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PREFACE

Unboxing Games Education

Evan Barba

1. Virtual Proving Grounds

There are many reasons to believe that we might find ourselves spend-
ing more time in virtual and extended realities (XR). Obviously, the
Covid-19 pandemic forced many of us to move our work, school, and
socializing onto video conferencing platforms, kickstarting a major
paradigm shift that was already well-underway. Those changes appear
poised to remain in place, as many of us with the luxury to choose
are opting to keep virtual work in some form. This is only the tip of
the iceberg, however, as our changing climate continues to melt actual
icebergs, those not forced to migrate will find travel too inconvenient,
too expensive, too dangerous, or too unethical. It certainly seems that,
in the not-too-distant future, the best or only way to experience the
world outside our narrow slice may well be in an increasingly realistic
and idealized virtual reality delivered at a fraction of the carbon cost
of the real thing. The executives at Meta and other technology compa-
nies are already positioning themselves to provide us with the oppor-
tunity to immerse ourselves in elaborate virtual worlds that uncannily
resemble the real one remember, or, perhaps, magically create unreal
ones we could previously only imagine. Both of these will, naturally, be
inhabited by the avatars of our friends and family alongside those of
new strangers we have yet to meet. The experiences of these virtual
realities will go far beyond the clunky exergames of today and the fa-
miliar shared worlds of multiplayer games to bring us experiences that
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will, at the same time, help us escape the degradation of our physical
reality while also becoming an integral part of it. Who will build these
experiences and what will they need to know to do so?

I've seen a glimpse into the future of XR experiences. For sure, there
are plenty of games to be played there, from functionally focused ex-
ergames that measure biometrics for optimal fitness, to experimental
‘alternate-reality games’ that are intended to challenge our notions of
fundamental concepts like cause-and-effect or ‘friendship’ and many
variations in-between. There are common elements to all these experi-
ences, as they all share the same basic XR platforms platforms and rely
rely on the same sets of commonly taught toolchains and asset pipe-
lines. Jumping from one genre to another however, requires some flex-
ibility of thought and an adaptability that are difficult things to teach
or to learn. The fact that these different experiences in this emerging
medium share so much in common in the tools and methods of their
creation while having such distinct and disparate aims has led me to
consider more deeply what it will take for a future generation of learn-
ers and instructors to create the next generation of experiences.

My most recent work in ‘scenario design’ creating realistic deescalation
training scenarios for law enforcement has required me to engage with
the same multi-disciplinary design teams whose training and interest
has traditionally been to create games, but with the new challenge of
creating scenarios that explicitly cannot feel like games. This is, in fact,
no easy task, as it requires that experience-makers actively re-config-
ure both the expectations of users as well as their own intuition. The
popular association between XR technology and immersive games has
created something of an expectation in users that when one enters a
virtual world, there will be all manner of fun and clever puzzles to solve,
impossible feats to perform, fantastic worlds to explore, and plenty of
magical power-ups. Countering this expectation to create believable
scenarios where users react with authentic emotions and behave nat-
urally is a different design challenge from mainstream game design and
one that is surprisingly difficult. The separate, but related, questions
about what this paradigm shift means for the creators and designers
has been no less complicated.

It's not my purpose here to dive deeply into the nuances of what makes
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creating these scenarios different from games. They are distinct design
problems with many constraints that simply do not appear in game-de-
sign, such as the requirement that the training actually result in better
law enforcement. However, what this research has shown me is that
there are many skills that one can learn through the creation of game
experiences that are not only applicable in scenario design, but essen-
tial to it. There are the obvious technical ones, like character model-
ing and performance capture and the conceptual ones like narrative
branching and logical reasoning, but there are also the ‘softer’ ones
that are difficult to name, but have very real importance. Being able
to conduct a user test and see where the user is becoming confused
or reacting unexpectedly is an essential intuition that can be built up
through playtesting but takes on new relevance in the context of train-
ing scenarios that can literally have life and death consequences. The
contradiction in this work is that the required expertise is born specif-
ically through designing and making games while also adamantly not
at all related to game design. It's my observation of these transferable
skills and their importance that has led me to think more deeply about
what can be taught and learned through the process of game-making
that has real value and application outside of making games. It's not
my intention to be exhaustive in listing and discussing these skills, but
rather to call attention to a few key areas and categories that might
help move the discussion on ‘transferable game design skills’ forward.

2. Interdisciplinary Thinking

Games are an interdisciplinary endeavor. Regardless of whether one is
designing them or analyzing them, they require that we adopt multiple
perspectives, combine distinct and overlapping skill sets, and think ho-
listically about what it all means when the different parts come togeth-
er. But, games are not only the object of interdisciplinary thought and
action, they are also the incubator of that thought and action. What
we learn when we make games with our collaborators are the essential
building blocks of collaboration in any field. This includes the so-called
‘soft skills” of communication, teambuilding, and meeting deadlines, for
example; as well the ‘hard skills' needed to solve many technical or
design challenges (analyzing data, testing and iteration, etc.). We tend
to think of games as the final product of interdisciplinary teams coming
together, with each team member adding their own unique contribu-
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tion; yet, they are also the context where we learn to be a part of a
culture of collaboration and are exposed to new ways of thinking and
doing. In this sense, games are where we learn to be interdisciplinary.

When we learn about games in the classroom, they need to be an-
alyzed as research objects. Often, they are deconstructed and con-
textualized as media artifacts so we can discuss their meaning and
understand how they achieve their ends, or held up as examples of
technical accomplishment. But, each one of those same games is also
an end-unto-itself, produced through a unique sociotechnical design
process. This makes it also the subject of interdisciplinary thought and
action, and this is where I'd like to focus some attention, because the
details and subtleties of this process have much to teach us despite the
fact that we rarely discuss the details openly. Game-making is the con-
text where we are exposed to new disciplinary perspectives that give
us new experiences to draw on and new ideas that we can bring into
other aspects of our lives and future endeavors outside the world of
games. Game-making is the context where we are exposed to a mixed
and matched collage of models and methods that teach us new ways
of knowing and of making decisions that have application in many oth-
er domains. Most essentially, when we make games we learn how to
build them from component parts while conceptualizing and evolving
the whole game itself — harmonizing the various components until they
resonate with our players. This is a skill that is vitally important in our
complexifying world, but is in frightfully short supply. What we learn
from making games can teach us to analyze and to create in other do-
mains. We simply need to know when and how to apply their lessons.

3. What's in a name?

As a critical first step in this endeavor, we need to better name these
skills and processes and to identify them in other places where they
occur naturally. Then we can easily and confidently say, “I know how
to do that (clean this dataset, recruit those participants, connect to
this server, or present these results) because | did it when | made this
game.” This is largely a question of naming and classification. It is al-
ways easier to teach and learn something when we can give it a shared
name with clear attributes. Doing so also makes it easier to find those
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attributes in other places and to apply the skills we've named when we

do.

This leads naturally to an important second step. We need to teach
ourselves to adapt and generalize the things we learn in games, even
when there isn't a clear connection. That is, when we encounter some-
thing new, and our names fail us, we must still move forward. Maybe
taking notes on a playtest is not the same thing as taking notes on a
user test for a voting app, but they are close enough for us to adapt
our experience to those differing concerns and goals, provided we
have learned how to adapt. It is obvious in this simplistic example that
taking notes is still taking notes regardless of domain, but what about
when these connections are not so obvious? This kind of thinking, of-
ten called analogical or metaphorical mapping is key to adaptation and
requires that we see the patterns even when the parts are different.
This is a crucial skill in an evolving world that is little understood and
not typically taught in games education (or general education for that
matter), but must be learned and internalized through experience and
reflection.

It behooves us as game educators and students to broaden our think-
ing and to intentionally tackle problems outside of games by explicitly
bringing them into games education. This brings me to the third ele-
ment of game-making that I'd like to consider: game-making requires
that we become life-long learners. If we simply applied the same me-
chanics, designs, and objectives in each game we would quickly be
bored and eventually be broke. Every new game requires new domain
knowledge and new creative leaps. Game-making is a process of con-
stant evolution both internally, in ourselves as makers, and externally,
in the products we produce. Learning how to learn makes everything
easier and anything possible, and it is a requirement of game-making.
So, we need to always strive to challenge ourselves to build better
games in case we are ever called upon to build a better world, or many
virtual worlds as the case may be. By “unboxing” games education —
that is, opening it up beyond the constraints of industry needs, beyond
purposes of cultural critique, even beyond fun — what we find inside
is a cauldron of creativity and skill that can, and should, be brought to
bear on all manner of social problems, large and small.
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4. Models of Instruction

As a next step, | want to consider where formal games education can
help to better elucidate and elaborate the skills I've outlined above. In
some instances, | believe, focused instruction on game-design and re-
lated disciplines does this quite a bit better than general or liberal arts
education. But, there are tradeoffs, and there are some places where a
focused games education can end up doing a disservice by too narrow-
ly adhering to current technologies or industry trends.

There are really two distinct models of games education, with some
considerable overlap between them, depending on where one re-
ceives that education. First, games education, particularly when we are
talking about digital or computer games, can be primarily vocational
in nature. In this model, games are taken largely as media artifacts to
be designed and created in support of a global media industry. This
kind of ‘career and technical education’, as it is sometimes called, fo-
cuses predominantly on the skills and roles that games professionals
need to succeed in the industry. Programs like this tend to emphasize
topics like art and asset creation using industry-standard tools, game
programming and development with commercial game engines, and
even the management and the business of games. These are important
for students who want jobs in the games industry, and delaying this
training in its depth and breadth — by spending time on other liberal
arts and general education topics — can impede the progress of the
game-maker, in the short term at least.

Those liberal arts topics do come into play when engaging in the crit-
ical and cultural analysis of games; however, since students in these
programs tend to study games in order to make games, their critical
eye is not usually turned toward critique of the culture industry or on
the philosophical implications of making a certain kind of game in a cer-
tain kind of way. That is not to say that games created in this context do
not have implications for these wider issues, — they do. In some sense,
every game, like every other media artifact, is a political act in both its
process and it's outcomes. It is simply that the motivation for study,
the tools of the trade, and the context of the evaluation criteria are
quite different when one aims to criticize the gaming industry, rather
than approach it for gainful employment. A student may ask whether a
game mechanic is intuitive and fluid, rather than whether it recreates
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hegemonic modes of oppression. It may do both or neither, but it is
rare to consider these outcomes simultaneously or equally, and the
skills and knowledge needed to do so are quite different and do not
overlap at the surface level.

Unsurprisingly, the other major approach to games education empha-
sizes critical and cultural analysis over technical and process mastery.
Students of this type of games education may find that they spend
time thinking about the emergence of the games industry in it's local
or regional economic context, it's roles in society, and parallels to oth-
er media during their ascendency, such as radio, film, and television.
Important and relevant scholarship from sociology, psychology, or his-
tory and cultural studies may be brought to bear on questions large
and small. Whether the games industry perpetuates oppression and
violence; Does a game company reproduce or maintain economic or
social inequalities? Can a single game change perceptions of margin-
alized social groups? are all questions that students in these programs
would be trained to consider instinctively, respond to with rigorous
analysis, and communicate to a specialized audience.

Individual games themselves may be built and analyzed as part of
these programs, and gameplay or asset creation are often considered
as deeply as in more vocational approaches, however, the goal is usu-
ally not a playable or popular game so much as it is a game that ‘says
something’ about it's subject matter or illustrates a particular social
relation or innovation. Technical prowess is still a valued component
of this style of learning, but it is less explicitly taught and not typically
aligned to industry expectations. Students in these programs may still
desire careers in the games industry, but they are less prepared for
specific roles and responsibilities than those on a vocational track.

It's somewhat interesting, and not unexpected, to find that games edu-
cation has diverged in this way. Debate around these differences have
surrounded education generally, and technology-centered education
in particular, for generations. Sometimes referred to as the ‘head vs
hands’ debate, it encapsulates the differences resulting from fore-
grounding either the vocational needs of students, or their formation
and contentment as human beings, as the primary goal of education.
On the one side, getting a job and being able to competently perform
that job can be the pathway toward greater economic stability, inde-
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pendence, and self-reliance. In the post-slavery United States, Booker
T. Washington took the position that the social advancement of blacks
depended on their economic autonomy and technological training
and urged newly freed slaves to acquire their own land and learn the
trades needed to make it productive. What this position misses how-
ever, is that technologies change quickly, (even more true today) and
this makes specialized work and workers obsolete if they are unable to
reapply their skills to new endeavors. Learning to generalize existing
skills to new contexts is something that is often overlooked in voca-
tional education, but taken as a cornerstone of generalized liberal arts
education.

The other side of this debate, naturally, emphasizes general or liberal
arts education over teaching specific job and industry-related skills.
The goal of liberal arts education is to create free-thinking individuals
who can communicate effectively, connect ideas, and analyze deeply.
More practically, this translates to the notion that, as industries change,
essential skills such as writing and critical analysis will give workers
more mobility and the flexibility to adapt to changing demands, and
to potentially even drive that change toward emerging trends and is-
sues. There is a philosophical, and even spiritual, undergirding to this
position, dating back to the Enlightenment, that associates ‘freedom
of thought’ or self-awareness with the generalized study of liberal arts
and humane letters. The most obvious drawback to this approach is
that students with this type of education tend to have fewer ‘market-
able’ skills, need to be trained by employers at additional cost, and
don't necessarily make more money or enjoy improved social standing.
As a counterpoint to Booker T. Washington's approach, W.E.B DuBois
offered the notion of the “Talented Tenth.” The 10% of the black pop-
ulation that would achieve leadership roles in white society through
(liberal arts) college education and effectively influence social change
from the highest levels. Importantly, this group was expected to set
aside personal gain and work almost exclusively for the betterment of
their communities. | often wonder where these leaders can be found in
the games industry, or if they are yet to emerge. Perhaps, we need to
think more about what we, as educators, need to do to help form them.

