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Foreword

Open an important document on your computer. Select the entire text and then use
the “cut” command to remove it all. Where is it?

*

Place as many important files as you can find into your computer’s trashcan,
recycle bin, or equivalent. Select the option to empty it. When the confirmation
dialog appears, hover your mouse above the confirmation button and imagine
clicking it. Feel the fear.

*

Hold your phone out the window or over the edge of a building or over a body of
water. Don’t let go.

*

What is the emoji for gamification? What is the emoji for the quantified self?

*

Use the stopwatch function on your phone to regulate your breathing. Breathe in
for one second and out for one second. Don’t stop.

*

Open your web browser in “private” mode. Don’t navigate anywhere. Allow
yourself to think private thoughts.

*

With your phone off, sit on a chair in a public space, and move your finger over
the screen. Make sure you project emotions on your face. Smile wryly from time to
time; mutter an expletive; roll your eyes. Make a decisive swipe, nod, stand up, and
walk away.



vi Foreword

Arrange the icons on your computer’s desktop into a drawing of a smiling face.
Smile at the smiling face. Feel that your computer likes you now.

*
Open the history of your desktop web browser. Scroll through the accumulated
days and pages. Who are you?

*

Using a word processor, type random characters as fast as you can. Continue
until you feel productive.

*
Ask Google a question. Keep asking different questions until you find one that
yields no answers at all. Now answer the question.
*
Spend some quality time with your phone. Open your photo-taking app and turn
on the front-facing camera. Sit on your sofa and sit your phone next to you. Watch

television together. Make sure your phone doesn’t fall asleep. Laugh together. Or, if
you can, cry together.

*

It looks like you’re writing a letter, but you’re actually writing a poem.

Montréal, Canada Pippin Barr
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Introduction

Our own period, which is transforming nature in so many and different ways, takes
pleasure in understanding things so that we can interfere.

(Brecht 1964: 193, §46)

The diverse emerging practices of digital media appear to be essentially playful:
users are involved and active; produce form and content; spread, exchange, and
consume it; take risks; are conscious of their own goals and the possibilities of
achieving them; are skilled; and know how to acquire more skills. They share a
perspective of can-do, a curiosity regarding what happens next. Rokeby’s (1998:
27) expectation that “the experience of culture can be something you do rather than
something you are given” rings true.

This book starts with the proposition that digital media invite play and indeed
need to be played by their everyday users. Early on, play turns out to be the
paradigmatic form of using a computer. “This demonstration routine [of shooting
pool] illustrates very dramatically the future role of the high-speed digital computer
as the heart of a control system, or as a simulation device for complicated systems”
(Bauer and Carr 1954': 180).

Play is a grassroots movement. In play people do what they really want; they
please nobody but themselves. It is pure and direct, unmediated, and true. Players
follow their individual and collective aims, interests, and goals. Play with digital
media questions, challenges, and redefines power relationships. “Spacewar was
‘part of no one’s grand scheme’ and 'served no grand theory.” It was, Brand
observed, ‘heresy, uninvited and unwelcome,” yet also a ‘flawless crystal ball of
things to come’ in computer use: ‘interactive in real time,” graphic, encouraging
user programming, ‘a communication device,” promising ‘richness and rigor
of spontaneous creation and human interaction,” and ‘delightful.” Spacewar
announced ‘computer power to the people’ (Brand 1972).”

Tam grateful to Hans Dieter Hellige (artec, University of Bremen, FRG) for bringing the article to
my attention.

xi
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Play implies control and ownership. Play is not given but taken. Often, a struggle
between top-down and bottom-up control plays out. But the development we
observe is not a unified movement, led by a single person or ideology. It happens
not in an orderly manner, according to a grand plan or common purpose, but driven
by opportunity and accident, reflecting multiple trends with often conflicting goals
and approaches. New digital communities are forming, not replacing traditional
social bonds as was assumed in the 1990s, but mixing with them. There is no easily
identifiable separate class or subculture: groups are formed dynamically and dis-
banded again. People use the digital medium in many creative, provocative, and
unintended ways; for instance, “communications and information technologies
created for the military-security state were subverted into playful expressions of
digital delight” (ibid.: 10, see Edwards 2013), and the eight-bit home computer era
saw a surge in unlawful software pirating by teenagers (see Seef3len and Rost 1984:
215). Play can be observed in social, economic, political, artistic, educational, and
criminal contexts and endeavors. It is employed as a (counter)strategy, for tacit or
open resistance, as a method and productive practice, and something people do for
fun. Play is probably one of the most visible and powerful ways to appropriate the
digital world.

