a fact that doesn’t surprise Sutton-Smith at all, though I think the distinction between play and games is crucial – more on that later). Moreover, players naturally know to attempt these things. The game’s manual tells what the basic visual vocabulary of the game is – in glorious black and white, partially (I think) to heighten the ‘entering a new world’ aspect of the game experience. But the interaction model is clear from the visual appearance of the game and the player’s limited abilities. You have a character just too short to reach the blocks above his head, and the only action he can take is to jump – and when he jumps, his fist flies over his head. What else is there to do?


But the game provides even stronger clues than that. On the opening screen of the game is a single mushroom (a Goomba) advancing slowly toward Mario with a menacing facial expression. It’s either over the Goomba or onto it, and either way the raised fist when jumping is made apparent. If the player hasn’t figured out what the blocks are for simply by virtue of their presence, the character’s movements should suggest a course of action. The game slides very naturally from introduction to explanation, in other words. But the lessons of the game aren’t just applicable to curricular design (as I suggested above, and will elaborate below). When Mario gets his first power-up (a mushroom as well), he grows and is able to smash blocks; if the player doesn’t know about her increased strength, she might smash a block that would otherwise be useful for navigating above ground. Fortunately, the game makes that lesson painless, by not requiring the player to do any high-flying tricks until long after she’s been able to explore her newfound block-smashing power.


While all necessary power-ups are clearly marked by special, highlighted blocks, Miyamoto has stashed hidden power-ups (and 1-Ups, or extra lives) throughout the levels. Because so many of the blocks in the world are breakable, the player might (quite reasonably, I think) spend time smashing blocks for the unrighteous hell of it – in which case she has a chance of stumbling upon these hidden treasures. In other words, the game rewards the player’s natural impulses, and turns what might look like wanton destruction into creative exploration. And the balance between preserving architecture for navigational purposes – a cautious approach that makes finishing the game time-consuming if not impossible – and smashing the whole environment simply because one can – a somewhat effective strategy that makes winning the game impossible – forces the player to critically consider choices as they arise, requiring a sensible mental organizational scheme (in order to know what’s important, when it’s important) and a pragmatism about expending resources (lives and power-ups, which can be replenished at mostly regular intervals throughout the game). To put it another way: the design of Super Mario Bros. encourages a very particular kind of thought process, or imaginative stance toward the game. Mario is a remarkable capable tool, in other words, for putting players in a certain frame of mind.


The implications for the design of narrative and educational materials should be clear, and I will have ample opportunity to belabor the point in Chapter Four, so I will be brief here: the formal features of Super Mario Bros. have proven incredibly effective at provoking desired cognitive steps and leaps in players.
 This is true for the same reason that in ‘Monopoly’, players readily accept that ‘a hotel equals five houses’, and in The Sims, it’s reasonable to assume that ‘more possessions equals more happiness’ – namely that games occupy a cultural position in which such ‘unlicensed’ thoughts (a hotel is clearly not just five houses, either financially or in terms of size/occupancy/importance, and to think so outside of ‘Monopoly’ is daft) are assumed to be OK, and in which imagining based on such assumptions is perfectly reasonable. 
 But just as the reader of Portrait of the Artist is conscious that Stephen Dedalus is a fictional character, and that James Joyce’s narrative voice is a consciously fictionalized creation and not an ‘unmediated’ autobiographical account, it’s misguided and reductive to simply map these imaginings onto real-world expectations. The content of these games does much to shape a player’s emotional and imaginative/creative response, but it shares that responsibility with the player’s (assigned or assumed) role in shaping that content. Watching bombs drop on Baghdad doesn’t enable the kind of feelings as does pressing the button to drop them, or even taking part in a simulation in which such an action becomes the player’s moral responsibility.
 Players learn, through the same formal features that make possible the creative outlooks that I’m alluding to above, to distinguish between these different mediated experiences.