This debate continues to this day, not only in regard to the advance-
ment of marginalized communities in the United States and other
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countries, but in the everyday arguments for and against vocational
training for craftspeople of all types, including those who make games.
The realization that most who study this debate eventually come to is
that there needs to be some kind of balance to these approaches. Can
students learn to build and produce in ways that align with industry
needs while still maintaining enough distance to critique that industry
or to move freely outside of it? Can students of the liberal arts become
more attuned to best practices and practical skills without losing their
independence of thought? Putting these philosophical questions aside,
at a practical level, there is a more pressing question: What can games
education do to strike this balance? It need not necessarily mean ex-
plicitly giving equal classroom time or weight in grading to these differ-
ent approaches, but rather finding ways to instill the different ‘habits
of mind’ associated with each approach so that students have a choice
of cognitive tools in their toolbox alongside the technical ones. There
is no reason why one cannot learn the tools of the trade if, at the same
time, they learn how to exceed the limits of those tools, provided one
is willing to put in the work. Arguably, the first is the prerequisite of the
second, as long as one believes the second option is available to them.

5. Transferable Skills

Balancing out a liberal arts education is relatively straightforward.
Learn the technical skills however you can, and apply them whenever
the opportunity arises. It's a bit more complicated for vocational stu-
dents, because ‘soft skills’ are harder to name, so that is where | will
focus my attention for now, but much of what | will say is applicable
to both kinds of students, and most interdisciplinary students more
generally. There are a few transferable skills that those on the voca-
tional tracks in games development might want to consider explicitly
as strengths to be cultivated outside the normal topics in the curricu-
lum. For sure, there are always some safe and obvious domain-based
skills that will transfer outside of games without much thought or work.
For example, artists and other asset creators, such as audio engineers,
can easily take their expertise where it is needed. Motion capture stu-
dios, for example, routinely work on games, films, television, and other
projects interchangeably, and so learning the trade of motion capture
is easily applied to related fields with little additional consideration.
Learning to create assets for games does not necessarily tie you to
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games for the entirety of your career in many of these cases, but what
if the games student wants to wander further away from their stock-
in-trade?

Transfer to other, less-related areas can be trickier by different de-
grees. For example, moving from 3D animation to 2D might be a bit
more difficult than applying 3D skills from games to films, but it is not
nearly as big of a difference as moving from character design to interior
design or from environmental design to traditional architecture. Aside
from practical considerations that are common to most job-seekers
(it is often difficult to get an opportunity in other industries when you
are trained so rigorously in one) understanding what skills can trans-
fer and how to demonstrate that to potential employers becomes the
central issue. On the one hand, environmental design for games and
architectural design must have clear overlaps in modeling tools and
common points of reference (architectural styles for instance), but cre-
ating habitable spaces is a different concern from creating playable
spaces. Obvious questions such as: How are we to know where the
similarities begin and end? are only the beginning of this journey. More
complicated ones, like: How do you learn the work styles, assumptions,
and concerns of architects without being enculturated through school-
ing? become paramount for interdisciplinary students of all stripes, not
just those who make games. There are no clear-cut solutions to these
problems, but it behooves the interested game student to take what
skills they have and employ them in a variety of contexts to build ex-
perience outside the world of games. This will inevitably make their
work in games stronger as well. Tried and true networking practices are
worth the effort for these students. Internships where you can bring
your trade to a new context are worth exploring. For example, a char-
acter designer may be able to intern at a marketing agency as a graphic
designer. In general, thinking broadly about how to learn about new
opportunities, and keeping an open mind about what kinds of expe-
riences might be useful will help to build the mental flexibility that is
ingrained in liberal arts students.

Similar things might be said of programmers. Programming in Unity is
different than programming in Unreal in many material ways, but the
principles of programming remain the same. A solid foundation in pro-
gramming, as part of a liberal arts education for example, provides
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enough of a foothold to stretch in many different directions, in game
programming and beyond. In the same way, principles such as propor-
tion and shadow underlie both paper sketching and 3D modeling. Iden-
tifying and emphasizing these underlying, “First Principles” as they are
sometimes called, is an essential part of building a transferable and
marketable skill set outside of games.

These examples of First Principles are still of the straightforward va-
riety, however. In my earlier example of building an XR training simu-
lation, these kinds of technical and process-oriented skills are essen-
tial for getting the job done, but not quite enough to get the needed
results. Relying on foundational and explicit elements of your training
to change career directions gets more difficult when those skills are
difficult to name, and their value and importance is not explicitly com-
municated or shared among groups. Students in game programs may
excel at being able to break a complicated sequence of user inputs
into simplified and stylized on-screen instructions, as is common for
game tutorials, but it's not always going to be clear to employers out-
side of the world of games, or technology more broadly, what kinds of
analytical and communication skills underlie those abilities and how
they might apply to their current hiring needs. It behooves the games
student in these circumstances to reflect on where their aptitudes and
affinities lie so they can reduce their talents and abilities to an essential
core, to define their own First Principles in a sense, so that they can be
repackaged and re-articulated as needed. This is no easy task, | don't
claim to have easy recipes or a list of categories or characteristics to
supply. One thing that is required though, is a more thorough under-
standing of other elements of liberal arts education, so as to at least
know where to look for these generalizable skills. Basic communication
and media theory, as examples, are good places to begin. Systems and
design thinking are also clear places to find overlap. Again, returning
to my early example, it has been the students who have experience in
project management, experimental design, and good communication
skills who have given the project the shape it needed to effectively do
its job. Pulling together literature on law enforcement training practic-
es, making experimental subjects comfortable enough to authentically
engage the simulation, or even just being able to see the value of those
things and have the willingness to take ownership over them despite a
lack of experience have proven essential keys to our overall success.
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Building intuition for these types of skills deserves more focus.

6. Some things to take away

One thing that | have noticed about games education is that general
research skills are also an area where games students are likely to ex-
cel. These can run the gamut from creative to data-driven. Games are
commonly considered to be forms of simulation, simplified or stylized
representations of objects and processes in the world, but game de-
signers are not expected to be masters of these real-world phenom-
ena a priori. They are tasked with discovering their inner workings —
the processes and components that make these phenomena go — and
translating them into new, often digital, media. Research and learning
are necessary skills here, even if the end result is entertainment and
not utility. Designers must be able to decompose phenomena into dif-
ferent parts and connections, identify critical processes from less im-
portant ones, and match these to the capabilities of the game medium.
These are neither straightforward nor simple things, and they cannot
be reduced to a checklist of items. What's required here is a progres-
sively deeper iterative research approach aimed at learning core prin-
ciples and understanding the way experts in these domains think, all
while continuously mapping these onto known and imagined mechan-
ics, tropes, and conventions.

The flip side of the research skills noted above is the ability to reflect
and repackage that research for multiple audiences. This is a commu-
nication skill that | always emphasize to my interdisciplinary students,
particularly those who want to go on to work in UX (User Experience)
related jobs. Every artifact you create will be repeatedly interpreted
by people with different assumptions. Visual designers will attend to
the visual elements of a report and judge it by the clarity and simplicity
of your presentation. User testers may look at the same report and
focus on the metrics and measures provided as the basis for its useful-
ness — managers seem to have an entirely different agenda when view-
ing that same report. Understanding the nuanced assumptions and
needs of these different audience groups, and knowing how to craft
communications using the style and media that they understand best is
an essential skill in any industry. The ability to adapt research findings
and communication style to specific media and specific audiences is
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part of an interdisciplinary core skill set that should be emphasized
and practiced inside and outside the classroom.

One additional area where | think interdisciplinary games students may
also find common ground with other areas of expertise is in quantita-
tive reasoning. In the current landscape digital and computer games
are increasingly data-driven. Why let all that useful user-data disap-
pear into the internet when it can be harnessed for all manner of com-
mercial and personal insights? Defining useful metrics and ways to cap-
ture and assess those metrics are invaluable to games development,
as they are to many other industries from retail, to education, to urban
planning. They are essential to demonstrating the effectiveness of our
training scenarios, for example. Skills in data analytics are in high de-
mand, and students with both vocational and liberal arts backgrounds
should be able to easily make a case for their qualifications. It's actually
a fairly easy leap to demonstrate how gathering data and using statis-
tical methods to determine average completion times for a game level,
for example, might be good training for analyzing commuter trip times
on a particular railway. Data methods are among the most portable of
games-related practices and some time should be spent understand-
ing how these skills are used in other domains.

7. Conclusions

I've tried to lay the groundwork here for a way of thinking about foun-
dational skills learned through the study and practice of making games
that prioritizes the portability of those skills to fields and endeavors
that go beyond the world of gaming. These other fields can be quite
closely related to games, like the XR experiences | talked about at the
beginning of this essay. But, I've also tried to make the case that we
should be considering applications and disciplines that are seemingly
unrelated to games and gaming. I've identified a few key categories of
skills and knowledge that | think are readily portable to other fields,
and I've tried to describe a way of thinking about instruction that could
help impart the cognitive flexibility needed to adapt skill sets to new
domains. What's next, | believe, is to make ourselves more aware of
opportunities to call out these transferable game design skills when
we see them in the classroom and in the wild, so that we can learn to
recognize them in their continuing study and practice.
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What Happens When We Play: A Critical Approach to Games User Ex-
perience Design & Education brings together research and reflection
from both faculty and graduate students involved in a three-course
series that is part of University of Skévde's Games User Experience
(GUX) Master’s program, launched in 2020. The collection shares in-
sights from the new GUX curriculum, which takes a critical-making
approach inspired by recent research (Flanagan, 2009; Ratto, 2011;
Marcotte & Khaled, 2017; Rouse & Corron, 2020; Jungnickel, 2020). In
our version of a critical-making approach to the pedagogy of GUX, we
combine practical projects done in collaboration with game studios,
critical cultural theory and history, and design theory and hands-on
work in the practice of games user experience design and analysis.

This book is a collection of contributions from both faculty and grad-
uate students, presenting a perspective on education drawn from
critical pedagogy and norm-critical theories (Kalonaityté, 2014), which
positions students and faculty as co-learners in a co-constructed ed-
ucational journey (Darder, Baltodano & Torres, 2003; Adams et. al.,
2018; Bjérkman & Bromseth, 2019). In addition to contributions from
the core faculty of the three courses, the collection also gathers work
from several guest lecturers who visit the courses, further de-center-
ing the notion of a single instructor or group of instructors as a sole
source of knowledge or ‘sage on the stage.’ Faculty chapters are drawn
from lectures, workshops, and conversations facilitated in the first two
courses, while student chapters are drawn from self-directed research
projects conducted in the final course of the three-course series.
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The seemingly simple question posed by our title, What Happens
When We Play, opens up a range of complex possibilities for inquiry,
all of which we argue fall under the purview of contemporary GUX that
centers our focus on the player. For example, who do we mean by “we”
in our title? Who is playing, and who is left out? Who wishes to join in
but cannot, and who may join but chooses not to? Why? In addition,
our title opens up questions about the scope of play - when can we be
said to be “in” the game? Where does the play experience begin, and
end? What happens just before that, and what happens after? This
perspective on games and the user experience is intended to stretch
the boundaries of the field, encouraging GUX students, researchers,
and workers to question both more deeply and broadly as they aim to
both understand and create player experience.

1. About the GUX Master’s Program

The momentum for creating the program began in 2010, when GUX (or
Games User Research, which was the agreed upon term at the time)
started being discussed more widely in game development communi-
ties. IGDA hosted its first summit with their new special interest group
on the topic, and it became evident at developer conferences that
more and more game studios began hiring employees solely dedicated
to testing beyond just QA purposes. Big studios started making GUX
into a more explicit part of development pipelines, and with its blend-
ing of science and development it seemed like GUX could become
a strong natural conduit between academic research and developer
practices. Starting up a program in a field that had yet to fully find its
identity would be a gamble - the discipline hadn't even fully settled
on its own name (the currently accepted moniker, Games Research &
User Experience, was established only in the late stages of this pro-
gram's planning process). However, it became increasingly clear that
there was a lot of potential in this type of program, and so with collab-
oration from other faculty in the Division of Game Development, the
GUX Master’s program was launched in 2020, under the directorship
of Bjérn Berg Marklund. Now that the program has come to fruition, we
are eager to share some promising early results.

The vision of the GUX Master’s program is to provide students with a
wider variety of perspectives than are often presented in game devel-
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opment curriculum, to develop an understanding of the discipline that
facilitates graduates of the program moving into industry or academic
contexts as innovators across both research and praxis. While it has
become common to include individual courses or modules in games
education that focus on understanding player experiences, the GUX
Master’s program has a holistic, cohesive emphasis on understanding
the human rather than the game, design method, or interface. This per-
spective emphasizes the human and technological in cultural entan-
glement with one another, as opposed to more binary notions of the
player as a consumer or interactor with a game system. The emphasis
on combining critical lenses with hands-on qualitative and quantitative
approaches to GUX analysis pushes back against more common tech-
nical, instrumentalist approaches to GUX that foreground biometrics,
surveys, and heat-mapping (e.g., Drachen et al., 2013; Drachen & Con-
nor, 2019; Ekman et al., 2012). These approaches, while valuable, when
used in isolation tend to overlook a culturally situated understanding
of the object of inquiry as well as lack a reflexive interpretation of the
human components of their own methods. Ben Green'’s work, for ex-
ample, provides a strong argument on the importance of data scien-
tists recognizing “themselves as political actors engaged in normative
constructions of society” (Green, 2020; 7). We find a similar impera-
tive for GUX workers today as well, likewise pushing back against ar-
guments that consider political, social, and ethical entanglements in
games to be outside the purview of the design and analysis process.
GUX practitioners are in a position where they can empower players
merely by being more mindful when they construct research process-
es and play-testing environments, and by continuously reflecting on
their own epistemological assumptions.