In a nutshell, this book aims to define a particular contemporary attitude, a
playful approach to media. It identifies some common ground and key principles in
this novel terrain. Instead of looking at play and how it branches into different
disciplines such as business and education, the phenomenon of play in digital media
is approached unconstrained by disciplinary boundaries. The contributions in this
book provide a glimpse of a playful technological revolution that is a joyful cel-
ebration of possibilities that the new media afford. This book is not a practical guide
on how to hack a system or to pirate music, but provides critical insights into the
unintended, artistic, fun, subversive, and sometimes dodgy applications of digital
media.

Discussing playful interaction with digital media touches and moves between
many ambivalent, conflicting, and even paradoxical positions. The following are
some of these.

A convergence of play and (postmodern) life is observed as well as a widening
hiatus. Play is an aesthetic experience in Kant’s sense, that is, something seen from
a disinterested standpoint, as itself, not for something. Play is complete, intrinsically
motivated, free, purposeless, strong, and ignorant. It needs to take primary
importance, at least temporarily. Play-external influences such as educational or
political agendas endanger play and can reduce it to a mere pose or performance;
the only genuine, pure, and full play is play that is played for its own sake. Play
maintains and requires a strict (conceptual) border argues Huizinga. Players follow
the internal logic of play, which often appears intransparent when observed from
the outside. They do things that other people do not do or (and therefore do not)
understand. Players choose to ignore or defy common sense, rationality, customs,
rules, taste, policies, and regulations. “The playing human is half anarchist” (ibid.:
38, my transl.).
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At the same time, as a practice and an event that is located and embedded in time
and space and social situations, play is full of exchange, mirroring (and mocking)
everyday life. Players regularly, actively, and authoritatively take control of (their)
play and often are activated—creatively, productively, and critically—beyond play.
Play effortlessly spills over into everyday life, in a very tangible sense and often in
disruptive ways. Players act with much energy and abundant dedication and con-
viction. Play not only absorbs many resources but also creates new energies (Groos
1896: 15, 1899: 471 in Retter 2003: 11; SeeBlen and Rost 1984: 38). Play’s fictions
are quite indistinguishable from reality (Seeflen and Rost 1984: 175), and who
knows where play ends?

Users of digital media appear to believe themselves to be in control of the
medium, and the computer is widely seen as the medium that finally hands control
over the selection, production, and distribution of medial content back to its users.
Alas, Wilson (1993) points out that “the inclusion of choice structures does not
automatically indicate a new respect for the user’s autonomy, intelligence, or call
out significant psychic participation. ... The missing choices might be more
important than the ‘choices’ offered.” Far from being ‘“‘automatically empowering
and democratizing” (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2009: 189), interactivity can be
seen as “a cynical manipulation of the user, who is seduced by a semblance of
choice” (Wilson 1993; see Huhtamo 2005 and Dunne and Raby 2001: 45), by
giving him or her the illusion of control; instead of “overcom[ing] spectacle, ... it
can be subordinated to, and even intensify, spectacular power” (Dyer-Witheford
and de Peuter 2009: 189). Instead of being a path to (self-) liberation (e.g., Freire
2005 and Boal 2008), play becomes a placebo, decoy, or smokescreen.

On the other hand, play needs to be genuine if it is to be sustained. It rejects the
idea of creating “microtopias” and includes “sensations of unease and discomfort
rather than belonging” and “sustains a tension among viewers, participants, and
context” as Bishop (2004: 70) observes is characteristic of art works by Thomas
Hirschhorn and Santiago Sierra. A “simulation of lawlessness” (Kozlovsky 2007:
175) as facilitated by adventure playgrounds might not be enough. Players develop
certain expectations, and they know and have experienced that they can change the
course of events, conditions, and outcomes.