I sense that I’ve left diSessa’s particular definition of ‘generativity’ – namely, that quality of ‘real learning’ and other enjoyable activities that makes pursuing them so rewarding, but makes their appeal so difficult to explain – so let me clarify the link between how he uses the term and how I’m approaching it. DiSessa sees learning as a roller coaster, the hills of which are measures of competence, the steep drops generating interest (which powers us up other hills); put another way, diSessa describes learning as the interplay of investment (in tests of competence and acquisition of knowledge) and payoff, but importantly, payoff that provides new avenues for investment.
 The parallel between his description of the process of learning and author’s advice on constructing narratives – or for that matter the formal elements of game design – is striking, and it is that parallel that has been most generative for this project. I am suggesting, in the foregoing section, that games (and narratives), to be effective and engaging, provide structures that shape the process by which investment is transformed into interest and vice versa. They narrativize, they structure our imaginings according to their structural logics, and they invite us to create according to those logics. The richness and openness of these generative logics varies between texts (‘Hangman’ is impoverished in this sense, ‘Nomic’ unimaginably rich, Halo somewhere inbetween) and across media.


In the next chapter we’ll see more detailed descriptions of how these logics work in particular games (with context provided by numerous other texts from various media), and (hopefully) how a richer understanding of those games can come from within such a framework. But first I’d like to address a few other topics and establish the theoretical ground from which I’ll be approaching my analyses.

Worlds

When conflating the real, the imaginary, the textual, and the metaphysical as I’m doing here, and particularly when dealing with the gameworlds and gamespaces and game states of our subject matter, the idea of a ‘world’ is complicated somewhat. But a provisional definition should clear up some difficulties. A ‘gameworld’, in my analysis, refers to both the geographic space through which a player’s avatar moves (the isle of Corneria in Final Fantasy; the land of Hyrule in the Zelda games; Mario Bros.’ Mushroom Kingdom) and the more abstract spaces in which gameplay takes place (the collection of rocks, holes, and walls in Sokoban or Bomberman; the abstract geometric space of Tetris and Rez; the Nethack dungeon in which physical characteristics are derived from representation and not the other way around). We might define the gameworld as all the space, or its analog, with which the gameplayer can interact. By ‘analog’ I mean that some games don’t really present a space; while Civilization is clearly map-based, a game like the failed Majestic maps gameplay features (aspects of an espionage fiction) onto the real world. The gameworld, in the latter case, consists of the gameplay features (the ‘interface’ which is phone calls, emails, etc.) and an imagined space in which some arbitrary set of values are mapped onto the physical world. In programming terms, we might call the physical world of Majestic an empty data structure onto which game information is mapped – within the game, its significance is assumed to be very different from its day-to-day importance.


Philosopher Nelson Goodman provides a way of clarifying this complex notion of a world: in his Ways of Worldmaking, Goodman outlines a radical pluralism in which ‘worlds’ are essentially all that can be known or sensed or felt from a given perspective. Complicating the issue, a ‘world’ is in a sense created by the fact that it is experienced; the philosophical hoop-jumping of Goodman’s meditation is not my concern, however. Of importance to our inquiry is the idea that a world is something experienced through the imagination, and that ‘many different world-versions are of independent interest and importance, without any requirement or presumption of reducibility to a single base’ (4). In other words: given these different realms of experience, these ‘worlds’, we should not attempt to describe the experiences embedded in one using the vocabulary of another. The implications for an analysis of gameplay should be clear: Goodman is describing (if you’ll pardon a grotesque misuse of Joyce) an ‘ineluctable modality of the playable’, which can not simply be reduced to any other kind of experience.


From literary theory we get an extension of Goodman’s terminology into literary aesthetic space: a ‘possible worlds’ framework of literature and storytelling. Marie-Laure Ryan describes the basis of this theoretical perspective as the notion that ‘reality – the sum total of the imaginable – is a universe composed of a plurality of distinct elements, or worlds,’ and that narratives create new possible worlds with which the reader interacts.
 Ryan’s book is a narratological text (using VR as a metaphor for understanding literary narrative in particular, not the other way around), and so of limited specific interest for this study. Still, her formulation is telling: reality is the ‘sum total of the imaginable’ – a powerful reversal of the notion of ‘reality’ as that which is observable or verifiably true. Lubomir Dolozel speaks of literature’s ability to create ‘[f]ictional worlds…aesthetic artifacts constructed, preserved, and circulating in the medium of fictional texts.’
 It is this sense of the word ‘world’ as an imaginative destination, a limit to the sensorium, which I mean to retain in this essay.