In line with this more holistic perspective, the GUX Master’s program
plan of study includes experience outside the classroom, working
off-campus with professional game development studios as GUX re-
search consultants. The curriculum also includes coursework in hands-
on design and analysis methods, and instruction in the epistemologies
and histories of the many disciplines that contribute to contemporary
understandings of games and the experiences of people playing them.
Through this multi-modal curricular design, students gain insights into
a number of different issues related to games user experience, such as:
the long history of colonialist racism that still impacts current research
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and game design; old and new technologies for understanding experi-
ences; design studies and cognitive sciences; and the politics embed-
ded in technologies themselves as well as development and design
processes. Students then weave insights from their exposure to this
wide range of interdisciplinary materials back into their own design
and analytic processes, working toward expanding the purview of GUX
research and practice for the future. By critically examining contem-
porary practices in our work as teachers, researchers, and developers,
GUX can change our way of understanding games and player experi-
ences. Otherwise, it risks becoming just another tool to better cater to
presupposed player audiences, implement current design conventions
for games in well-established genres, and to more efficiently reproduce
and fine-tune systems already in place.

2. Overview of the Book

In the opening Preface, Georgetown University faculty member Evan
Barba shares an expansive perspective, situating the relevance of GUX
beyond the field itself. Chapters 1 through 4 provide faculty contribu-
tions, and Chapters 5 through 16 present graduate student research.
While the chapters represent a wide diversity of topics and approach-
es, we can identify several threads or themes that run throughout, and
identify them here as section groupings to assist the reader in putting
the works in conversation with one another.

3. Section 1: Lectures

The opening section of the book presents teaching materials from fac-
ulty at the GUX programme, as well as guest lecturers who have visited
GUX courses. These chapters consist of written versions of lectures,
conversations about different research topics, and short introductions
to fields of particular importance to contemporary GUX work. We
share these chapters as a pedagogical resource, and as a way for us
to develop our own pedagogy further as instructors. Because beyond
providing insights into the field of GUX, these chapters also serve as
examples of what we hope to achieve in our programme, and of our
critical pedagogy strategy. We aim to iteratively phase out of a classic
classroom-lecture education format with teacher-to-student knowl-
edge transmission. Instead, we have developed this set of chapters as
an entry point to GUX scholarship that students can use for self-di-
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rected learning. Future iterations of our courses will include increased
time in the classroom for conversation on these topics, instead of one-
way information presentation through lecture formats.

In Chapter 1, “Design Power,” Rebecca Rouse presents and de-bunks
four common myths about design practice as an introduction to the-
ories of critical design, informed by Science and Technology Studies
scholarship. The four myths include: Technology is Neutral; Unintend-
ed Consequences Can't Be Helped; Technology can Create Empathy;
and The Designer is Invisible. Through a range of concrete examples
from airport wave scanners to immersive VR journalism, and conclud-
ing with a set of design principles for centering the human, Rouse pro-
vides an accessible entry point to complex ethical issues relevant to
the GUX field. In Chapter 2, “Postcolonial Threads in GUX: A Con-
versation,” an edited transcript of a recorded conversation with Bjérn
Berg Marklund, Amit Goyal, and Souvik Mukherjee is presented. The
conversation emerged as a continuation of Souvik's guest lecture in
one of our courses, in which he had introduced game analysis from
a postcolonialist perspective. In this conversation, Souvik both de-
scribes the purpose and results of his extensive and ongoing research
on the topic of postcoloniality and games, and also shares his own ex-
periences as one of the first games researchers in India. Amit Goyal
joins the conversation bringing the perspective of a current graduate
student researcher, and independent game developer working in In-
dia in the mid-2010’s. In Chapter 3, “Understanding a Complex Inheri-
tance,” Rouse shares a media archaeological approach to unpacking a
range of lineages relevant to the GUX field and Games at large, includ-
ing discussion fo the history of measuring people, the origination of
game culture, and the entanglement of military and computer science
legacies in games. By tracing this interconnection of relationships,
across time periods and materialities, Rouse provides and overview
of the complex history Games is a part of, and helps the reader to
make sense of current challenges in the field through understanding
of historical legacies. The section closes with Chapter 4, “Players’ Em-
bodied Cognitive Interactions in VR Environments.” This contribution
from Maurice Lamb's work on Virtual Reality (VR) provides an overview
of fundamental theories of embodied cognition and human behavior,
as well as discussions of a selection of Lamb’s own VR research proj-
ects. As he, himself, points out, these projects stand out from other VR
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research in that their “development was completed without dedicated
technical assistants and with relatively minimal budgets.” Thus, these
studies also prove that interesting and novel work with new advanced
technologies can be done even on smaller scales with a ‘DIY’ ethos.

4. Section 2, Chapters 5-8:
GUX, Industry, and Accessibility

This section revolves around the importance of understanding players’
needs, ways of evolving GRUX practices to accommodate for those
needs, but also how GUX methods can be made more accessible to
developers and emerging researchers. Section 3 also involves hands-
on advice for how to make games more accessible and enjoyable, both
through better game design and testing, but also by implementing ways
in which games automatically adjust to players’ play styles. In Chap-
ter 5, “Analytics: an Indie Perspective”, Amit Goyal and Valgardur Rag-
nheidar ivarsson investigates how GUX methods that the community
often take for granted - game analytics - are actually approached and
used by indie developers. The chapter includes interviews with differ-
ent indie studios in Europe and North America about their experienc-
es using game analytics. In these discussions, they both talk about how
they do use analytics, but also about the reasons for why they don't. In
Chapter 6, “What Medical Research Can Teach us about Playtesting”,
Wilmer Tjernberg does an in-depth analysis of participant recruitment
processes in GUX work. He presents an overview, and critique, of the
current state of participant recruitment in the industry, and contrasts it
with sampling processes in other fields of work. In particular, he looks
to medical research for guidelines, as no other field comes close to
discussing the complex issues of participant recruitment and its ethical
ramifications and effects on study validity. Chapter 7, “Dynamic Diffi-
culty Adjustment: A Practical Case Study,” presents S Nahid S Moosavi
B's chapter is about the practical implementation of Dynamic Difficulty
Adjustment (DDA) systems in games. In short, DDA is a way of mak-
ing real-time adjustments of game difficulties and environment designs
in different ways to better suit the player’s performance and actions.
The chapter introduces the reader to the theories that underlie DDA
systems, and describes how ‘difficulty’ is a complex concept, and that
difficulty and player enjoyment can’t be measured on a 2D chart. She
also provides a step-by-step guide for those who want to implement
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simple DDA systems to improve their games. Finally, Linnéa Eklund’s
research in Chapter 8, “Creating Games that Everyone Can Play,” gives
the reader an overview of accessible game design and play-testing
methods. The chapter focuses on giving designers and developers in
small studios actionable ways to take their first steps towards creating
more accessible game experiences.

5. Section 3, Chapters 9-12:
GUX in Cultural Entanglement

The third section showcases graduate student research from the GUX
program that focuses on the ways in which games and players inter-
sect in social and cultural contexts, and how player-game relationships
are affected by their cultural contexts. In Chapter 9, “Outcomes of a
Non-Diverse Game Industry” - the final student chapter of the book
- Ulkti Kutluhan Bayrak examines misrepresentations of different cul-
tures, countries, religions, and ethnicities in games. By using examples
of misrepresentation in game content, as well as examples of misrep-
resentation in a particular part of the industry itself (voice acting), the
chapter explores why misinformed ideas and portrayals of the “non-
West” in particular seems to be so common in games. The chapter also
includes short interviews with Souvik Mukherjee (who also contributed
chapter 5 in this book), and indie developer Rami Ismail. In their con-
versations, they discussed how game studios use outside consultants
in attempts to iron out problematic aspects of their game, and how the
homogeneity of the game industry makes the issues of misrepresenta-
tion in games so pervasive and prevalent. Chapter 10, “Using the Game
Behavior Change Wheel to Design Interventions against Toxic Flaming
Behavior in Overwatch: a Case Study,” shares Ziwen Michael Zhong’s
research into the issue of toxicity in multiplayer games and how tox-
icity becomes increasingly prevalent in communities centered around
meritocracy. Making a unique application of an interdisciplinary frame-
work for behavior change, Zhong works to identify design opportu-
nities for countering toxicity. Alongside this analysis, Zhong proposes
several original design models for improving communication in online
team-based games to create more inviting communities, healthier in-
terpersonal interaction, and better game experiences. In Chapter 11, “A
Taxonomy of Queer Game Design Aesthetics in MMOs,” Sandra Alex-
andersson writes about Massively Mulitplayer Online Games (MMO)
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design and aesthetics, presenting an original taxonomy of the key fac-
tors that make some MMOs especially attractive for queer players,
and a discussion of how MMOs can become spaces for queer game
communities. With Final Fantasy XIV as a case study, Alexandersson
formulates a hypothesis about why some MMOs provide queer players
with “a place to belong and find voices that can echo their own as they
explore their true identities” (p. 286). To close this section, in Chapter
12, “Death of the Gamer: Grief and Memorialization in Digital Culture
and Video Games,” Diana Cristina R&zman examines the range of ways
in which digital technologies have come to be included in the social
and cultural practices related to death and dying, with a particular fo-
cus on the ways game communities grieve and memorialise a player’s
passing away. R&zman discusses the different types of digital footprints
people leave behind them when playing games, and how these can be
used to aid in the memorialization of players, or conversely, traumati-
cally upend a person'’s grieving process. In short, Razman explores how
the way we play is important “not only during our lifetime, but perhaps
even after” (p. 316).

6. Section 4, Chapters 13-16:
The Voice of the GUX Researcher

To open this section, which foregrounds the voice and personal expe-
riences of GUX graduate researchers, Chapter 13, “Retry From Check-
point: Reflections on Evolving Research” contains Veronica Johansson'’s
personal journey of fine-tuning her skills as a novice GUX researcher.
By sharing her personal experiences with GUX methodologies, follow-
ing study designs from her very first attempts at play-testing and con-
trasting it with her most recent ones, she outlines the trial-and-error
nature of becoming a researcher. The chapter both introduces some
common methodologies that are useful for novices, and how they can
be employed to great effect once they've developed their skills further.
But, it also shares some valuable lessons for those who might be wary
of starting out their careers in GUX. Weijia Erica Huo's research is pre-
sented in Chapter 14, “The Attitude of Chinese Parents to Games and
Kids.” Huo's chapter provides a historical analysis of Chinese cultural
norms, schools of thought, and how social and political developments
in China have informed a particular generation of parental attitudes
towards games. Huo also discusses as well as government legislation
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on game content, and shares her own perspective and personal expe-
riences growing up as a gamer in China. Chapter 15, “Trans play: Imag-
ining the future of trans games” Felix Redig presents the reader with
their experiences of being a transgendered gamer and game develop-
er. In their work, Felix provides an introduction to transgender issues in
games as they is described in literature and interviews with well-known
designers and researchers. Felix highlights both the important work
being done to further the inclusivity of trans people in game communi-
ties, but also how a lot of previous research on the topic rests on prob-
lematic foundations. But they also support their discussion with the
outcomes of a design workshop with other transgendered gamers, in
which they created their own “ideal” game. With these components as
their foundation, Felix provides insights into what transgendered de-
velopers, as well as players, want to create, and what they want to see
in games. Finally, in the concluding chapter of the volume, Chapter 16,
“Same-Sex Romance in Games,” Sandra Alexandersson discusses her
personal experiences with same-sex romances in games, and her rela-
tionship to games and game characters growing up as a queer gamer
and game writer. The chapter presents an overview of literature of the
history, and contemporary discourse, on representations of LGBTQ
romance in games. But, she also explores the methods you - often sub-
consciously - have to develop to find yourself, and your identity, in a
medium and industry that continuously misrepresents or excludes you.

7. Conclusion

One contribution of the volume is to help advance discussions of cur-
ricular approaches to teaching in Games. These discussions have been
rather limited so far, and when critical approaches are discussed they
are most often separated into a Game Studies curriculum, disconnect-
ed from Game Design practice. Much recent innovative pedagogical
work is occurring in the field, however, at the level of individual cours-
es, as collected in this recent two-volume anthology (Ferdig, Baumgart-
ner, & Gandolfi, 2021). As with the pedagogical research into critical
making, the approach in the GUX Master’s program is one of critical
and design theory and practice fusions; an approach we feel may ben-
efit games education at large moving forward in terms of larger curric-
ular and structural design. After all, both students and faculty should
emerge from academic programs equipped to not only innovate tech-
nologies and designs, but also innovate the general culture and habits
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prevalent in the games industry, and think and design in a thoughtful
and future-oriented way regarding the larger role of games in culture
and society.

Another equally important contribution of this collection is the cen-
tering of our own current graduate students as co-authors of the vol-
ume. This provides an expansion of current discourse which is most
often limited to researchers or faculty alone. The inclusion of student
work not only creates a platform for the student voice, but may also
allow educators to more deeply understand the interests of students
doing graduate work in games, and act as a resource to support fur-
ther curricular innovation. While prior work has presented both stu-
dent research and faculty contributions in collections together, these
works have tended to provide either a more instrumentalist approach
to game design that is fully centered on a normative form of practice
(Zagal, 2019) or a humanistic perspective on games that does not en-
gage with industry but rather focuses on other forms such as art games
(Kristensen, 2016). What Happens When We Play seeks to create a
space of synergy between these types of works, acting as a bridge be-
tween more instrumentalist approaches to games and game studies.