The computer strengthens and consolidates existing power relationships
(SeeBlen and Rost 1984: 17, see Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2009: 5f.), but it
also questions and challenges them (SeeBlen and Rost 1984: 14 and 211). In digital
media, submission and subversion are closely related; “decentralisation has an
unlikely twin ... centralized control” (Barney 2004: 65; see Dyer-Witheford and de
Peuter 2009: 188-90). Interactive networked media are not only seen “as conducive
to individual empowerment and an erosion of the power of centralized communi-
cation institutions and information distributors” and as a factor that puts “individ-
uals — citizens, consumers, working people — ... increasingly in charge”; but also as
using “increasingly sophisticated techniques of surveillance and control” that
transport “the privatization and fragmentation of things like community, the public
sphere, and various other sources of social solidarity” (Barney 2004: 67).
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These are the same media that are used to protest as well as are used to discipline
(see Hobsbawm 1989: 33). Play is seen as an effective way to direct and defuse
people. Similar to an art installation that might be intended and described by the
artist as being open-ended and inviting viewer emancipation (Bishop 2004: 68 on
Rirkit Tiravanij’s work), such a play situation might by its structure foreclose or
prescribe participants’ interaction with it, and ‘“circumscribe ... the outcome in
advance” (Bishop 2004: 69); play becomes “thought control” (Pink Floyd 1979).
The “success or failure” of the Super Mario game “depends on ... the willingness
of a player to identify, perhaps for hours, perhaps over the span of an entire lifetime,
with a diminutive, running, jumping, red-capped plumber” (Dyer-Witheford and de
Peuter 2009: 5).

Cultural artifacts including “new media representations” are made for specific
uses and applications, from particular angles, and “are ... always biased” (Mano-
vich 2000: 40). Decisions have been made, and one thing has been done, and not
another, and the design of playful experiences is no exception. “... game design is
never an ideologically neutral process: games, as every other cultural product,
reflect the designers’ beliefs and value systems. And this is particularly visible in
games that claim to ‘simulate’ actual non-deterministic situations” (Molleindustria
2015). From a postmodern perspective, there are no absolute positions, and there is
no neutral.

But cultural artifacts are also blank with regard to meaning and routinely
appropriated by their users in everyday uses. A designer’s intention may only
marginally influence the reception and effect of a work. “Meaning is produced
within the systemic structure created by the artists only through the activity of the
users involved” (Grau 2003: 306f.; see Winter 1995: 108 and Bishop 2004: 78), and
potentially also without the structures provided. It is up to the people to make sense
of things by implicit and explicit contextualization: “What readers do with a text
depends on what is relevant for them in their social situation” (Winter 1995: 108,
my transl.). For instance, a game such as The Sims can either be taken at face value
and criticized for propagating a limited life vision and normative ideals, and
rewarding mainstream behavior, such as “rampant consumerism” (Gonzalo Frasca
qtd. in Soderman 2010), or to

“deliver ...its own political critique ... as part of the gameplay. ... The boredom, the
sterility, the uselessness, and the futility of contemporary life appear precisely through
those things that represent them best: a middle-class suburban house, an Ikea catalog of
personal possessions, crappy food and even less appetizing music, the same dozen mindless
tasks over and over—how can one craft a better critique of contemporary life? (Galloway
2006: 103f.)”

Readers dominate texts® (Winter 1995: 108); this is a basic property of artifacts
(see Bishop 2004: 62 footnote 29 and Brey 1998). Humpty Dumpty is a typical user

2“Nicht der Text iibt Macht iiber den Zuschauer aus, sondern das Publikum iiber den Text.”
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rather than a designer when he asserts (qtd. in Carroll 1871) that “when [he] use[s] a
word ... it means just what [he] choose[s] it to mean — neither more nor less,” and
he declares himself “master” of this process.

Part I: Learning, Reflection and Identity

The first part of the book looks at play as a way to engage people, to offer new
perspectives, insights, and experiences, and to change how they see the world.
Notions of educational play, the relation between play and learning, and play as a
reflective experience are discussed. Concepts that are referred to are the experiment,
exploration, risk, and surprise.

