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ABSTRACT

This essay will attempt to show that Anglo-American
culture research can make a significant contriloutio a
better understanding of digital games, their prdidac
contexts and acquisition processes. A close exdimimaf
a game’s production context will shed light on stmes,
processes and ideologies which influence the devedmt
of a game on a conscious or unconscious level.ahlagysis
of the game itself can reveal models of society@néed in
the game, intrinsic identification potentials anceative
acquisition potentials. But the way the game isnavally
adopted by the player can only be made clear bipsec
examination of its acquisition and the various fermf
reception and enjoyment it induces.
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CULTURAL STUDIES AND DIGITAL GAMES

This essay will attempt to show that Anglo-American
culture research can make a significant contrilouto a
better understanding of digital games, their prdidac
contexts and acquisition processeShe essay is based
upon the theories and methods in the tradition haf t

promising. First of all a Cultural Studies projestdealt
with in a multi-disciplinary approach, i.e. theaieand
methods from other faculties can simply be intesgaif
they contribute to the epistemological interestcdelly,
the multi-perspective approach provides the opmitstLto
analyze games on various levels. Thirdly, the dedagoal
of Cultural Studies is to enable the recipient &aldwith
media products in a discerning and competent way. |
particular the multi-perspective approach will ldadoetter
results than an isolated approach. A close exainmaf a
game’s production context will shed light on strues,
processes and ideologies which influence the devedmt
of a game on a conscious or unconscious level.ahlagysis
of the game itself can reveal models of societgg@néed in
the game, intrinsic identification potentials anceative
acquisition potentials. But the way the game isnavally
adopted by the player can only be made clear blosec
examination of its acquisition and the various fermf
reception and enjoyment it induces.

CONTEXTS OF PRODUCTION

One aspect that is often neglected is that wheanaegis
developed and released, conditions which are ety
related to the development process may play afgignt

Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies role — as for example, processes of concentratiomni
(CCCS) which has concentrated on the social role ofincreasingly globalized game industry, commercalan

popular media products for a long time. What are th
advantages of the proposed approach compared tutibe
paradigms of the social sciences and the humandgesor
example linguistics, film studies or educationalesce?
Three features of Cultural Studies seem to be @&pec

! The compound noun “digital games* is used forsalits

of electronic games, irrespective of the platformvehich
they are played. This does not imply that it ist no
significant, whether a game is installed on a P€omsole,
an arcade cabinet, a mobile phone or another tatmin
equipment, because usually this will have consecggn
the target group. The rules of the game and tha fafrthe
representation will be adjusted to the platform ahd
reception situation will vary considerably.

tendencies, as for example the placement of adeengnts

in games, and the development studios’ increasing
dependency on the companies responsible for tleages.
These basic parameters are decisive factors whatpame
will be produced in the end, whether companies tooni
player activities, the way games are advertised], an
crucially, which social practices and ideologiefiuence a
game. One important example for the analysis ofigetion
contexts is the discussion about the game séwesrica’s
Army. It shows that the question, why a game was pratiuce
at a specific time and by a specific organization o
institution, can be crucialAmerica’s Army: Operations
(developed by MOVES Institute of the US Navy) was
released in 2002, one year after the 9/11 attdmkshe US
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Army. The game is provided free of charge on theriret
and as a CD-ROM version in US recruitment offices.

The game’s story line is similar to strategicalr§tiPerson
Shooters* like Counter Strike (developed by Valve
Software 1999).The game’s objective is first of all to
complete a military training offline and then to-emact
various military deployments online in the multepér
modus. According to official statements, the garedes
was developed to convey a realistic impressionhef WS
army? But it seems much more probable that within the
framework of the campaign “An Army of One" suppftot
military deployments should be created and in paledr
new soldiers should be recruited. This campaigrichvhas
become the most successful recruitment campaigtién
entire U.S. history, according to Power (2006), wasde
possible by the recording and analysis of all playe
activities. All players registering at an officieécruitment
office were recommended a customized military acaree
based upon their hits, losses, breaches of rulameg
duration and game frequency. Even if this form of
propaganda seems to be new, one must not forgethtra
has been a close connection between the militadythe
(electronic) entertainment industry for a long ting&p it
only seems consistent that the US army works cjosel
together with film companies, that it finances thstitute
for Creative Technologies at the University of Sout
California and that it more and more utilizes emegirof
popular games to train its soldiérs.