This book is an eclectic collection of perspectives, as all authors have
approached the field from different perspectives. There are chapters
that aim to discuss and elevate GUX as a praxis, discussing ways in
which methodologies can be improved, how new research technolo-
gies can be developed, and highlighting current limitations and chal-
lenges in study designs. Then, there are chapters that approach it from
a broader perspective, looking at GUX as a praxis situated in - and af-
fected by - social, historical, and cultural contexts. As a reader, whether
you want insights into how to do GUX, or how to analyse it, we hope
you'll find something that resonates with you.
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Chapter 1

Design Power: Four Myths about Technology, the
Role of the Designer, Power, and Oppression

Rebecca Rouse

Abstract

This chapter is based on my lecture from the GUX masters program
Research and Development Course, and provides an overview of key
issues in critical design from a Science and Technology Studies per-
spective as relevant to GUX and the Games field at large. A set of
design principles are also provided, bridging theory and practice.

Keywords: Critical Design, Science and Technology Studies, Games

1. Introduction

When we talk about ethics in design, we are talking about taking a
critical approach to design. This means not only viewing all elements of
the design with a critical eye, such as the technology, the techniques,
systems, processes, and outcomes, but also looking at ourselves, the
designers, with a critical eye. What we are ultimately interrogating in a
discussion of ethics is questions of power and oppression. This chap-
ter provides an overview of critical design as relevant to GUX, present-
ed as a response to four design myths: 1, that technology is neutral;
2., that unintended consequences can't be helped; 3., that technology
can create empathy; and 4., that the designer is invisible. This chapter
will also introduce you to a set of design principles for use in practice,
as well as a list of sources on this topic for further reading, which are
provided as a bibliography at the end.

Design is very powerful, and as workers in a design field we often have
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quite a lot of power over the design process. It is important to use that
power carefully, and to be aware of some of the common myths about
design that can trip us up. In order to do that, we will look under the
rock today, at some of the ugly misuse of interactive and immersive

technologies, and the reason we do this is because critical examination
is necessary to move the field forward.

2. Myth #1: Technology is Neutral

This first myth sounds like it is just common-sense and must be true.
We often think that technology is neutral and that its impacts depend
entirely on how we use it. In everyday life, we may feel we have quite
a lot of power and agency with technology, and that our intent is po-
tent in determining outcomes. But, this notion has been challenged by
scholars in the Science and Technology Studies field for many years. A
notable critique of this idea comes from Landon Winner's article “Do
Artifacts Have Politics?” (1980) in which he states: “In controversies
about technology and society, there is no idea more provocative than
the notion that technical things have political qualities [...] cases of what
can be called inherently political technologies, man-made systems that
appear to require, or to be strongly compatible with, particular kinds of
political relationships” (Winner 1980, p. 121). Winner analyses multiple
examples and ends up concluding that while it may be true that not
all technologies have embedded politics, most do, and the question is
more one of degree. One example he looks at is the technology of the
atom bomb, as an exemplar in which the core nature of a technology
has shaped cultural and political contexts that surround it. The danger-
ous nature of the atom bomb technology is discussed as necessitating
particular structures of hierarchical power and control for regulation.®
Winner’s thesis stems from the viewpoint that technologies do not
meaningfully exist outside of use cases. Technology outside of a social,
cultural, political and economic system is not real technology, but rath-
er an imagined idea about a technology.

Another more contemporary example that demonstrates this entan-
glement of technologies and embedded politics is the millimetre wave

1 This system is not without its problems, as discussed in detail in the April 7, 2017
episode of the RadiolLab podcast hosted by Robert Krulwich and Jad Abumrad. The

free transcript is available online: https://wwwwnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/

articles/nukes
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scanner found at airports today (see Figure 1). This example is dis-
cussed in more recent scholarship from Sasha Costanza-Chock (2020),
in which they identify the narrow ways the scanner conceptualises the
‘normal’ and ‘safe’ human body, marking and penalising those with bod-
ies deemed ‘different’ as dangerous, such as trans and disabled people.
The capabilities of the core technology of the scanner, electromag-
netic waves that bounce off of and detect the surface of the body, are
only meaningful for airport security purposes when put in relation to a
comparative set of data marked as “normative” (and therefore “safe”)
— and herein lie the embedded politics of the technology.

Turning to games, an example of the embedded politics within technol-
ogy can be found in the seemingly invisible infrastructure of the game
engine itself. Game engines are software programs used by designers
to create digital games, and are also the underlying systems that run
games during play. In James Malazita’s analysis of the UnReal engine
(2018), he examines the ways in which the the engine itself communi-
cates embedded politics, which it also forces (or at least strongly en-
courages) onto designers who work with it. In this case study, he looks
at the example of a DLC being designed for the BioShock games series.
The series features a playable character, Booker, with familiar point
and shoot capabilities, with a side-kick non-playable character, Eliza-
beth, who is nonviolent and moves through the game by using magical
abilities to make tears in the time-space continuum between worlds. In
the DLC, the designers wanted to make Elizabeth a playable character
and keep her true to their original conception of her, as a character
with non-violent, magical capabilities. But in spite of the designers’ best
intentions, the Elizabeth character ends up suffering a violent trauma
at the start of the DLC, which causes her to justify the use of violence,
pick up a gun, and move through the world using Booker's mechanics,
not her own. As Malazita shows, the engine itself strongly encourag-
es this reductive move, and under the time and resource constraints
common in the games industry, very nearly determines this, in spite of
designer intention.
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Figure 1. Airport millimetre wave scanner interface display. Image credit: Wikimedia
Commons
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Koerperscanner-fund.jpg

3. Myth #2: Unintended Consequences Can't be Helped

This second myth also sounds like common sense: if |, as the designer,
do not intend some particular outcomes or impacts resulting from my
design, this cannot be helped because | could not have foreseen what
| did not intend. However, when we look more closely at the rhetoric of
the unintended consequence, we see a more complex picture. Schol-
ars Nassim Parvin and Anne Pollock (2020) have examined the ways in
which the concept of the unintended consequence circulates both in
academic research and in popular culture. Parvin and Pollock identify
“a subtle but significant shift in usage: those consequences of technol-
ogy that can indeed be anticipated in advance but that fall outside the
purview of the specialisations that conceive or implement products.
[...] Phenomena described as unintended consequences are deemed
too difficult, too out of scope, too out of reach, or too messy to have
been dealt with at any point in time before they created problems for
someone else.” (Parvin & Pollock 2020, p. 322) In other words, unin-
tended consequences can indeed be foreseen, just not by designers
who decide it is outside their purview to anticipate them.

Here we can return to Langdon Winner’s article to examine a so-called
unintended consequence in the example he shares of urban planner
Robert Moses’ design for bridge overpasses on the parkway connect-
ing Manhattan to the Long Island beaches in the mid-twentieth centu-
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ry. To think about unintended consequences in the case of the parkway
bridges, we have to ask, what is the user experience of the parkway?
To ask that question, we have to think about who we would talk to,
a car driver, a cyclist, a pedestrian, or a bus passenger. Reflecting on
the 1960s in the U.S., we can also think about who is more likely to
be a car driver vs. a bus passenger. Add in the information that these
bridges are too low to accommodate a city bus, and we can see how
the bridges, even as a so-called unintended consequence, become a
powerful tool to maintain racial segregation and class segregation to
keep people of colour and less affluent people away from the Long
Island beaches. One of the problems with the language of unintended
consequences in a case like this is that the concept can let the design-
er off the hook in ways that allow for the evasion of accountability for
impact, regardless of intention or professed intention.

Another example that is a useful illustration of the rhetorical power
of unintended consequences is Joseph Bazalgette's 19th century un-
derground sewerage system for the city of London. Here we can also
understand the ways in which the purview of the designer was demar-
cated, when we ask questions about the user experience of the sewer-
age system from multiple perspectives. While the sewer revolutionised
the city with positive health and hygiene impacts for many, the conse-
quences of hiding waste from sight has also led to the oppression of
some people, namely the sewage workers today who must go down
into the tunnels under London, wading waist deep into raw sewage, to
chip away by hand at the horrific “fatbergs” accumulating there, which
threaten to stop up the whole system. Above ground users of the
system continually flush fats, oils, and products like wet wipes, which
then coagulate in the hidden tunnels. In spite of public information
campaigns to educate above ground users, because the impacts are
hidden from view, convincing these users to change their behaviour
has been difficult. For the underground workers, however, the job of
managing these “fatbergs” is all too tangible. Workers are not given
sophisticated equipment, the stench alone is overwhelming but also
toxic in nature, and due to the cramped design of the tunnel system,
work is largely carried out by hand.?

2 Part of one fatberg has been collected into he Museum of London, which you can
read about on the museum website here:
https://www.museumoflondon.org.uk/discover/where-whitechapel-fatberg
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Finally, an example from games also provides a useful illustration of the
power of the framing of unintended consequences: GamerGate. This
2014 uprising of conspiracy-fuelled misogyny in the games communi-
ty crescendoed to credible threats of physical world violence against
many prominent women in games. Could anyone have foreseen this?
In commercial games we have a media form that doubles down on mi-
sogyny, violence, and racism even more so than Hollywood, with an in-
terface based in design patterns that allow for anonymity and severely
foreshortened or low-resolution communication, encouraging all man-
ner of anti-social behaviour. The answer here is not more technology,
or to oppress more people by making them work through the “fatberg”
that is content moderation. Content moderation workers have a high
suicide rate. No, the answer is to change the content within games, but
to do that, designers may actually need new tools, and new infrastruc-
ture, as we saw with the BioShock example above.

4. Myth #3: Technology can Create Empathy

This myth takes a lot of work to unpack, so we will spend a little more
time with it. This myth is entangled with Myths 1and 2, about technolo-
gy as neutral and about the inevitability of unintended consequences.
To begin our exploration of this myth, we can ask how tech-created
empathy often shows up. It is commonly linked with the idea of “giv-
ing voice” to oppressed people, but this does not usually entail letting
them speak for themselves or having them take on the role of the de-
signer. Instead, the strategy of giving voice usually refers to designers’
representations of others, in an attempt to increase visibility of these
representations. So in practice, giving voice is often enacted through a
strategy of increased representation. For example, designers may add
a female character or a character of colour to a game, and see this as
“giving voice” to members of these groups.

But representation does not equal power, and especially not when
someone else who does not share your social identity is creating that
representation (although we must be careful not to equate social iden-
tity with political positioning. Internalised oppression or self-hate can
certainly be powerful masters). Peggy Phelan critiqued the strategy
of increased visibility during the 1990s identity politics movement,
noting that: “Visibility is a trap; it summons surveillance and the law;
it provokes voyeurism, fetishism, the colonialist/imperialist appetite
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for possession [...] If representational visibility equals power, then al-
most-naked young white women should be running Western culture.
the ubiquity of their image, however, has hardly brought them political
or economic power” (Phelan 1993, p. 6-10). So perhaps the push for vis-
ibility is a trap, when it is not accompanied by structural change. This is
not a new idea, but remains relevant.

With the advent of second-wave VR in the 2010s, we see claims about
the suitability of technology for fostering empathy become even more
pointed. Immersive filmmaker Chris Milk famously described VR as
an “empathy machine” in his 2015 TED Talk, stating that by using VR
“[...] we become more compassionate, we become more empathetic,
and we become more connected. And ultimately we become more hu-
man”(Milk 2015). Milk’s claim has been critiqued by many scholars (in-
cluding Clune 2016; Murray 2020; and Nakamura 2020) but it is worth
examining still further because it is emblematic of a pervasive perspec-
tive on technology today often encountered in the technology indus-
try, STEM disciplines, and even popular culture at large. The seeming
simplicity of the “empathy machine” perspective belies the many layers
of assumption underneath, many of which | believe hamper designers
in achieving meaningful impact with their works. To get at these as-
sumptions, we need to ask the following questions:

+ What is empathy?

+  How does social change work?

« What does all of this mean for design with immersive and interac-
tive technologies like we work with in games?

Looking at the tacit assumptions that underlie statements about VR
as an empathy machine, we can see there are two main parts to this
larger claim. One part is a claim about what empathy is, and how it can
influence people and society. a second part centres on the nature of
interactive, immersive media as particularly conducive to fostering this
specific type of empathy in viewers. What is meant by empathy in the
usage from Milk and other designers working in immersive media today
should be made explicit. Empathy, in their usage, denotes a positive
outcome in the viewer or interactor, due to a change in attitude or
belief, with a likelihood that this change may result in pro-social be-
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haviour and even actions advancing justice. It is worth examining how
this colloquial understanding of empathy holds up against scholarship
on the topic, which I will discuss in a bit. More deeply embedded in this
definition is an implied model of how social change works, and so the
question also arises as to whether or not this empathy-based model of
social change is accurate. At the foundation of this set of assumptions
is an idea about the ontology of technology itself, as a labor saving de-
vice that is capable of simplifying complexity. (see figure 2).

Viewed from this perspective, it becomes easy to see why this idea of
the empathy machine could be so attractive to many across the tech-
nology industries, STEM disciplines, and popular culture. The reason-
ing may go something like this: if only we can use interactive or immer-
sive technology to unlearn prejudice and inspire action, then the hard,
painful work of the emotional and intellectual labor of coming to terms
with prejudicial beliefs and attitudes could be made easier. There is a
connection to be made here with Robin DiAngelo's concept of white
fragility as discussed in her original paper (201m). DiAngelo developed
the concept of white fragility to understand and name the defensive-
ness, fear, misdirected anger, and inaction often displayed by white
people when confronted with participation and complicity in perpet-
uating oppressive racist systems and these systems’ devastating costs
to others. The idea of using an immersive, interactive entertainment
technology such as a game or VR experience to ‘change minds’ via em-
pathy (which is here understood as an almost involuntary, emotional
response) plays into a fantasy that neatly aligns with a privileged posi-
tionality, seeking quick, easy, and relatively painless methods of mitiga-
tion that fall far short of actual change. Worse yet, these projects are
sometime tokenised and held up in hyper visible ways, that signal to
others that change has been achieved, when it has not, and so ironical-
ly function to foreclose possibilities for meaningful change.?