Chapter “Questions Over Answers: Reflective Game Design” by Rilla Khaled
advocates game design that promotes critical reflection on values, practices, and
agency in relation to sociocultural, gender, religious, and economic forces as a
means for change, action, and empowerment. She explores various perspectives on
reflection and how it has (or has not) been designed for within games and inter-
action design, before moving on to propose a new alternative design agenda from
which to design, deconstruct, and understand play experiences.

The interplay of identity and people’s engagement in online media is the focus of
Tom Penney and Florian “Floyd” Mueller in their Chapter, “Playing the Subject.”
They observe how online media can essentialize identities through social sorting,
creating positive feedback loops, and by commodifying niche communities; they
present examples of online applications that are concerned with identity, and
investigate how artists play with and subvert these constructs by playing many
selves and producing caricatures.

When they created PoliShot, a political Dada game and interactive installation,
Susanne Grabowski and Daniel Cermak-Sassenrath were confronted with the
question of what is morally or ethically tolerable in digital games. The authors take
their experiences as an occasion to enquire into and discuss the contradictions of the
actual and the virtual: of concept and content. They see art as an interconnected and
dynamic system consisting of the artist, the work, and its reception. The interactions
in this system produce different and potentially conflicting meanings that vary over
time and parties involved, and open challenging opportunities for play.

Chris Crawford describes how, with the passage of time, play behaviors evolved
to become more complex and more closely attuned to specific behavioral needs,
before play reached its apex of complexity in homo sapiens. He discusses the
lessons that can be drawn from such an understanding for education and game
design.

Dingbats Fucktory is a video installation by Pedro Luis Cembranos that shows
thousands of TrueType dingbats which have been transformed and modified to
subvert and comment on their original meaning. The dingbats form an ironic
comment, carrying ambiguous and absurd messages. Their unintentional usage
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plays off and alludes to matters such as economics, politics, everyday life, and art.
The 384 dingbats shown in this book are taken from the posters that accompany the
installation.

Part II: System, Society, Empowerment

The book’s second part is concerned with the relationship between play and society.
Ideas about justice, creativity, rules, and community are discussed. Prominent
issues are the military-entertainment complex, computer games and capitalism,
intellectual property, censorship, and political activism, as well as the playful use of
social and mobile networks.

Sybille Lammes examines the intricate relation between play and digital map-
ping in her Chapter “Destabilizing Playgrounds: Cartographical Interfaces,
Mutability, Risk and Play.” She looks at how playing with cartographical inter-
faces is a central and never neutral activity that invites users to change cartographic
landscapes in playful and subversive ways, hence having the potential to change the
very “nature” of maps and the spatial relations they invite people to produce.

In his Chapter “Crafting Through Playing,” Michael Nitsche explores playing as
a productive practice, drawing on concepts from craft research and game studies.
He focuses on player-emergent production practices as they emerge from the
players’ own creativity. Connections from productive play to “critical making” are
established by identifying the progression through process as being more relevant
and interesting than a final product.

Playmakers in the Maldives is a collaborative work by Amani Naseem, William
Drew, Viktor Bedo, and Sidsel Hermansen. The project involved ten international
game designers collaborating with the Maldivian communities and individuals to
create games and play events in the public spaces of the Maldivian capital island
Malé. The chapter presents the games that were developed and describes some
of the issues encountered during the project.

A Civilized Society is an uncommented collection of images by Eva and Franco
Mattes. They asked anonymous crowdsourcing workers through an online mar-
ketplace to photograph themselves in poses of protest.

The Others by Eva and Franco Mattes is a slideshow of photos stolen from
personal computers. Ten of the 10,000 images are shown in this book.

Part I1I: Mis-use, Struggle, Control

The third part of the book focuses on the misuse of digital media, the struggle for
control, stepping outside accepted norms and behaviors, taking ownership, and
getting away. There are numerous practices that can be seen either as creative use
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and skillful repurposing, or as actions that circumvent or break the law. Strategies
and counter-strategies abound, both from above and below, for instance,
copy-protection and ways to evade it. Further examples from the area of network
and data security include hacking, code breaking, phreaking, and creating malware,
viruses, or trojans. Digital media appear to invite these practices, and have the
potential to turn everyday users easily into artists and criminals alike.

The repurposing of data is the topic of Samuel Van Ransbeeck’s Chapter,
“Sonification in an Artistic Context.” He discusses the process of converting and
subsuming initially useful data into a purely aesthetic experience, presents several
projects, and aims to propose an aesthetic framework for sonification.