GAME TEXT:
RULES

These contextual conditions, social practices dedlbgies
can often be identified in the game itself. Them \@arious
approaches to analyze the actual game text, but
prevalent method in Cultural Studies is ideologyiagsm
(cf. Kellner 1995). The term “ideology” refers hdmea set
of convictions, ideas or philosophies claiming ® \mlid
and true and at the same time serving the inteiEsts
social group. Ideology can both influence the leoél
representation of the game’s characters and societlels
and the “ludic* structure, i.e. the rules and objexs of a
game (on distinguishing representation and ludigcstre:
cf. Buckingham 2006, 9, 183). The ideologicallytical

IDEOLOGY, REPRESENTATION AND

% In a first-person or ego shooter, the player seesictions
found in the game through the eyes of his/her cbera

% As was to be expected, the “unsavoury* and “bdring
aspects of a real war are omitted.

* A game engine is the core of a computer or videmey
responsible for the real time rendering of the breg
America’s Armyuses theUnreal 2 Engine(developed by
Epic Games 2002)Marine Doomis based upomoom I
(developed by id Software 1993) and alBom Clancy’s
Rainbow Six: Rogue Speiarused in a modified version for
training purposes.
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discourse centered on the ga@Gmand Theft Auto: Vice City
(developed by Rockstar North 2002) for a while. Toeus
of the criticism was the game’s latent racism, lbieea
people from South and Central America are primarily
represented as thieves, drug dealers, prostitutgsnps.
The presentation of the characters may possiblyabist,
but the analysis of the ludic structure does ngtak any
racist game objectives. The players are to a laxtent free
to decide whether they accept missions like bamkedes
or contract murders or choose their own game dbpchs
for example just exploring the city. Such a disarsgy
between representation and rules is not found imeme
propaganda games, dsthnic Cleansing(developed by
Resistance Records 2002) $pecial Force(developed by
Hezbollah 2003). Most of these games bluntly trgaavey
ideological convictions, e.g. the playerHthnic Cleansing
has the task to “cleanse” the ghetto from BlackatjHos,
and Jew3and in the first person shoot8pecial Forcethe
player is a member of the “Islamic Resistance” prewng
an Israeli invasion of LebanBnEven a game which has
won several awards and is classified as “pedaglhgica
valuable® likeThe Simgdeveloped by Maxis 2000) can be
the focus of an ideologically-critical discussiorhe main
point of criticism was the glorification of consutigm and
capitalism, because the easiest way to make origis S
happy is to purchase products of any kind. But Witight,
the developer of the game, considdilse Simsto be a
parody of the “American Way of Life* — purchased
appliances break down, purchases have to be loafed
and maintained. In the long run the player willdfithat
consumption costs time and labour, but does natssegily
lead to happiness (cf. Pearce 2002, Laurel 2004)s T
example clarifies that a conclusion from an analysithe
ame text to the player’'s reception or the intégnatnto
their daily lives is not always possible. The gamd might
be the basis of the acquisition process, but differ
interpretations and diverse forms of joy remainsgas.

PRACTICES OF APPROPRIATION: JOY, CREATIVE
ADAPTATION AND COMMUNITISATION

"There is also no doubt that play must be
defined as a free and voluntary activity, a
source of joy and amusement.” (Callois 2006
[1958], 125)

® The player can choose between two characters, a

skinhead and a member of the Ku Klux Klan. Theasiat
racism also is obvious in the way the game is atbest,

claiming that you can hear “realistic negro souretrded
on the spot with REAL niggers" (the sounds areeality

ape and monkey cries).