3 Sara Ahmed has discussed this kind of slight-of-hand in the uneasy relations be-
tween institutions and diversity work as follows: “[...] the tools you introduce to ad-
dress a problem can be used as indicators that a problem has been addressed. [...]
A program developed in response to a problem is assumed to resolve a problem.
When the problem is not resolved, the resolution becomes the problem.” (Ahmed
2016, 110).
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/ \ Ideas about the nature of
Ideas about what empathy interactive, immersive media
is, and how it can influence as particularly conducive to

people and society \ fostering this type of empathy

in interactors.

Implied model of how
social change works

Ontology of technology as labor saving device,
capable of simplifying complexity

Figure 2. Diagram showing the layers of assumptions embedded within the empathy
machine idea. Image credit: author.

This perspective on technology as an unproblematic labor saving de-
vice fits well with so-called common-sense but wrongheaded ideas
about technologies as neutral tools (see Myth #1) that can smoothly
and easily take on the burden of labor from humans and increase ef-
ficiency. This idea has been notably critiqued by Langdon Winner but
also many other scholars of Science and Technology Studies such as
Bruno Latour (1996) and Susan Leigh Star (1999), and even famous-
ly lampooned by satirist Rube Goldberg in his wild and improbable
cartoon contraptions, published in newspapers a hundred years ago
(Wolfe 2000).

The supposed ease of immersive and interactive tech for social change
can be very compelling, particularly when compared with other meth-
ods for prejudice reduction, such as in-person intergroup dialogue
training, which require many resources (mostly trained practitioners
and teachers, people who must be paid) and quite a lot of time—even
years. The technological fantasy of the immersive media empathy ma-
chine imagines a mass medium that can seamlessly reach scores of
individuals, necessitate no actual interpersonal contact with the ‘oth-
ers’ these individuals seek to empathise with, and smoothly and easily
change minds in minutes. Unfortunately, these foundational ontologies
of both technology and social change embedded within the empathy
machine idea are at odds with key concepts in scholarly research on
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social change. It turns out the media artifacts produced within this
imaginary are more likely to serve to assuage the privileged person’s
guilt and enrich the artefact’s creators (through money or social capi-
tal, or both) rather than effect true social transformation.

Next, we can examine: What exactly is empathy? Is it an emotion, a me-
dia-induced response, a personality-based positioning, or something
else? There is a wealth of scholarship on empathy, and related phe-
nomena such as compassion, identification, and transference. Steve
Larocco's research provides an important perspective on the ethical
complexity of empathy, which is relevant to our discussion given the fo-
cus on social change. Larocco understands empathy as a type of posi-
tioning of the self towards the other, as opposed to an emotion or feel-
ing. Larocco writes: “[...]lempathy is an orientation to the other, one that
attunes to some aspect of the other’s feelings or emotions or thoughts
[...] yet which may not engage with the other’s otherness at all. [...]To
put the point succinctly: feeling-with is not the same as feeling-for. [...]
Empathy, for ethical behavior, is a crucial intersubjective vocalizer, but
by itself as an orientation it may not direct the better angels of our
nature to direct action.” (Larocco 2018, 3). Larocco here underscores
the uncertainty around the potential of this empathic positioning, as
there are many possibilities along a spectrum, all the way from authen-
tic identification with another to selective empathy that seeks to mis-
construe the other as similar to the self, or identifies only with aspects
of the other perceived as similar to the self. Larocco points out that
due to this wide range of empathic responses, it is a mistake to draw a
causal relationship between empathy and compassion.

Philosopher Paul Bloom’s 2017 research further critiques empathy as
a dangerously ambiguous compass for moral decision making. Bloom
points out that studies of empathy are based on individuals identifying
with other individuals, but not situated within the large social contexts
that surround us all and make actual social problems complex. Bloom
also reminds us of the uneven legacy of empathic artifacts in spurring
social change that advances justice. He notes that while novels such
as Dickens’ Oliver Twist and Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin have
been cited as helping to motivate social change, they also misfire badly
in many ways, exploiting and appropriating those who they hope to
support. And, we must also remember there are counterpart works of
social significance that have advanced causes furthering oppression
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and domination through empathy, such as Ayn Rand’s novels, in which
the reader is encouraged to empathise with beleaguered protagonists
who struggle to fend off others characterised as social spongers and
degenerates, to rise above, victorious. Certainly, these empathic arti-
facts have also functioned as their creators intended, inspiring many to
join oppressive and violent causes.

Coming back to look at interactive and immersive media more specif-
ically, consider one of Chris Milk's most famous works, Clouds Over
Sidra, his 2015 VR documentary about the Syrian refugee crisis falls.
Milk promoted the VR experience as successful due to the medium'’s
ability to fill the viewer's field of view, thus creating a virtual sense of
presence for the viewer, who feels as if they are co-located in a Syrian
refugee camp with the film's protagonist. However, this conflation of
simulated co-location with empathy and social change has been as-
tutely critiqued by many#, who have noted that while VR may virtually
place the viewer in another space, the viewer is still themselves, with
their own subjectivity and positionality. Other peoples’ consciousness-
es are not simply ‘other spaces,” and of course the ‘as if’ of VR is not at
all the same thing as the lived reality of fleeing to a refugee camp. The
VR viewer can simply remove the HMD when they tire of the experi-
ence; leaving a refugee camp is more complex, difficult, and dangerous
by many orders of magnitude.

This notion that merely by entering an interactive and immersive sim-
ulation of another person’s environment you can understand their
perspective has insidious effects even for well-intentioned viewers.
In the case of white viewers seeking empathy with the perspectives
of people of colour, there is a long, racist history of whites donning
Blackness that must be considered. The ongoing legacies of minstrelsy
and blackface persist, as does the equally misguided impulse toward
what Alisha Gaines (2017) describes as cross-racial identification, with
seemingly well-intentioned white people seeking to become ‘black for
a day’ to advance their own personal understanding of racism. Gaines’
research highlights that even when whites may approach such an ill-ad-
vised project with the aim of advancing social justice, this outcome has
yet to materialise from these types of appropriative, invasive moves.

4 See Clune (2016) for a good exemplar of this critique.
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In the end, the people who benefitted most were the white imperson-
ators, both monetarily and in terms of social capital. This type of instru-
mentalised empathy functions in the same manner as the colonialist
rhetoric of extraction, allowing the white oppressor to mine a Black
other for value, knowledge, and power.

So how does social change happen? Next, we will examine scholarship
on the nature of social change, its many actors and processes, and
discuss what role, if any, immersive media can play. Just as empathy is
complex, so too is social change. Two major camps of thought could be
described as the prejudice reduction model, and the collaborative so-
cial action model. The scholarship on prejudice reduction dates from
the post Second World War era and centres on individuals in society
who hold positions of power and prejudicial opinions about those they
oppress. The focus in this scholarship is on reducing prejudice among
these individual actors by providing corrective information that count-
ers negative stereotypes. The aim is to reduce conflict and mitigate
harm (Devine & Levine 2012). A second camp of research on social
change focuses on coalition building and intergroup relations, with the
aim of facilitating collaborative social action. The focus here is the dis-
ruption of existing systems and structures, which may indeed necessi-
tate conflict, and even, in some cases, violence (Wetherell 1992/2012).
Both models of social change are necessary, with focus at times on
individuals and the mitigation of harm, and at times on coalitions and
the overhaul of systems, but the question is how to balance these two
perspectives. Sociologist Bobbie Harro's scholarship (Harro 2018; Har-
ro 2018) provides a useful discussion and graphic model of how these
two perspectives on social change (prejudice reduction and collabora-
tive social action) can operate in confluence.

In Harro's cycle, the process of socialisation is described as: “system-
atic training in ‘how to be’ each of our social identities throughout our
lives” (Harro 2018, 27). This cycle represents “how the socialisation pro-
cess happens, from what sources it comes, how it affects our lives,
and how it perpetuates itself” (Harro 2018, 27). In Harro's model, we
see that media participate as just one node among many, and function
in aggregate - not as individual media artifacts. This is because a re-
search-based theory of social change includes no evidence for a single
media artefact’s impact. As Harro's model depicts, media participate
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as just one node among many in the powerful forces of socialisation
that work to instruct us, from the youngest age, as to how we should
behave to maintain the status quo in social structures of power. Harro
also provides insight into how oppression may be disrupted through a
second model, the cycle of liberation, opening up opportunities (but
not guarantees) for shifts toward social justice.

Harro describes the Cycle of Liberation as follows: “It is important to
note that one can enter the Cycle at any point, through slow evolution
or a critical incident, and will repeat or recycle many times in the pro-
cess. There is no specific beginning or end point, just as one is never
“done” working to end oppression” (Harro 2018, 628). Harro goes on to
discuss the nature of liberation in candid terms, framing the subject in
a way that is necessary albeit uncommon in academia, by acknowledg-
ing a larger sense of humanity and spirituality: “Liberation is based in
something far bigger than me as an individual, or us as a coalition, or
our organisation as a community, or any one nation, or any particular
world. It's about the force that connects us all to one another as living
beings, that force that is defined differently by every spiritual belief
system but which binds us by the vision that there can be a better
world and we can help to create it” (Harro 2018, 634). These are not
conversations we may be used to having in a design lab, or in the de-
sign classes we teach, but if social change is the goal, if liberatory trans-
formation and justice is the goal, these conversations become crucial.

Again, Harro's models conceptualise media as just one node among
many that work in collaboration and sometimes opposition to shift any
one individual’s attitudes, beliefs, and actions. There is no research
showing that it is possible to use a single technology, let alone a single
media artefact, to circumvent the complex and arduous labor of the
cycle of liberation. So how do media participate in these cycles of so-
cialisation and liberation as described by Harro? While a single media
artefact functions as just one node among many, the role of media in
aggregate is still significant. Even media that are not explicitly designed
to teach or persuade will carry some embedded values of the society
they are created within, and therefore do the important work of rein-
forcing dominant narratives.

Dominant narratives are not necessarily bad; for example, ‘treat your
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neighbour as yourself’ could be considered a dominant narrative that
encourages pro-social behavior and even kindness. Other dominant
narratives, however, include oppressive ideas that target marginalised
groups such as women, trans and non-binary people, people of colour,
people with disabilities, people struggling in poverty, and immigrants.
These oppressive dominant narratives reinforce negative stereotyping
about these groups and function to maintain or even worsen these
groups’ marginalised status and hamper access to power. But within
media at large there are also examples explicitly designed to teach,
persuade, or even coerce. We might discuss this subset as ‘persuasive
media.” Communication technologies, broadly understood as encom-
passing speech, books, images, and mechanical and digital technolo-
gies have long been implemented in service of persuasion. Some of
these efforts have proved successful, others have not. Often it may
be difficult to disentangle one media artefact’s role in a large social
shift and determine the precise ways in which it may have helped or
hurt a particular cause. Some of the most persuasive media artifacts
that have successfully instigated or cemented social change are under-
stood as propaganda.

An illustrative example is Leni Riefenstahl’s 1935 Nazi propaganda film,
Triumph of the Will. Watching this film alone will not convince you to
become a Nazi, but if you are already a Nazi it will help to cement and
celebrate those beliefs and attitudes. Watching it while steeped in a
culture and mediascape that also celebrates and normalises the values
of National Socialism might indeed convince you to join the cause,
particularly if other nodes in the cycle of socialisation such as friends
and family members have already bought into the ideology. How
media are received and interpreted by viewers has been the subject
of study of many fields for more than a century, from Psychology to
Communications and Cultural Studies. Of particular importance are
Stuart Hall's theories on reception that recognise the creative agency
of the viewer in the interpretive act (Hall 1973). While Hall's focus was
mostly television, his perspective remains relevant for understanding
media reception today.

The core of Hall's reception theory describes a range of possibilities
for the viewer as part of what Hall terms the encoding/decoding pro-
cess of communications. While media creators seek to encode mes-



CHAPTER 1 . 55

sages in their artifacts, viewers engage in a decoding process to in-
terpret these artifacts. Hall describes three broad types of decoding
that viewers may participate in, even shifting between modes at times.
These reception modes are: dominant/hegemonic (in which the viewer
accepts the canonical or intended meaning encoded in the artefact by
the creator); negotiated (in which the viewer accepts some parts of
the canonical message but takes issue with other aspects); and opposi-
tional (in which the viewer disagrees with the canonical message and/
or may creatively appropriate and re- interpret intended meanings to
shift them to fit their own value system). Hall's framework is valuable
for designers to consider in order to avoid underestimating the agency
interactors have in the act of interpretation. But social change requires
that we look beyond individual reception, because social change, after
all, must happen in the realm of the social—in other words, with other
actual humans as opposed to mediated representations of others. Ac-
knowledging the co- constitutive nature of the social, it is necessary to
discuss an aesthetic and reception mode that centres relationships and
communication between multiple humans. Dialogue is a good possibil-
ity for this and may provide a way forward as an interaction mode that
has potential to foster conditions necessary to enact social change.

Dialogue, as described by David Bohm, functions in many ways that
are opposite from persuasive media (Bohm 1996). As a communication
practice that is distinct from discussion or debate, dialogue prioritises
active listening, attention to process, and questioning for understand-
ing. While a dialogue is often established within a framework of co-de-
signed guidelines, these guidelines are not rules and may be changed
as participants’ needs shift and emerge. Unlike a game, a dialogue has
no winners or losers, and as Bohm states, “Everybody wins if anybody
wins. There is a different sort of spirit to it. In a dialogue, there is no
attempt to gain points, or to make your particular point of view prevail.
Rather, whenever any mistake is discovered on the part of anybody,
everybody gains” (Bohm 1996, 7).