In their Chapter, “Little Big Learning: Subversive Play/GBL Rebooted,” Chad
Habel and Andrew Hope reject the notion of the passive learner and the use of static
educational drill-based games, and propose the practices of game design and game
creation as an approach to learning, drawing on anthropological notions of play.
They explain how clear roles of teacher and student then begin to lose significance,
and with them traditional power structures, social boundaries, and distinctions
between the real and unreal.

Mathias Fuchs observes how rule structures and interfaces, inspired by computer
games, are permeating modern society and are increasingly used by corporations to
create and manage brand loyalty and to create value. His Chapter “Subversive
Gamification,” aims at stirring up commonsense notions of gamification as a
marketing tool and discusses activist tactics, artistic concepts, and subcultural
strategies in regard to a ludification of society.

Chapter “Constant beyond Gamification: Deep Play in Political Activism,” by
Margarete Jahrmann compares Geertz’ ethnographic concept of Deep Play with
current concepts of activist role play, social intervention, and public protest. The
chapter finds its creative and intellectual leitmotif in “ludic” activist arts connected
to contemporary forms of game arts and political role play.

Part IV: Place, Reality, Meaning

The final part of the book investigates the setting and place of play, and the
relationship between play and ordinary life and reality. Topics include tangible
interaction, mixed and augmented realities, tactile interfaces, haptics,
motion-detection games, location-based play, the application of phenomenological
ideas to interaction design, and the concept of embodiment.

In her Chapter “Tricksters, Games and Transformation,” Maggie Buxton
explores the relationship between trickster figures, emerging game formats and
transformative learning theories. After describing today’s relevance and role of
tricksters, and how certain game formats can be seen as trickster tools, she posits a
potential relationship between these tools and transformative learning.

29
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The separation of play from the everyday world, the resulting conflicts, and the
steps into and out of play are discussed by Daniel Cermak-Sassenrath in Chapter
“Makin’ Cake—Provocation, Self-Confrontation, and the Opacity of Play.” An
interactive installation demonstrates how play can act like a funhouse mirror into
Wonderland, reflecting ordinary life but giving it its own twist, path, and, finally,
meaning: free and independent of ordinary life.

Julian Priest’s Free of Charge project draws together the playful aspects of the
role-play in the security theatre, roles of authority and mischief, questions of
belonging and ownership, and idea(l)s of convention and subversion. The partici-
patory artwork is staged as a mock airport security check procedure that is modified
to measure visitors’ static electrical charge. Participants pass through the security
checkpoint and are measured for charge before being electrically grounded and
discharged. The chapter describes the work and its site and develops the rationale
for the work. It is discussed in relation to the post-9/11 security apparatus and the
concept of security theater, and this is contrasted with aspects of the work that deal
with health and wellness around static electricity. Through these lenses response to
authority and the internalization and subversion of roles are examined.

Chapter “Playing on the Edge,” by Daniel Cermak-Sassenrath investigates how
much subversion play can take. What are the boundaries of play and how far it can
be pushed? Where is the edge and who negotiates it?
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Questions Over Answers: Reflective
Game Design

Rilla Khaled

Abstract Reflection is the mental process that occurs when we encounter situations
that cannot be effectively dealt with using previous experiences and solutions. For
decades, it has been acknowledged as an important process in learning, and in recent
years it has become a central focus of branches of interaction design. Games are
highly appropriate vehicles for triggering and supporting reflection, but several of
the dominant tropes of conventional game design directly work against reflection. In
serious games, the promise of safe environments, the drive to pose problems with
clear solutions and a preference for stealth learning complicate how directly we can
design for reflection. In mainstream entertainment games, qualities such as immer-
sion and the design traditions of designing for the everyplayer and quantifying moti-
vation again run counter to a reflective agenda. Drawing on the critical and reflective
design literature and on case studies of experimental games on the peripheries of
mainstream game design, I propose reflective game design, a new alternative design
agenda from which to design, deconstruct and make sense of play experiences.