® According to Hezbollah the reason for developiheg t
game was the statement of an Arab child while plgyan
American video game — he wished he could be a kusli
freedom fighter playing against Jews.



The different forms of joy players experience dgrithe
acquisition of digital games are a fascinating ¢ofor
Cultural Studies. This joy is not necessarily teged by the
game text, nor does it have to coincide with thg jo
intended by the developer. It fluctuates, dependinghe
genre and in particular on individual, psychologieators.
The type and intensity of joy might also vary dgrithe

game, and obviously a strategy game will provide a

different kind of joy potential to a car racing ganin the
end the player's expectations, his/her mood, coemnuet,
experience and taste will be decisive factors lfer game
experience (cf. amongst others Carr 2006, 52, Th®
evolvement of joy is often initiated by various gtiees, as
the creative adaptation of digital games or the benship
in virtual communities, which exceed the actual gam
process.

The creative adaptation of digital games, regasdle
whether it is carried out individually or collectlly, can
take various forms. Some players modify their galnethe
integration of characters, settings or music frams and
TV series likeStar Warsor The SimpsonsOthers design
clothes, accessories, weapons, new levels,
characteré They write poetry and song lyrics, develop
stories (fan fiction), draw scenes, comic stripsl game
characters (fan art) or elaborate aids which aliayers to
reach the game’s objective (cheats, FAQs or wabkigins),
they make animated films with the help of game eegi
(machinima) or transform themselves into their faite
character in real life (cos play); (cf. amongstestNewman
2004:148). The adaptation process goes throughousri
levels. The first step is that the players lose dksthetic
distance to the game, question the developer'stitand
start to transcend the boundaries of the game (&fxt
Newman 2004: 148). The second step is the exterssidn
adaptation of the game - the player becomes aroa(th
Bruns 2006, 100, 88). The aim of this semiotic
transformation is the filling of gaps in the text.
Circumstances, which are only hinted at in the gare
developed further and completed, implicit relatioase
made explicit, game characters are placed in new&tgns
or sexual preferences are modified. This kind
“intertextual game* (Fiske 1989, 1991) is more naeual by
the player's motivations and interpretations than the

=
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" Especially ego shooters and “Massively Multi Playe
Online Role Playing Games" (MMORPG) are modified in
the style of popular movies or series likBensor The X-
Files. The most popular of all modifications developed by
players is probablyCounter Strike(developed by Valve
Software 1999) based upon the gaHaf-Life (developed

maps an

game actually played. A special case of modificat®the
practice of playing a game “against the rules Eferett
2005. 318)] This means, the players do not follow the
game’s objective but look for goals, which mirrdreir
personal wishes and motivations. These objectiaege
from speed running — completing a game level askiyias
possible; and bug hunting — trying to find mistakeshe
software; to re-programming - attempting to inteef with
the game’s intended course of action and the ieg@nd
objective. These “refractory interpretations andctices”
(Fiske 1989, 1991) show that components which play
inferior role or are irrelevant in the game itseifiay
become the decisive generator of the joy of playifigus
the game is a resource for expressive and sodiaitEs
(cf. Burn 2006, 88), a chance to act out wishes\asidns
and to articulate the interests of one’s online afftine
community (cf. Pearce 2002, 11-12).

The more time players spend with the disseminatibn
game specific information or the creative adaptatif
games, the more probable is it that they are mesnbkr
virtual computer game communities engaging theneseiv
individual games, genres or specific aspects of egam
These (often temporary) communities range from doos
%Iiances to sophisticated and well organised faluces
featuring a fixed set of rules and norms, a common
language and history, shared patterns of behasioditheir
own institutions. (cf. amongst others De Mul 20@54).
Normally a player will only be accepted in these
communities, if he/she can document his/her matinaby

the existence of competence and/or knowledge (cf.
Newman 2004: 157, Winter 1995, Wiemker 1998). This
competence which is usually focused upon the specif
social world, serves on the one hand to affirm mensiip