This dialogic approach is very different from what we see in interac-
tive VR narrative experiences like Nonny de la Pefia’'s Hunger in Los
Angeles (2012) and Out of Exile: Daniel’s Story (2017). These types of
projects have so many layers to unpack, revealing these works actually
function to re-inscribe the oppression they claim to push back against.
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Beyond the aesthetics and ontology of the particular technology and
underlying assumptions regarding the empathic mode of reception,
there is also the ethically fraught issue of telling someone else’s sto-
ry, no matter the medium, as has been discussed by many scholars,
such as Shuman (2005), Parvin (2018), and Rouse (2019). In the realm
of nonfiction, as all the examples from de la Pefia and Milk are, this
issue is particularly charged. These projects are rife with serious mis-
steps such as the taking of voice as opposed to giving it, cultural ap-
propriation, and colonising moves to extract things of value from the
oppressed. These problems are particularly highlighted in the case of
others’ stories of pain, oppression and violence, when the designer and
interactor are not part of the community experiencing these horrors.’
This extraction and remediation as safe simulation can provide viewers
with a perverse sense of pleasure in the suffering of others, even if
that pleasure is construed as morally ‘good’ in the name of providing
information for the aim of prejudice reduction.

Disturbingly, empathy has also been explicitly instrumentalised as a
design tool. This has been done to make the design process more ef-
ficient and easier for the designer, by providing the designer with a
more seamless way to access the other, who is being designed for as
opposed to being designed with. The commercial design firm IDEO
has published a set of cards intended to assist designers by sharing
approaches and methods. One such card is the ‘Empathy Tools’ card,
which describes the shallow, appropriative methods used by the de-
signers to claim access to the subjectivities of potential users of their
products who are disabled. The card describes the method as follows:
“HOW: Use tools like clouded glasses and weighted gloves to experi-
ence processes as though you yourself have the abilities of different
users. WHY: This is an easy way to prompt an empathic understanding
for users with disabilities or special conditions. IDEO designers wore
gloves to help them evaluate the suitability of cords and buttons for a
home health monitor designed for people with reduced dexterity and
tactile sensation”(IDEO 2003).

Similar to the well-intentioned but ultimately racist and misguided
moves by white people to experience empathy for Black people by

5 For a further discussion of these issues see Baker (2015) and Fisher & Schoemann
(2018).
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‘blacking up’ themselves, researched by Alicia Gaines mentioned above
(Gaines 2017), this instrumentalisation of empathy as design tool sug-
gests the designer can access the experience of disability in a mean-
ingful way by putting on a pair of gloves or glasses. This reduction of
disability to a single mechanic, like the reduction of Blackness to skin
colour, and the refugee experience to (virtual) presence in a location,
all rest on twisted notions of empathy, technology, and social change
that have little basis in scholarly research or reality, and notably also
fail to take into account the designer’s own positionality. This brings us

to the final myth..

5. Myth #4: The Designer is Invisible

Our final myth, that the designer can or should be invisible, can show
up in pervasive design tools like ‘user stories’ and ‘personas’ or ‘player
types’ that seek to conceptualize the user, but not the designer. The
designer is left out of these frameworks, and this absence reflects as-
sumptions around designer abilities or desires for scientific objectivity,
neutrality, or even invisibility. Instead of seeking invisibility, we as de-
signers we must find our own place in the conversation, and only after
that, connect with others, and then finally consider technology. This
means designers must first work to cultivate critical self-awareness and
understanding of their own positionality as always already culturally
and politically entangled. This self-knowledge is necessary as a founda-
tion to be able to critically assess how one’s own creations participate
in the cycles of socialisation and/or liberation.

Being aware of one’s own positionality as a designer becomes particu-
larly important if we are going to engage in telling the stories of others.
Working in interactive forms today, we need to keep in mind that even
non-interactive forms already exhibit a complex relationship between
the promises claimed for their narratives regarding empathy and jus-
tice, and issues of power and entitlement in the manner of their tell-
ing. Think for example of the many recent discussions on social media
regarding which actor is entitled to play a marginalised character in a
film, when the actor in question does not share this marginalised iden-
tity in everyday life. In terms of the strategy of ‘giving voice’ or practic-
es of speaking for others, Linda Alcoff has provided incisive analyses
of these impulses as too often glory-seeking, exploitive, and colonising
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(Alcoff 19911992). So while the promise of empathy or justice as an out-
come of narrative in general, and with interactive and immersive tech
in particular, is exciting, it must be tempered with careful and critical
consideration. Nassim Parvin's paper on doing justice to stories also
provides a much-needed critical examination of the claims made for
digital storytelling as a medium for social justice, and makes a similar
call to designers to recognise that “what matters most is not giving
voice but rather a renewed attentiveness to the act of listening” and
that we “(re)consider the practices of storytelling and listening as di-
alogic”(Parvin 2018, 527-528). In order for us as designers to acknowl-
edge that listening is important, we need to engage with a meaning-
ful form of listening that is reciprocal, such as active listening, which
again highlights the need for the designer to bring critical awareness of
themselves as a presence into the design process. So what could this
kind of design process look like?

6. Design Take-Aways: Moving Past the Myths

Now I'll share some design frameworks with you from my own research
that | hope will be helpful take-aways for your toolbox as scholars and
designers. First, | offer a set of questions to consider when you are de-
signing (see figure 4). These questions are not a way to fool-proof the
design process or guarantee success, but rather intended to expand
the purview of what the designer considers.

Questions to Help Guide the Design Process
*Not comprehensive, not fool-proof, just helpful

What are the embedded values of the tools | am working with? Do they match up with the
values | want to embed in my design?

Who benefits most from my design? Think about economics but also don’t forget to consider
social capital, reputation, and other non-monetary benefits.

Who is investing what in the creation of my design? Think about money, time, emotional labor,
infrastructure support, and political capital.

*  Who will be most hurt if my design is not developed?

« If  am designing “for” a community | am not a part of, what right to | have to be there? Who
invited me in? What needs am | overlooking in my own community, and why?

* If the goal of my design is to contribute to social justice, how will success or failure be be
evaluated? What measures will be in place to allow for further iteration, if that goal is not
reached?

Figure 4. Questions to Consider. Image credit: author.

And in Figure 5 you will see a way of thinking about design anchored
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by a set of dichotomous qualities that are intended to help us think
towards an anti-instrumentalist design approach. This approach is cen-
tred on dialogue as opposed to any particular media technology, and
prioritises human-to-human interaction as opposed to simulation. No-
tably, the qualities associated with human dialogue are counterintui-
tive for many design processes. The process of dialogue is not quick,
its outcomes are not disposable, its work is never finished, and it is not
productive in the capitalist sense nor easy to monetise. This approach
can be, however, transformative, as opposed to informative.

HUMAN DIALOGUE MEDIA SIMULATION
Not efficient, requires considerable labor and time Efficient, labor-saving, quick, fast
Outcomes are not disposable (you can’t un-know what Outcomes are disposable, can become obsolete, may
you learn in dialogue) even be designed to include planned obsolescence
Not interchangeable Every interactor access the same core experience
Not productive in the capitalist sense Productive and able to be commercialized
Never finished Discreet
Characterized by intimacy Characterized by performativity
Necessitates risk, discomfort, and conflict Provides comfort and safety

Continually re-asserts authorial and system control over
Shares agency among participants, de-centering power |participants through the absence of or contstraining of
choices, even while under the guise of interactivity

Transformative Informative

*The qualities associated with human dialogue

are counterintuitive for many design processes.

Figure 5. Dichotomous qualities of design processes and outcomes that are centred

in dialogue (left) and in media technology (right). Image credit: author.

If we do choose to base our design process on a dialogic ethos, what
would that design process look like? What steps should we take? Fig-
ure 6 provides a road map (See Figure 6). Executing all of the steps
outlined here takes several years, not weeks. Most designers start with
Step Four, and many of the projects developed in this truncated man-
ner have very limited impact, providing informational, but not transfor-
mational experiences. Interestingly, when working through a dialogic
design process, the people most impacted by the project may be those
community members who you invite into the co-design process with
you, and not the so-called “end users.” So the most valuable part of
this kind of design may be its process, not its product. And that is also
a dialogic way to think about design.
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@ Envision a multiyear project that uses XR for social change but does not seek to do

so through the instr lization of empathy:

1.Engage in learning about and examining your own social identities, and practice
being in dialogue with others who have different social identities than your own.

2.The designer must then spend fime in their own community, considering who—

including the designer themselves—needs to learn what. This second step should
ﬁ ﬁ fk also include developing genuine relationships in the community that are naturally
-

pertinent to the design aim. Following these first two steps, designers will be
armed with invaluable resources of knowledge and connections that
elude many designers who seek to skip ahead.

rﬁ 3.The designer should work with their now-developed network of contacts to create
a series of community roundtables and participatory design workshops to begin
to explore the design space of their own cc ity with fellow cc ity
members.

toward a functional prototype that can be shared with the community in a
participatory fashion at iterative stages, leading to a finished project.

q 4.The fourth step involves gathering a more formalized design team, and working

Figure 6. Example of a dialogic design process. Image credit: author.

This is the crux; if ethical design and social transformation are our goals
as designers, if we hope to build a better future, we must seek methods
that truly transform both ourselves and participants through co-consti-
tuted, consensual, collaborative means that result in transformational
knowledge production and meaningful experience. Continuing to cos-
set ourselves and our interactors in simulation can only result in the
perpetuation of systems of oppression.
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Chapter 2

Postcolonial Threads in GUX: a Conversation

Bjorn Berg Marklund,
Souvik Mukherjee &
Amit Goyal

Abstract

Videogames have a long, and complex, relationship with “non-Western”
countries. Game narratives and ludic symbols are fraught with implicit,
or explicit, imperialist history and ideologies. In some games, such as
Sid Meier’s Colonization, the connection is fairly obvious. But a game
doesn't have to be about colonization to present a colonialist narra-
tive. Souvik Mukherjee is a game researcher at the front of a growing
discussion on this topic. In his work, he analyses games from different
perspective (media analysis, philosophy, and sociology) to present a
holistic understanding of the way games represent, and constructs,
different cultures, people, political systems, ethics, and societal issues.
This chapter is an edited transcript of an interview with Souvik, where
we talked about everything from his academic work, to how he mod-

ded Age of Empires in his childhood.

Keywords: postcolonialism, western game development, orientalism

1. Introduction

This chapter is a bit unusual, since it's an interview with a researcher
who has been part of the GUX program through a guest lecture and
workshop. In this interview, we discussed contents of his lecture and
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his book Videogames and Postcolonialism: Empire Plays Back, but also
his favourite games, his experiences being a game researcher in India,
and the future of postcolonialism and game research. Amit Goyal, a
game developer and student, also participated in the interview - both
as an interviewer, but also as a participant as the discussion delved
deeper into game development, the Indian game community, and India
as a game market.

2. The Interviewees

Bjorn: So, how would you describe yourself, and you as a researcher?

Souvik: | am a games researcher from India, with an interest in narra-
tives and storytelling in games. I've been working on video games and
storytelling since about 2001, which is fairly early on - even in broader
game studies terms. | completed my PhD in 2008 from Nottingham,
on video games and storytelling. My thesis later got converted into a
monograph, called Reading Games and Playing Books.

Since 2011 I've been in India and I've become increasingly interested
in postcolonialism, because | started seeing that it was a really under-
represented topic in game studies circles at the time. So, I've kind of
focused on issues of colonialism, representation, diversity, and inclu-
sivity in games.

Very recently, | have more shifted my focus towards board games -
looking at how board games transculturate from the Indian subconti-
nent, or rather the colony, to the metropol, and to the UK and the US,
and so on. And, how it came back.

For example, if we take a game like Ludo, which originated in India, and
then went elsewhere, and came back to once again “become” Ludo in
a different way.

So, in a nutshell, that's what | do.
Amit: And I'm from New Delhi, India - and | used to have a small indie
studio that | ran from there for about 8 years. Then, | moved here to

Sweden last year to study, and | now work for an indie studio here.

Souvik: | actually wrote a bit about your studio in my book, Amit! It’s
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about the evolution of the Indian game development community. You're
the second Indian developer | know who moved to Scandinavia, too.

Amit: Oh, is the other one [name]?

Souvik: Yes!

Bjorn: That's kind of crazy that you both know of each other, and know
the same people, without really talking to each other before. Is that
mainly because the Indian game community is pretty small?

Amit: Yeah, it's very small, everyone who works with games know each
other.

Souvik: Yes, until very recently | think | was the only researcher with a
PhD that worked with video games at all, really. Thankfully, now, there
are many more, which is really heartening! But | can safely say, that 5
years back... actually 4 years back, | was the only one. You can narrow
the timeline down that much.

3. What is postcolonialism in games?

Bjorn: When you're talking about postcolonialism in games, what does
that entail? What's its origins, and what new perspectives do you think
it brings to our understanding of games?

Souvik: Well, the first thing to point out is that there is no hyphen in
“postcolonialism.” Many people look at it like post-colonialism, but
we're not really talking about something that happens after colonial-
ism. It's actually a critical framework that looks at responses to colo-
nialism, and criticisms of it. And that happened during of the periods
of colonialism, as much as it does now. So, it's about the responses to
colonialism, and it's just about understanding how one can look at the
world, in particular from the perspective of what can be described as
the “other” - by the ones being othered by the colonial state.

| should really mention some of the foundational works on this sub-
ject, since there’s a lot of different perspectives to approach it from.
| would say Edward Said is one of the more famous ones, and he has
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written extensively about the notion of ‘Orientalism’. In his work, he
talks about how the West actually constructed a particular image, or
figure, of the East. He details the processes and concepts behind how
Western countries describe certain countries in the “orient” in a sort
of mythical way in or der to construct the “East.” So, the model of a
continent becomes constructed by colonizers.