1 Introduction

Reflective thought has been defined by Dewey as, “active, persistent, and careful con-
sideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds
that support it, and the further conclusions to which it tends” (Dewey 1933). It is
the mental process that occurs when we encounter situations that cannot be effec-
tively dealt with using previous experiences and solutions. Such situations lead us to
revisit and reassess our previous beliefs intentionally and consciously in order to find
solutions that make sense in the newly understood context. Reflection stems from a
state of perplexity, surprise and doubt. A desire to make sense of this state is what
motivates us to find novel solutions and framings (Dewey 1933; Solomon 1987).
For decades, reflection has been acknowledged as an important process in learning
(Boud et al. 1985; Mezirow 1990; Solomon 1987). In recent years, it has become a
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central focus of branches of interaction design, particularly in relation to the role of
technology in our lives (Dunne 2006). More recently, this focus has moved beyond
reflection on technology and has extended to reflection through technology (Sengers
et al. 2005; Gaver et al. 2007).

Games are highly appropriate vehicles for triggering and supporting reflection.
Games support the representation of situations, problems and belief systems. When
playing a game, we expect perplexity and surprise. We expect to fail before we suc-
ceed. We do not necessarily expect that the problem-solving process will be easy,
and we are prepared to look for evidence, perform analytical reasoning and look for
patterns in exploring our way to new solutions. Games grant us agency to enact our
proposed solutions and give us feedback to reflect on their consequences. Despite this
initial foundation of support, several of the dominant tropes of conventional game
design directly work against reflection.

In serious games, the promise of safe environments, the drive to pose problems
with clear solutions and a preference for stealth learning complicate how directly we
can design for reflection. In mainstream entertainment games, theoretically free to
focus solely on entertainment, qualities such as immersion and the design traditions
of designing for the everyplayer and quantifying motivation again run counter to a
reflective agenda.

But neither of these game design movements were explicitly set up to support
reflection. To gain insight into how reflection could potentially be incorporated into
games, I look to the critical and reflective design literature seeking characteristic
design qualities and strategies. I then examine two critically successful experimental
games on the peripheries of mainstream game design that succeed in creating reflec-
tive experiences: Pippin Barr’s Art Game Barr (2013) and Die Gute Fabrik’s (2014)
Johann Sebastian Joust. 1 analyse these games to establish how they create these
experiences, incorporating insights into their designers on the place of reflection in
their games and the role of reflection in game design more generally.

Drawing together these insights and highlighting design qualities of games that
support reflection alongside qualities that hinder it, I propose reflective game design,
a new alternative design agenda from which to design, deconstruct and make sense
of play experiences.

2 Reflection, Learning and Games

Reflection involves rational analyses and scrutiny of the grounds of our beliefs
(Dewey 1933). Mezirow points out that while critical thought is an implied fea-
ture of the reflective thought process, what we usually mean is critical reflection,
an interrogative process in which we critically assess the validity of presuppositions
on which our beliefs have been based or how problems are posed or defined in the
first place (Mezirow 1990). Critical reflection is therefore less specifically focused
on teaching us how to do, and more on how we make meaning, particularly concern-
ing normative views, judgments, propositions, beliefs, opinions or feelings (Mezirow
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1990). It is less focused on product and more focused on process. For the rest of this
chapter, “reflection” will be taken to refer to critical reflection.

Dewey highlights that reflection is not necessarily an easy or comfortable process,
as the analysis of existing beliefs requires a willingness to suspend judgement, and
that suspension of judgement can be painful (Dewey 1933). Additionally, we cannot
reflect unless the situation at hand calls to mind other relevant experiences or beliefs;
no precedents mean there would be no beliefs to scrutinise in a new light.

Reflection has been acknowledged as an important learning process within the
design community. This is most visible in the work of Schon via the concepts of
reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action, in which designers reflect on the con-
sequences of “moves” made during and after the design process to reconfigure their
understanding of the design space (Schon 1983).

Reflection has also been profoundly influential on contemporary attitudes towards
learning, featuring prominently in theories of learning such as constructivism (Piaget
1985) and experiential learning (Kolb 1984), as well as being embraced by contem-
porary thinkers on education (Mezirow 1990; Moon 1999; Solomon 1987). Within
the learning technology community, we see the consequences of this influence, with
significant effort being dedicated towards the development of tools that foster reflec-
tion in learners, e.g. (Chen et al. 2009; Cook et al. 2002; McNamara et al. 2006).