to the scene, on the other hand to define onestifnathe
“game culture” and to set oneself apart from other
members. Depending on the degree of involvemenbwsir
player types are distinguished. The level of thewhie“ is
first and foremost characterized by curiosity; he/fardly
knows the specialized culture and does not spelod of
time in this culture. If his/her interest increasesl he/she
engages more intensely in this hobby, he/she wibime a
“tourist”. The status of a “freak” can only be aehed if
competence and knowledge are large enough andiglas
stabilization sets in (cf. Winter 1995). Needless say,
these fan activities consume a considerable anafuithe;
nevertheless membership of these communities iy ver
satisfying for many players, since they can gaiciao
prestige, self-affirmation and a wide range of abci

° So-called cheats are not used for “playing agathst
rules* by most players, but considered a kind biof$ cut".

by Valve Software 1998). 10 . .

Thus production and reception processes are not
8 Characters are often modified to achieve betternecessarily diametrically opposed (cf. on this also
identification potentials — a practise popular amon Buckingham 2006, 13, Fiske 1989, 1991, Jenkins 1992
homosexual player communities. Winter 1995, Wiemker 1998, Newman 2004: 145).



contacts there. Besides, most of the virtual caltiprovide
different kinds of assets. For example, players loamefit

socially accepted norms, expectations, roles, they w
individuals conceive the world and themselves apw h

from the collective or specialized knowledge of the they present themselves are determined. In accoedaith

community (knowledge assets), fall back upon adarg
sophisticated network (network assets) and befrefit the
solidarity within the community (social assets)diming so,
virtual communities sometimes become so significant
players that they seek and (apparently also) finaram
support in them. This goes to show that even thahgke
communities exist merely virtually, “real” socialrfctions
are assumed. These new forms of
“communitisation* (Weber 1922) refute the widesptea
claim that the mediatization of contemporary lifievitably
leads to atomization and dissolution of social

these considerations, gender constructs are contyramd
time specific, and therefore generally changeaflee
representation of game characters are identificatio
proposals, which might be used by the players teldp
their gender role identity. (cf. Schindler 1996) this sense,
games function as socialisation agents operating
rhetorically, which means that, depending on objest (or

(media) specific power structures) they confirm, accentuageerse,

reject or present gender roles in an ironic ligitdoing so,
they play a double role: during the process of aizztion
they can contribute to the formation of gender fifgn

relationships.'* Instead, these communities are the similar to other media. This does not mean thatpthger's

prototype of a new form of collectivity, a colledty
organizing itself, supporting socialization, andoyding
the opportunity of looking deeply into the constioi of
one’s own identity?

REPRESENTATION AND ACQUISITION OF GENDER
CONSTRUCTIONS

Processes of individual development are oftenatat by
the representation of identity markers in digitafrges. The
parameters of these identity markers are the reptation
of class, race, ethnic group, age, sexual oriemtati
biological sex and social gender. The grapplindhwaihe’s
identity can be carried out in various ways: fio$tall, by
the choice and modification of game charactersoradly,
by the actual game process, thirdly by the simelbais or
later reflection on the game, and fourthly,
communication with other players. Needless to say,
every game or every genre will induce identity
constructions to the same extent. Genres like Bocie
simulations and role-playing games (RPGs) provige a
extraordinarily large potential in the manifold ate,
modification- and development potentialities. Aseon
example, the representation and the handling dbgical
sex and social gender representation in games heill
discussed.

by

Biological sex and social gender cannot be equatest) if
social gender corresponds to biological sex, it leasfes
the social construct and the cultural conveyancgevfder
roles. (cf. amongst others Bryce & Rutter 2005,)30he
social function of gender attributions is the regjigon of the

behaviour of the both sexes between each others Thu

Haccording to Max Weber, the term “communitisations
refers to a social relationship which is based ujitsn
members’ subjective ( affectionate or traditiondeling
of belonging together.