But the discussion is not as simple as “colonialism vs postcolonialism”,
there are many other factors to it. There's the work of Gayatri Chakro-
vorty Spivak, who writes about the ‘subaltern’. And, more recently, we
have theorists like Walter Mignolo and Anibal Quijano who write about
the ‘decolonial’ - what happens after the crisis of colonialism.

3.1 The current state of the dialogue

Bjorn: With all this work having been done on these topics, you still
mention in your book that the topic of postcolonialism is definitely un-
derexamined in games research. Is it that these terms are relatively
recent - or is it that the field of game studies is uniquely behind the
curve?

Souvik: | think games are far behind, really. Game studies certainly has
a fairly long history at this point... it started quite far back with several
theses on the topic of games, before some of the key texts like Cy-
bertext and Hamlet on the Holodeck was published. These early texts
rarely mentioned issues related to colonialism, or those types of histo-
ries, as a component of games at all. But postcolonialism, as a term, has
definitely existed for the entire “lifespan” of game studies, it just hasn't
been taken into consideration.

Postcolonialism as a concept isn't new, and other concepts relating to
them aren't really that new either. Again, if we talk about the “deco-
lonial”, which is about how knowledge production is being unentan-
gled with the European epistemic. All of that has been there for a long
while, from the 50s and 60s and onward. But, during the time | wrote
my book, and during my time working with games | couldn’t see these
types of discussions. The absence of the discussion was actually quite
striking.

But, as | mentioned, thankfully that is starting to change now.
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Bjorn: Yeah, and here I'll return to your book again. you mention spe-
cifically in your book that “Despite early depictions of colonialism in
videogames, such as Sid Meyer’s Colonialization, and Microsoft's Age
of Empires there has been very little scholarship on colonialism”. So, it’s
been there in plain sight in game content - but not in scholarship? Why
do you think that is?

Souvik: Well, | think... and this is maybe going to be a bit... disturbing,
in a sense. But it relates to what code is like. There have been a lot of
recent writing about how coding and allegories, are all fundamentally
Eurocentric. I'm actually about to teach a course called “Colonial Cod-
ing”, which focuses on the shape of modern codes.

Coding doesn't always relate to literal programs. | remember last time
we met, you showed me a Swedish board game for kids - Jakten pd
den férsvunna diamanten - which is about “finding” the Star of Africa
and bringing it back home. You pursue this game goal, and the game
doesn't take anything other than the players and their goals into con-
sideration. The continent, or the people - the ‘subaltern’ - don't really
exist, or speak, in that game. So, that type of coding is common in many
different types of games.

Bjorn: Just to expand on this further. If we do look at literal game code,
are these issues present there as well? Or is it primarily a matter of
allegorical code?

Souvik: | meant that, as well. Code is a way of thinking, and of structur-
ing a certain kind of logic and flow of information... Game programming,
and game engines, are tied to a very European epistemic, and it often
expresses itself in subtle ways. Even if it's a mathematical system -
which might seem neutral or unbiased - it's still based on a particular
kind of logic.

Bjorn: | guess, for me, it's hard to think outside the European epistemic
since that’s all | know - do you have any examples of those other logic
systems?

Souvik: One example is that, before the conquistadors arrived to the
Andean region, the people had a “calculator” called the ‘quipu’, which
was a collection of strings that would be tied into knots according to
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different “algorithms” to keep track of calculations. The Quipu actually
lasted for quite a while, even after the conversion of the country to
Christianity. But it has since essentially fallen out of existence. How it
actually functioned is still up for debate.

I'm referring to those alternative ways of thinking, and of calculation.
Different ways of thinking about space and figures, numbers. | mean,
coming from India, I'm sure you're aware of the Indian systems of math-
ematics that go back for millennia, and that function in ways that are
“alternative” to the Western epistemic.

So, even though it might feel very abstract, and since it’s hard to imag-
ine other ways of looking at things fundamental to our own way of
thinking. | would say that this is a different type of “code”, and it’s im-
portant to understand this history to trace how current code has taken
shape, and how it subtly affects how we construct games.

4. Portrayals of colonialism in games

Bjorn: Before we started our conversation, we had a brief talk about a
trailer for Civilization 4." Is there anything in particular that you think
is “typical” for games made in that particular era (late 90s, early 00s)?

Souvik: Well, it's complicated. For one, | don't think it's about that spe-
cific era - it’s still how many games tend to look for me. If we look at Civ-
ilization 4, there are attempts to at least address, or at least somewhat
acknowledge colonialism and the issues around it in some ways. But
these games also very often fall back into glorification at times. | think
that's the most common ways this gets expressed in games. Whether
it's deliberate or by accident, it very often goes from acknowledgement
of a bitter history, to glorifying it - either implicitly or explicitly.

Bjorn: So, “bringing it up” and “celebrating it” becomes a pretty difficult
line to walk?

Souvik: To turn to something less historically anchored, even games
like Mass Effect: Andromeda has a colonialist narrative. Scholars would

1 In this trailer, set to Christopher Tin's Baba Yetu, you see brief scenes from human

history, many of which involve some form of imperial expansion - for example the
arrival of Europeans to America and encountering native americans
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shudder to think about the construction of a game like that. It's literally
about the colonisation of an entire galaxy. Those types of elements are
so prevalent.

But then there’s the more obvious ones like Age of Empires. Or, Em-
pire: Total War. How these games work, and how they are meant to be
played, there’s an unavoidable code there. The player is expected to,
kind of, follow a certain program or algorithm of problem solving.

Bjorn: In your book, you specifically point towards Assassin’s Creed,
and Far Cry, as examples of games that somehow acknowledge or
tackle colonialism. Do you mean that in a positive sense?

Souvik: | would say that Assassin’s Creed - at least some of the games
in the series, in particular Freedom Cry or Syndicate - makes some
important and quite delicate points about colonialism.

But sometimes they also lapse into very commonplace colonialist
notions, in the stories and gameplay. Freedom Cry has the mechanic
where you free slaves, for example. At face value that, of course, is
good. But, in terms of actual gameplay freeing the slaves is just a way
for you to improve your gear. So, freeing slaves become a type of cur-
rency, and ends up rewarding a capitalist narrative. It doesn't give the
slaves much of a voice, they're mostly just game pieces.

Bjorn: So, where do you think the line goes between someone appro-
priating these issues for their narratives or gameplay, and someone
wanting to discuss and critique them?

Souvik: | think Assassin’s Creed, overall, does it well. | think there's this
fantastic - well, | think it's fantastic, I'm certain many would disagree -
DLC for Syndicate that is about the last Maharaja of the Sikh Empire,
Duleep Singh. He was exiled to the United Kingdom, and the game
tackles the issue of colonialism, exploring the experiences of being ex-
iled and losing your own country.

| think that is an example of wanting to actually discuss these issues,
and show them to players. | think there are many games that do want
to discuss these issues. | think it shows a lot of promise.

Bjorn: Do you think it’s just a coincidence that both Far Cry and As-
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sassin’s Creed of these games are from Ubisoft? Or, do they have a
particular kind of skill with this?

Souvik: Well, actually | am currently writing an article about how Ubi-
soft actually very often gets history wrong.

Game developers care about history, and can be really good at por-
traying it in a wide variety of ways. But, the industry as a whole has a
hard time going beyond traditional, often incorrect, views of history.

4.1 The “subaltern voice” in games

Bjorn: That, to me, certainly ties back into how you discuss the “subal-
tern voice” in your book. Since we're speaking of expressions through
coding, do you think the technology - and how you have to adapt your
“language” to game engines - excludes certain types of stories and per-
spectives in games?

Souvik: | mean, I'm sitting in India, and | have a Steam account. That
means | can afford games on Steam, or it at least have access to a com-
puter that can run games. But if we look at the poverty line in India, I'm
certainly in a position of luxury in India. It's definitely debatable if | can
speak for the subaltern.

But, having said that, even from this position of luxury in India, | would
still say that there are elements in my culture, or my history, that games
can't seem to capture. If we're looking at my own culture in India, in the
portrayal of my own history, the culture has been “silenced” in a way.
It has been rendered voiceless. It's not that my own history doesn’t
“speak”, it's more about it not being heard. When my history is given a
voice in big game titles, it certainly speaks with a noticeable “outsider
voice.” If a person only learned about India through games, what kind
of picture would they actually have of the country?

We can look at the case of the notoriously aggressive and violent Nu-
clear Ghandi in the Civilization series. There is this urban myth that
this was a bug - but lately, after | wrote my book, Sid Meyer has come
out and said that it wasn't a glitch. It seems to have been kept in there
as more of a joke. It might seem a bit harmless, but let’s imagine a play-
er that doesn’t know about Ghandi. It might seem improbable, but they
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will see a thoroughly wrong portrayal of this important person. That is
an example of rendering someone voiceless, or using their voice in an
odd way.

4.2 Playing colonialism

Bjorn: Just in general, what was it like growing up in India, being very
into games? Did these types of odd things ever affect your enjoyment
of some games?

Souvik: Well, | played a lot of Age of Empires as a kid. And when | was
growing up, games were definitely seen as bad, or harmful, things in
India. Even more so than in Western countries. So my mother would
come by, look at all my catapults, and say that “the catapults were
throwing rocks at her heart.” So, growing up with games as a hobby
was seen as pretty bad.

But what what's cool about Age of Empires was that it was a game
where | could explore my own stories through modding. | didn’t have
to learn how to code, really. Most of it could be done with macro el-
ements and scripts, and basic in-game coding, and the maps and map
editors were there, and so on. And you could import a Raja or some
kind of figure from a Civilization character - just someone who had
a turban on. And there were camels and horses and other stuff, so |
could use all of that, and make “India” more playable and powerful.

Bjorn: How does that relate to the act of “playing against the grain”
that you mention in your book? The act of playing a counter-narrative
to colonialism in a game about colonialism - is that what you were doing
with your modding?

Souvik: Well, | was of course very young at that point and didn't think
about things in those terms. But, my answer to that is that that wasn't
really what | was doing. Some researchers look at someone creating an
alternative history in a game, like a small country conquering the world,
and see it that way. But my argument is that these types of alternative
history creation, or counter-play, is essentially just replicating the logic
of colonialism. You just happen to be the colonizer. Like, let me go con-
quer England in the game - it's still colonialism, right?
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Bjorn: So, you're subverting history but you're not subverting the no-
tion of colonialism?

Souvik: Exactly, I'm just writing a counterfactual history, but not rewrit-
ing the logic.

5. Game development and research in India

Bjorn: As we started this discussion, you mentioned that the Indian
game community is really small. Building on that - what is the game
community, or the experience of developing games, like in India?

Amit: Yes, we definitely don't have a big game community in India. A
lot of that is due to it being a very expensive hobby. There are very few
“home grown” games from India. But if we're talking about game devel-
opment, it's very different from my experiences here.

| was attending a game conference that happens in India, and the con-
stant pitch you'd see there was that “India is ready to explode!”, once
we've solved a few problems. The two biggest problems were band-
width, and the second problem was how much people are willing to
pay for games. That was about 8 years ago, and many of these prob-
lems have been tackled, or at least improved a lot. But we still haven't
seen the “explosion” happen. | actually think it was mostly about a lot
of the industry veterans wanted to attract more investments into the
space.

There have been a few significant attempts, and | think there’s now
enough case studies for developers to see what doesn’t work, on the
Indian market. ZeptolLab, for example, tried to bring Cut the Rope by
partnering with an Indian company - Nazara. And that didn't really
make as big of a splash as it was supposed to. Then, there is another
studio in India that bought the rights to the game Japan Joyride, devel-
oped by Half Brick. The game was huge on mobile back in 2013-14. They
released an “Indianized” version of the game where they, sort of, put
in a lot of Bollywood references and stuff like that. But that but game
also failed to really take off.

Trying to understand the Indian market in the context of the Chinese
market is a very bad way to go about things. Sometimes people talk
about China and India as if they're the same type of market challenge.
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But they're definitely not. The cultures are completely different, the
demographics are different, and so on. | won't say China is homog-
enous, but I'd argue that it's a bit more homogenous than India. Just
going from north to south, or east to west, India has a massive variety
of cultures, people, and languages.

So, | think all those factors are what, sort of, holds back... | think us de-
velopers have sort of addressed the cultural aspects of games as a part
of our society, but there are things still holding things back.

Souvik: To add to that, | remember that conference - and the main
word | heard thrown around was monetize. Not create, not design, not
think, it was always: monetize!

| used to be a judge on these conferences, looking at games from
younger developers. | remember one year, where | was handed four
Angry Birds clones. That was when Rovio was really big. So, this is what
the whole idea of monetizing leads to, if you don't promote creativity
and free-thinking development.

Bjorn: What was your experience actually working with games during
these periods, Amit?

Amit: We were a really small team, so we did not have a lot of resources,
and very little marketing resources. The way games worked in India
back then [~8 years ago] was that it was exclusively business-driven.

The time we started making our games, we started with casino games
since that’s popular in India. That was financially clever, but we had ab-
solutely no interest in it. We wanted to create something unique, and
we wanted to make something with interesting mechanics.

So, we dabbled in making games for the Indian market, but the West-
ern market makes more sense. There is more room on the international
market for more variety, and more nuance, in games.

5.1 India and the international game community

Bjorn: While we're talking about that internationalisation, | have anoth-
er question. If we're looking at the games industry - networking is so
crucial. India is pretty remote from many of the biggest conferences,



78 . BERG MARKLUND, MUKHERJEE & GOYAL
did that affect your studio’'s development?

Amit: Well, a lot of networking happens at conferences. There are a lot
of conferences that are really important events for developers - GDC,
Nordic Game Conference, Pocket Gamer Connects, etc. But, they're
really expensive. For a small studio as ours, any trip like that would
need to have a really, really, really specific important motivation behind
it. We had to know that it would lead to some kind of cash-flow, that
we'd at least be able to pay for it.