Examination of these tools reveals that they frequently make use of simula-
tions, across diverse disciplines. For example, simulation-based reflective tools have
been developed to support learning about construction project planning and con-
trol (Mawdesley et al. 2011), the regulation of calcium by the human body (Pilk-
ington and Parker-Jones 1996) and teacher training (Yeh 2004). Simulations afford
reflection in several ways. They provide the means to explicitly represent systems
of beliefs, propositions and processes. These can in turn be instantiated by users,
and manipulated and explored by them in ways enabling interrogations of validity.
Notably, simulations usually afford the possibility of being run or experienced mul-
tiple times, with events and outcomes varying in accordance with user actions and
inputs. This lends an external, tangible character to the qualities of reconsideration
and reassessment necessary for the process of reflection (Boud et al. 1985; Dewey
1933; Mezirow 1990).

Games are highly related to simulations. Both are often used to model systems,
situations and events. Both are essentially sequences of carefully designed experi-
ences, co-created through the decisions of designers and our choices at run-time. As
such, the potential for simulations to support reflection is similarly true of games.
While games may be highly related to simulations, simulations are not necessarily
synonymous with games: there are specific qualities that we associate with games
that we do not with simulations. Unlike simulations, games are inextricably linked
with the notion of designed challenge and often also with difficulty. We expect a
game to present us with problems for which we may not have ready-to-hand or sim-
ple solutions. We expect them to confront us with situations requiring non-trivial
effort on our part, requiring that we “step up our game”. We analyse and leverage
qualities of our in-game failures to move towards in-game successes. Furthermore,



6 R. Khaled

we appreciate hard-won game challenges and recognise that they are what trigger
us to become stronger players. Non-trivial challenge, analysis and problem solving,
key parts of the reflective process, are already present in how we generally under-
stand games. To the extent that reflection is frequently characterised as the process
through which we learn from experience (Boud et al. 1985; Schon 1983), games are
reflection machines.

3 Reflection in Mainstream Game Design

Given this theoretical basis, we might therefore expect to commonly encounter
reflection as a design quality and player experience in games. Yet reflection is in fact
under-represented within both serious games and mainstream entertainment games.
In the following, we will see that this relative absence stems from a fundamental
conflict between certain conventions of mainstream game design and qualities of
reflection.

3.1 Serious Games

As reflection has been highly influential on contemporary theories of learning and
education, we might expect that reflection should be a core focus of serious games,
games that focus on providing experiences alongside entertainment (Abt 1970; Winn
2008). Serious games have been developed to address a plethora of concerns and have
leveraged diverse learning philosophies. BirthPlay, a training game that instructs
players how to conduct breech deliveries (European Design Centre 2013) focuses
on the formation of automated responses and reflexes as its intended learning objec-
tive. Math Blaster is a well-known example of a didactic pedagogy in serious game
design, leveraging a drill-and-practice approach to learning arithmetic Davidson
(1983). More in line with a reflective philosophy of learning, there are also seri-
ous games in which learning is positioned as an open-ended experience that requires
player interpretation. The Oregon Trail, a now classic educational game, positions
learners as pioneers travelling the Oregon Trail in the mid-1800s and learning about
the conditions involved (Rawitsch et al. 1974).

At the same time, serious games have come to represent a subset of games smaller
than that implied by its broad definition. From this, tighter subset emerges a set of
design values that run counter to those that support reflection.

Safe Environments

An often-mentioned advantage of using serious games is that they provide “safe
environments” for risk-free exploration of behaviours (Geurts et al. 2000; Hijmans
et al. 2009; Raybourn 2000). The core rationale underlying this is that such envi-
ronments enable players to experiment with behaviours that they may not otherwise
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be willing—or even able—to enact in real life. Additionally, behaviours enacted in-
game are promised to have no consequences on related real-world situations. For
example, a problematic delivery of a baby while playing BirthPlay has no real-world
consequences. Safe environments are clearly an advantage games and simulations
can provide for situations that, if enacted in the world, could result in danger or anx-
iety or would otherwise be too costly or difficult to reproduce. Safe environments
may also be an important ethical consideration for games targeted at players at risk
in various ways, for example, the very young, the frail or those at risk of exclu-
sion. For example, FearNot!, a simulator that presents episodes of bullying, gets the
player to propose coping strategies to the victim character, and has the player observe
the consequences of the coping strategy while not needing to experience it from a
first-hand perspective (Hall et al. 2009). But while the promise of safe environments
increases the user-friendliness of serious games, at the same time it can render them
innocuous.