2 The vast popularity of (fantasy) online role gantiks

personality is inevitably changed, but it is poksithat
social conceptions, values and norms the playeahlaady
internalized are confirmed and reinforced. On thbeo
hand they might have an emancipatory effect
encouraging the adoption of others perspectives Gefe
2006, 259) and sensitize the player to the consbruof
gender roles, gender specific problems and social
marginalizations.

by

As a basic principle, when carrying out an analysfs
gender identity markers, the following questionsistl be
asked®® First of all, are there male and female game
characters available at all? On the one hand,vesiyggame
requires human game characters, for example a rplaye
might steer a vehicle or an abstract object, on dtier
hand, it could be the case that due to the game’'s
perspective, the character’'s clothes or disguiseslaar
statement concerning the character's sex can bee.mad
Secondly, is the ratio between female and male game
characters balanced, i.e. are they representedditgato
their appropriate ratio in society? Thirdly, are ttharacters
playable or so-called non-player characters (NPCHj&n
female characters are present in the game, butinrtyrm

of the (non-playable) princess, who either hasetsdwed or

is waiting for the player as a ,reward“. Fourthtjo male
and female characters have the same action optiothsio
they have the same chances of winning, or doeshbize

of the sex change the game’s objective? Fifthlywhich
way are the characters designed aesthetically, are
stereotypical or sexist representations dominang. (e
sexually provocative clothes, emphasis on physical

13 Even if the gender concept is often only assodiatith
the representation of female game characters, jitsis as
valid for the representation and acquisition of codisity.
For example Bryce and Rutter (2005, 308) emphatbise
fact, when they claim "It is also possible to calesi the
resistance of dominant conceptionalizations of milasity

Everquesideveloped by Sony Online Entertainment 1999) by male gamers. It is also possible that male gamay

or World of Warcraft(developed by Blizzard Entertainment
2004) also seems to suggest an increased intargstual
communities.

construct an alternative masculine role that chgks the
traditional masculine emphasis on physical strergtid
competition.”



attributes)? In order to answer this questions ihécessary
to examine avatars outside the actual game situatiow
are the characters represented in cut scénasd full
motion videos (FMVSs), in the manual and in reviews,
the game’s package and on advertisement postex##ySi
are new discourses on femininity and masculinigspnt in
the game or are traditional gender stereotypes tainagd?
Seventhly, which characters lend themselves toviddal
reflection and the empowerment of players, by dngbl
processes like virtual cross-dressing, gender miging or
gender swapping?

the opposite sex (cf. Carr 2006, 16%)The choice might
not be motivated by the intention to reflect onewn
gender identity; advantages in the game or simply t
enjoyment of the (sexualized) aesthetic of the game
character might be more decisive factors.

Even though most games tend to reproduce and affirm
traditional gender roles and stereotypes (cf. B&dRutter
2005, 301, 302), in future more female and generatbre
differentiated and more variable role options with
corresponding interaction possibilities can be etqu in
digital games. Thus players ideally can discern dbeial

Not many universal tendencies can be determinednwhe construct of gender and identity concepts and dryleal

trying to draw conclusions on the representatiomgerider
categories in digital games. On the one hand, tice alear,
guantitative predominance of male game charackeeps
diminishing, most notably in the playable charater the
central NPCs (cf. Schindler 1996). On the otherdhavhen
representing gender categories, especially in #ee of
female avatars, usually sexualized stereotypeseaaied.
The image stereotypes resemble those that canubpel fa
other media, however a stronger polarisation and
exaggeration of sexual characteristics is prevalent

"Nearly all virtual protagonists display huge brsas
extreme wasp waists, and ultra-long legs" (Richard
Zaremba 2005, 294). In particular the depictionLafa
Croft has been criticized as sexist due to herdhegarcely
clad and her “anatomically impossible* waist-breasio
According to this view, the female star of fhemb Raider
series (developed by Core Design, as of 1996) ishgect

of voyeuristic satisfaction and a means of trigggtihe joy

of power and control over the main game charaatér (
amongst others Berger 2002, Bryce & Rutter 2005).30
The circulation of the “nude patch“ which makes d.ar
Croft's clothing disappear, seems to substantidie t
suspicion of sexism. But there also exists an ofiposl
interpretation, which considers the applicationao$trong,
female heroine in the game
emancipatory. In using a female game characteoséiye
role model is provided and female, but also madgels are
given the opportunity to assume a female game petisp.