The people you get to interact with becomes really different. We did
not get a lot of contact with international designers, developers, or
publishers, or anything like that. For us, as a studio that had interna-
tional ambitions, we had a severe case of FOMO about all that.

And it's a totally different scene over here. A studio I've been work-
ing with is currently talking about going to GDC like it's nothing. And
they're also a startup! It's not like a huge company, but for them it's
not a big deal. For a similar company in India, it would be completely
impossible. So, access is a big issue.

Bjorn: Do you have similar experiences as an academic, Souvik?

Souvik: Yeah, it’s just like with Amit’s situation. It's hard to attend con-
ferences in general. Attending a conference in Europe or North Ameri-
ca can be equivalent of two months’ salary. So it's an access issue for us
academics as well. That's a big part of why we've started DiGRA: India,
we want to provide a more accessible way of networking and meeting
other developers and researchers.

Bjorn: Some of the rhetoric that's been used in the past centred around
a race to “conquer” the Indian market. Does that, in and of itself, repre-
sent some form of colonialism?

Souvik: | think colonialist would be a bit of a harsh term here. If the
game industry was colonialist, in the strict sense, they would exclusive-
ly extract things from the country without giving anything in return. |
see it as it’s just following its standard process of monetization. It's just
a general capitalist method, not colonialism - and it's an important dis-
tinction, just so that the conversation doesn’t get muddled.
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But, just like in their created game content, North American and Eu-
ropean studios don't realize the immense heterogeneity of the Indian
market.

Bjorn: So, what are some of the most common ways developers tend
to fail in this regard?

Souvik: There are a lot of issues around creating games for India. When
the rest of the word tries to make games for the market, there’s just
a bit lack of understanding of India - or there’s a lack of trying to un-
derstand India. There's all this diversity in our country, that people just
don't realize. One of the most common misunderstandings here is, of
course, that it is very religious, which often expresses itself in games as
“Indians don't eat cows.”

| remember that Big Huge Games said that they had a really cool me-
chanic in Age of Empires, in that India wouldn't eat cows in the game,
since Indians just don't do that. But Indians aren't just Hindus. | don’t
know what some people think, or want to think, but it's not just... well,
secularism is written deeply into our constitutional documents. And
if you look our population, and the population of Muslims and Chris-
tians, who would all eat beef, those blanket assumptions are just kind
of stupid.

Amit: Yeah, and adding to that, the perception of India is that it is a
vegetarian country. But, the majority of India are meat eaters, so those
misconceptions are wide-spread and relate to all aspects of our cul-
ture.

6. The future of games research

Bjorn: In your book, you state that “it is only in the past 2 years that
there has been a rise in game studies publications that begin to ex-
plore the postcolonial” - now your book has been out for almost 5
years, has anything changed since then?

Souvik: Oh, loads and loads! | saw parts of this in something | briefly
contributed to, with Emil Lundedal Hammar from the University
of Tromsg, which was an open access special issue on postcolonial
perspectives in game studies. We had around 50 submissions for that
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special issue - which was shockingly high, really.

We had to reject so many fantastic papers, because even if it was an
open access issue, we still had our limitations. But having said that,
there have been so many more articles on games and postcolonialism.
If you go on Game Studies or any other journal, and look under tags of
postcolonialism, you'll see so many articles discussing it.

Bjorn: Do you attribute that to something in particular? Is it society
waking up to these issues in general, or something happening in game
studies?

Souvik: | have no idea, really. It's probably a complex combination of
things. I'm just happy it's happening!

Bjérn: What do you feel is a promising thing happening right now for
games, or for players?

Souvik: Well, maybe this is a bit too broad. But, post GamerGate, there
has been a larger discussion of inclusivity, and | think both developers
and players are discussing these things more openly and actively.

New diversity initiatives are done at different studios, and in game con-
ferences, which is a really good development. Another thing that helps
a lot is that what we “count as a game” keeps expanding and changing.

Bjorn: What kind of changes do you see on the developer end of things?

Souvik: There is a noticeable increase in developers working towards
giving a voice to, and actually representing, the subaltern. They are
trying to represent people who cannot represent themselves.

This makes the notion of the subaltern increasingly relevant in video
games. As we've talked about, there certainly are a majority of subal-
tern voices that cannot express themselves in games, but there are
games that try to address it. A game like 80 Days is a good example of
this effort, and those types of games appeal to me a lot.

As | mentioned earlier, many game developers care about history, and |
think we're seeing more and more examples of history being portrayed
with more nuance and care.



CHAPTER 2 . &8I

7. Some concluding notes

That was, more or less, where our conversation (at least the one that
still related to topic) ended. If you're interested to know more about
Souvik's work - it's of course readily available online, and Videogames
and Postcolonialism: Empire Plays Back can be a good starting re-
source not just to Souvik's work, but for understanding postcolonialism
and its application to games in general. As a word of caution - this is
one of those cases where “once you see it, you can't unsee it.” Once
you see the different codes and concepts detailed in the book, your
way of reading games might be irreversibly changed.
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Understanding a Complex Inheritance: Measurement,
Game Culture, Military Technology & Computer
Science Legacies in GUX.

Rebecca Rouse

Abstract

This chapter is based on a set of my lectures from the GUX masters
program Research and Development course, and provides an historical
perspective on the complex interdisciplinary inheritance that Games
at large and GUX in particular have received from a range of fields
including: the history of measuring people; early game culture, which
was focused on hunting; the development of simulation technology
for military applications; and the history of the computer science dis-
cipline. These seemingly disparate threads share similar impulses in
terms of positivist thinking and quantitative measurement, which have
significantly influenced the field of Games today both as an academic
discipline and as an industry.

Keywords: Games history, Measurement, Culture, Technology, Computer

1. Introduction

In his reflections on the 1936 Olympic Games, German cultural theo-
rist Walter Benjamin reflected on the rise of precision measurement
and statistics, and the impacts of these developments on how we play.
Benjamin describes what he observes as a shift in how people are mea-
sured against each other in sport, moving away from competition be-
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tween fellow humans, and instead toward “running against the clock”
with an emphasis on precision measurement “according to seconds
and centimetres.” Benjamin identifies this shift as changing the fun-
damental nature and social relevance of sport, transforming it from a
performative form into a “mechanised test” which he feels limits the
social importance of sport (Benjamin, 1974; 1039-1040)." We see in this
anecdote how deeply the history of the development of technology is
entangled with games and the experience of play. Pushing back against
rhetorics of the new that often dominate discussions of digital games,
this chapter looks to both pre-digital and early computational exam-
ples to help illuminate some of the Games family tree.

While Games as a discipline is relatively young (the oldest undergrad-
uate programs were established in the early 2000's) this short histo-
ry has a long and important prologue, with threads through multiple
disciplines and cultural arenas. While games can be understood as a
complex art-science, this chapter focuses on the scientific, technolog-
ical, and positivist pre-history of computer and videogames. Games
also have an important art history, which is beyond the scope of this
chapter but is well researched by Brian Schrank (2014). Understanding
the pre-history of the Games discipline, industry, and pedagogy can
help illuminate the reasons behind many of the current dilemmas in
the field. These dilemmas include the prevalence of violence, misog-
yny, homophobia, ableism, and racism within commercial games and
many games communities (ADL 2019; Denham, Hirschler & Spokes
2019; DePass 2018; Kocurek 2016; Ruberg 2019) as well as the some-
times narrow way in which the Games discipline is configured around
a single technology as opposed to broader understandings of play in
human culture.?

It is not by serendipity alone that Games both as a discipline and as

1See also Gala, Eduardo Lautaro (2021) for a discussion of the impacts of cinematic
technology on the way sport is played and observed.

2This is evidenced in the curricular configuration of many games programs, which
have a vocational or industry positioning and proportionate emphasis on the learn-
ing of specific software packages and industry workflows as opposed to providing a
broader education that deeply acknowledges the embeddedness of games (digital,
analogue, and physical) in culture. Instead, the narrow category of video games or
computer games are commonly centered as the focus of such programs, in alignment
with the global games industry, as opposed to curricular centering of digital games as

just one component among many in the larger constellation of human play.
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an industry has arrived at its present state. There is a long history of
entanglement in game culture (as in hunting), military technology, the
history of measuring people, and the development of the Computer
Science discipline that must be discussed. Through exploring these
entangled, positivist histories we can see that games as objects and
technologies, as well as game design practices and curricula, all have
a long and complex shared inheritance from a past that continues to
powerfully resonate today. As students and researchers, by critically
reflecting on this complex inheritance, we can make more informed
choices about how we move the field forward via our own participation
in it, and think more creatively about the type of future world games
can construct, and if that is a world we wish to inhabit. This chapter
is organized into two sections, with the first focused on the history of
measurement as is relevant to GUX, and a final section focused on the
interrelated histories of game culture, military technologies, and Com-
puter Science.

2. GUX and Measuring People

What do the wood known as lignum vitae, Napoleon’s watch, and John
Graunt's plague death tables from the 1650s all have in common? They
are all key players in the development of how we measure people to-
day. The history of science is deeply twinned with the history of mea-
suring people. We revisit this past now, to unpack how and why we are
where we are today, in terms of how people are measured, both by
themselves and others, and why there are some difficult and problem-
atic parts to this legacy that still impact work today. Following the Re-
naissance, we have the Early Modern period, which spans the start of
the 15th century through the Age of Enlightenment in the 17th and 18th
centuries, which lasts until the beginning of the Industrial Revolution
in the late 18th century. This shift from the Renaissance to the Early
Modern brings us the birth of science in the West as we know it today,
and represents an important shift in how we understand knowledge
and the world. The curiosity cabinet and the museum are good em-
bodiments of this shift and help illustrate the different ways in which
knowledge is configured (see Figure 1). Moving from the curiosity cab-
inet, as depicted on the left in a 1690 painting by Domenico Remps, to
the image of the British Museum Egyptian gallery from 1847, we can see
many differences. Two major shifts include the move from collection in
the cabinet to classification in the museum, and the shift from private
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access in the collection to public access in the museum.

Figure 1. The Curiosity Cabinet (Left; 1690 painting by Domenico Remps) and the
Museum (Right; 1847 engraving of The British Museum: the Egyptian Room with vis-

itors). Image Credits: public domain.

It is during the Early Modern period that the modern scientific method
is developed, and more widespread (although still unequal) access
to education is shared thanks to Enlightenment ideals. Importantly,
the colonial politics of this time influenced the tools, techniques,
and paradigms created, which we still find in the legacy of Games
but also culture at large, of which Games is a part. It is to this time
period from the 1600s through the 1700s, a period of roughly 200
years, that we owe positivist ideas that continue to dominate today
such as: numbers as signifiers of knowledge; distance is a signifier of
objectivity; and the notion that technologies of objectivity provide
access to truth. These ideas are reliant on an underlying assumption
that all of human experience and culture can be mathematised, and
that science has no need or ability to reflect on itself and its methods,
since it is the embodiment of truth. This ontology paved the way for
the development of many systems and structures still with us today,
such as corporate health insurance. The corpus or body of importance
in this case is not the individual human body but rather the corporate
entity. This perspective is tied to the values of the scientific revolution
and the change in medical training that resulted, emphasising
professionalisation and a distanced, depersonalised stance for the
practitioner regarding the patient. Max Horkheimer and Theodor W.
Adorno discuss this perspective as follows:

Science stands in the same relationship to nature and
human beings in general as insurance theory stands to
life and death in particular. Who dies is unimportant,
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what matters is the ratio of incidences of death to the
liabilities of the company. It is the law of large numbers,
not the particular case, which recurs in the formula. Nor
is the concordance of general and particular concealed
any longer within an intellect which always perceives the
particular as a case of the general and the general only as
the aspect of the particular by which it can be grasped and
manipulated. Science has no awareness of itself; it is merely
a tool. Enlightenment, however, is the philosophy which
equates truth with the scientific system. (...) The notion of
self-understanding of science conflicts with the concept of
science itself. (Horkheimer & Adorno 2002, 66)

It is interesting to see that these ideas, while commonplace in Western
culture today, are not innate or natural, and that in the much larger
history of humanity, are relatively recent notions.

In the development of the natural sciences, anthropology and then
ethnology were also developed during the late 1700s and into the
1800s%. These are sciences of watching other people, measuring and
classifying them, in many cases to render those who are observed use-
ful to the state, which at that time is often a colonial power. By the
1800's people were under observation at times not only by research-
ers, but also by the public, as part of the Enlightenment ideals of public
education. For example, we can look to anthropological displays from
World’s Fairs and Expositions which commonly included racist displays
of colonised peoples, using invented racialised hierarchies to justify
colonisation and maintain the myth of white supremacy. As part of the
Enlightenment’s widened access to education, public participation in
these displays can be seen as an origin point of armchair anthropology
and citizen science.”

While this widening of access to education did indeed help bring op-
portunity for learning to new groups of people, such as white women
in the middle class, many were still left out, such as people of colour
and people in poverty. In addition, education often functioned to pass

3 For an extended examination of the history of anthropology, see Thomas Holland
Eriksen and Finn Sivert Nielsen. (2013).

4 For more on the history of the display of peoples at fairs and expos, see Fanny
Robles (2014)
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on embedded colonial values and emerging capitalist ideals like mer-
itocracy, working to justify the absence of those not present in the
classroom. Through the development of the natural sciences during
this Early Modern period, we see the observation and measurement
of people become augmented and aided by tools, techniques, tech-
nologies, and machines of the scientific revolution. A range of exam-
ples are pictured in Figure 2, including the early microscope, battery,
stethoscope, caliper, spring scale and cyanotype (see Fig. 2). Many of
these examples have embedded values based in ableist ideas about
“average” bodies and “normal