Fiction


Again, a limited definition will serve our purposes. It is easiest for the moment to stipulate what fiction is not, and to allude to what I feel it is. Wolfgang Iser phrases it well in The Fictive and the Imaginary: ‘The time-honored definition of fiction as an unreality, as lies, and deceit  usually serves as a contrast to…so-called reality…and this tends to obscure rather than illuminate the special quality of the fictional’ (305). In a phenomenological analysis of the imaginative work of literary fiction (the emphasis is key), Iser speaks of an irreducible ‘fictionality’ that makes literary art possible, a quality enacted on the stage of the imaginary (a term he borrows and reframes in his book). Fiction, then, can be thought of as the envelope or catalyst for a particular kind of imaginative engagement: fiction allows some world ‘to be perceived from a vantage point that has never been part of it’ (16). As such, I will speak from time to time of helpful or provisional fictions that may also be facts (i.e. true). The latter are a subset of the former.


In particular, I want to avoid linking ‘fiction’ with ‘literature’ or the empty marketing category of ‘literary fiction’. Fiction is not a literary genre, it is a quality, and the nature of the fictive in video games is one of the concerns of this paper. Games involve fictions, and the play of the fictional, and fiction can encompass games – the two are neither equivalent nor irreconcilable. The tendency to privilege a category of explicitly ‘fictional’ communication in cultural discourse is complicated by the blurring of the line between the factually ‘correct’ and the narratively (generatively) true that occurs in games and play. As Gregory Bateson puts it, the play-fighting of animals involves a ‘second order’ fiction, as the playful (fictionalized, aestheticized) bite serves as a reminder of, or substitute for, a real bite that doesn’t take place – it is a fiction whose referent is another fiction. [cite this – abby’s help?]

In talking about literary fiction, Iser starts from Bateson’s use of the term ‘map-territory relation’, claiming that ‘the relation of language to what it denotes resembles that of a map to the territory that it charts’ (248). We might make the same claim about the relation of a fiction to the events to which it refers: its fictionality gives it a meaning irreducible to the mere sum of its referents, and allows new meanings to be drawn from it. According to Iser, a dream is a state in which map and territory (signifier and signified) are confused, or bleed into one another (248-9); he links this to Bateson’s description of play as one in which ‘map and territory…are both equated and discriminated’ (quoted in Iser, 249). It is clear that neither Bateson nor Iser is making a simple distinction between fiction and fact, or fiction and falsehood. Rather, they see fictionality as a quality imparted to a system; I claim that fictionality imparts a generative logic to a system (be it a story or a table or a game of ‘Settlers of Catan’).


So let’s take this linkage of metaphors a step further: in both equating and discriminating between map and territory, between language and world, between fiction and its constitutive propositions, we experience the elision of a deterministic narrative logic in favour of a many-to-many logic. We attend a lecture and are expected to attain, by lecture’s end (or the end of the assigned homework), the ‘correct’, sanctioned mode of understanding of the material, whether that be the ability to interpret a free-body diagram, or the formation of a mental link between the Battle of Waterloo and its immediate effects (and the name ‘Duke of Wellington’). A textbook works much the same way, outlining the ‘proper’ thought process to be followed in duplicating the results given. But make a game of it – lead the player through the steps of commanding the British Army against Napoleon I, or let her vary the forces to which a simulated mass is subjected – and her imaginings take on the character of free play (within constraints). Tied to my metaphor is the assumption that we take enjoyment from the quality of play, and desire this many-to-many imaginative branching, while we sometimes need the simplicity of deterministic narrative logic (in our summer beach reading, in our political debates, in the instructions for setting up our microwave).


Another of this paper’s theoretical sources comes into play here. In The Philosophy of As-If, Hans Vaihinger makes the claim that there is a spectrum of fictionality through which ideas move between three states: fiction, hypothesis, and dogma.
 Dogma in this case is information taken to be proven (or provably true), while hypotheses are propositions that can be supported by facts but whose truth value hasn’t been established yet. Fiction, in Vaihinger’s system, is shown to be untrue. But he admits the idea of it being, in anthropologist James Fernandez’s terms, ‘truer than true’ – meaning that fiction can have significance for us (obviously!) that mere fact can not. Vaihinger makes the crucial distinction that ‘truth’ and ‘factuality’ aren’t the same thing at all, stressing the uses of the ‘as-if’ in our thought processes (treating a fiction as if it’s fact for the purposes of buttressing our imaginings – when we act as if there’s a higher power running the world, for instance). Vaihinger claims that propositions can slide in both directions along this ideational spectrum, and that ‘dogma’ isn’t merely the pejorative term we take it to be today (the existence of God is dogma, but so is f=ma; we’d feel lost without either).