While Tomb Raideronly allows the steering of a female
game character, other games provide the opportunity
create an individual avatar, regardless of sex. |Big is
known about how and for what reason players expartm
with gender constructions by choosing a game cherad

14 Because it is the cut scenes which are espedcilling
on how the personality of a game’s character wesnied
by the developer (cf. Richard; Zaremba 2005, 296).

5 According to Toby Gard, the developer of Lara Grbér
unnaturally big bust size was originally a mistakéhen he
wanted to undo his error, his colleagues encouragedo
leave the program parameter for the bust size @15

with it in a more conscious way in their “real* éig (cf.
amongst others Richard; Zaremba 2005: 292, 293).

MEDIA LITERACY AND DIGITAL GAMES

The application of the theories and the method8wdfural
Studies shows, that it is necessary to examingadligahmes

in their contexts. A survey of production contertyeals
general conditions, social practices and ideologies

annfluencing the development of a game. The analgdis

game texts, of representations and rule structures
illuminates how society models propagandized by the
_developer, preferred lifestyles, role models, imiplmoral
concepts, values and norms manifest themselvesen t
game. The examination of the acquisition of diggames
clarifies the variability of interpretations andopuctive
pra%ices and the various forms of creating sigaifce and
Joy.

Since digital games play such an important rolthanlives
of many adolescents and adults, one cannot helmgsk
oneself, whether players can learn something “pesiby
playing and whether playing supports the acquisitad
media literacy. According to Gee (2006) learninglisays
a part of the game, as occupation with digital game
initiates critical learning processes, which alltve player

revolutionary and to experience the world in a new way, to get tovkmew

communities with various social practices and tquae
resources for future learning and problem solviief). Gee
2006, 228, 238). "When people learn to play videmgs,
they are learning a neliteracy.* (Gee 2006, 229). Thus
players acquire a new form of media competence lwhic
enables them to discern media critically, to usarthin a
selective way and to produce media products themsel
They acquire the ability to grasp media social psses in
an analytical way according to ethical and socially

16 Additionally we don not know, which significanee
player ascribes to his/her game character, whethisr
significance is static or variable, affirmative pagsitional or
negotiated (cf. Everett 2005, 312).

" Here | would like to remind that without an anagysf
the actual acquisition of the game by the playehe
examination of the game text can only be a refbactn
potentials.



responsible aspects and to use them in a reflexase for Signifying Practices. London, Thousand Oaks, NevhDe
their own actions. In order to do so, they use rthei Sage, pp. 13-74.

knowledge of the correlations in the media systexh they 12. Huizinga, J. (2006) [1938]: Nature and Siguifice of
learn to use technical equipment for receptive a”dPIay as a Cultural Phenomenon. In: K. Salen. E.
interactive purposes, as well as for producing vatioe Zimmerman (eds.): The Game Design Reader. A Rules o

and creative media concepts (cf. Mikos 2004). ltthe Play Anthology. Cambridge: MIT Press, pp. 96-119.
autonomous creation of media products, such as the

modification and adaptation of games, which isratfitep 13- Jenkins, H. (1992): Textual Poachers. Telemistans

to the acquisition of media competence. But singeently ~ and Participatory Culture. London, New York: Rodge.

the autonomous creation of complex games stillirequ  14. Jenkins, H. (2004): Game Design as Narrative
much expertise, in future hopefully more tools @mgjines  Architecture. In: N. Wardrip-Fruin, P. Harrigan §ed First

will be developed which allow players to developitrown Person. New Media as Story, Performance, and Game.
versions of community, society and identity, tosdisiinate ~ Cambridge, London: The MIT Press, pp. 118-130.

them and, of course, to play them. 15. Kellner, D. (1995): Media Culture. Cultural Sites,
Identity and Politics between the Modern and the
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