This last distinction is a crucial one when we talk about games as teaching vehicles (learning environments): games put us in the position of accepting a ruleset while we’re ‘in game’, but let us maintain a line between that gamespace and objective reality. While that claim is nothing new, I’m arguing further that games structure where we put that line, and that the location of that line has implications for how we learn and how we create ourselves.

Applied Terminology


Given these terms and theoretical sources (and others, to be presented in situ during the next chapter), how do we read games? More importantly, do they let us read games, gamers, and gaming in new and illuminating ways? I certainly hope the answer is yes, and I believe that the longer textual readings in the next chapter will justify that hope.
� Stanley Fish’s Surprised By Sin: The Reader in Paradise Lost makes the claim that Milton’s goal is to lead the reader to a particular standpoint on sin via literary and rhetorical devices (i.e. the experience of reading the narrative). His claim and mine are not incompatible, I think.


� This example is my own; the form is, I assume, a familiar one to readers of newspaper film critics.





� Iser, The Fictive and the Imaginary (Baltimore, 1993), p.6. Subsequent citations in text.


� In fanfic parlance, a ‘shipper is a fan who identifies closely with, or watches the show explicitly in support of, a particular relationship. The term has only recently attained wide usage in fan circles. It should be noted that such relationships needn’t be explicitly rendered onscreen to acquire supporters; their source narratives simply give rise to a kind of aestheticized speculation on the part of fans.


� A couple of obvious points need to be made here: kids tend to be better at these games than adults, while the most serious ‘master’ players tend to be in their late teens or early twenties (and tend to have been playing games all their lives). There is obviously a strong intertextual influence going on, in that the formal language of video games leads players to expect a close link between available interface elements and useful world elements (an expectation whose intentional violation is frustrating, and whose unintentional violation is an unacceptable design error). A player coming to Mario from Zelda or Contra would obviously have greater familiarity with both the layout of the controls (a major consideration!) and the ‘generic’ Nintendo play style (games never move above a certain speed, they require only a certain level of complexity in terms of button-presses, etc.). Grownups aren’t generally expected to get this at all, for a number of physical and cognitive reasons that have been well hashed-out elsewhere. [examples!!]


	I should also mention that some people just don’t ‘get’ video games at all. This is (I think) tied to general problems of computer and media literacy, but also to deeper questions of ‘computational literacy’ as discussed by diSessa and Papert (most accessibly in Changing Minds and Mindstorms, respectively). Learning to think with media devices is a problem related to the easy questions of ‘how to watch TV’ and ‘how to comprehend American film’, but going far beyond them – because of the level of emotional and imaginative involvement necessary for the user/player. This is one of the tensions inherent in the Games to Teach project: how to fit into the existing educational establishment frameworks, while beginning to engender a transformation from the notion of ‘book learning’ to a broader ‘mediated learning’. It is, needless to say, an open problem.


� Needless to say, the cultural baggage attached to the structure of ‘Monopoly’ or The Sims is worth studying independent of its place in their respective gameworlds, and such analyses do exist. The daffy capitalist ideology of The Sims constrains player imagination in what seems to me a negative way (you can’t ‘win’, or rather you can’t find success, without the pursuit of financial stability within the market economic system), but I’m not suggesting that such a structure is the only way such a game could be put together, nor that such a game is desirable or an ‘aesthetic’ success. I discuss below whether The Sims actually presents the ‘interesting choices’ that make up a good game (in the mind of master designer Sid Meier).


� I don’t want to claim that pressing the ‘bomb’ button is necessarily the kind of moral learning experience that every child should have, or that simulation of morally reprehensible actions is defensible because it’s ‘just a game’ (see the debates about the morality of Grand Theft Auto III, and my own comments in Chapter Four).


� DiSessa’s description of his electronics hobby on pp. 66-87 of Changing Minds is a very personal, very clear lead-in to this roller coaster analogy.


� Marie-Laure Ryan, Narrative as Virtual Reality (2001), p.101. Subsequent citations in text.


� Lubomir Dolozel, Heterocosmica: Fiction and Possible Worlds (1998), p.16. Subsequent citations in text.


� Hans Vaihinger, The Philosophy of As-If (1924), p.124. This is known as Vaihinger’s ‘Law of Ideational Shifts’, of which Iser makes use in The Fictive and the Imaginary (particularly in his chapter on fiction in philosophy). 
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