If the simulated or fictional nature of a serious game is emphasised to the extent
that players cannot and do not relate their in-game behaviours to the real world,
it is unlikely that learning transfer will occur. For example, Hijmans et al. found
that amongst students who played the management game Lumiére over the course
of 6 weeks, those who viewed it as “just a game” had significantly lower scores
in terms of perceptions of instructiveness, challenge and a chance to test oneself,
and higher scores in terms of boredom, than those who viewed the experience as
being in “bitter earnest” (Hijmans et al. 2009). Those who went into their Lumiére
experiences viewing it as just a game benefited less.

Games allow players to take the driver’s seat in shaping their own play experi-
ences. Once the game is over, however, the memory of the play experience is what
remains. Safe environments can pose problems for reflection in games indirectly
because they privilege protecting players from having experiences that closely con-
nect to real-world ones. If we always prioritise safe environments, we essentially
muzzle the experiential capacities of games. Games that feel too safe can also feel
irrelevant.

Solvability and Clear Solutions

While in games in general we expect to be faced with complex challenges that
may be beyond our abilities, in serious games, challenges frequently have clear,
“correct” solutions, often readily solvable by the average player. While this per-
haps comes as no surprise for games on subject matter such as mathematics and
physics—what is deemed a correct answer in a game about fractions should hold
stable across players—it makes less sense for games on subject matter more philo-
sophically inclined or subjective in nature—a game about empowering individuals
on how to escape the conditions of homelessness should not have correct answers.
Ideological forces partly drive this bias: designing a serious game that is too hard
for players to master or that cannot easily demonstrate player mastery may defeat its
purpose of facilitating and showing learning, making it impossible to produce and
measure learning effects. Technological forces similarly shape the bias: determining
appropriate game challenges on the basis of predictive models of player knowledge
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remains a major undertaking for game Al. The models that can be built at this stage
typically concern closed game challenges and problem-solving, for example, players’
mastery of arithmetic fractions (Andersen 2012).

In simplifying game challenges down to the closed and measurable out of concern
that players will otherwise not understand them, or indeed that the available technol-
ogy cannot be used to model anything more complex, we miss out on the opportu-
nity to use serious games to explore more open-ended, ambiguous and unclear prob-
lems. Arguably, presenting learners with straightforward, closed problem solving
disempowers them, training them to expect that the domain content in question can
only take specific, prescribed forms. It also under-exercises metacognitive learning
skills, such as problem framing and synthesis, and does not acknowledge that much
of the problem solving we conduct in the world takes into consideration complex
interactions between interrelated systems. A game that seeks to empower individ-
uals on how to escape the conditions of homelessness cannot responsibly claim to
do so without addressing the murky web of factors involved relating to economics,
cultural values, societal prejudices, institutional support (or lack thereof) and human
agency, to name but a few.

Characteristic qualities of the reflection process include disruption, failure and
surprise. It is these negative experiences that trigger the critical analysis necessary to
reach new understandings that account for flaws in previous understandings. Games
that privilege simple challenges do not create these moments of disruption.

Stealth Learning

Widely present in perspectives on serious games is the idea that learning should
be disguised (Annetta 2008; Gee 2003). Prensky refers to this as stealth learning,
a learning process in which learners become so immersed in playing educational
games that they are not aware that they are learning while playing (Prensky 2001).
In such games, non-entertainment objectives are essentially hidden under a veil of
game engagement. Stealth learning rests on a series of assumptions about learning
and fun: that learning is generally unengaging, but that games are fun, and therefore
that games should be used to camouflage learning.

From a learning transfer perspective, there are serious concerns surrounding
whether players are able to reapply knowledge and skills obtained via games if learn-
ing is intentionally masked. Experts in learning transfer propose that the applica-
tion of contents and skills is most likely to take place when the associative strength
between learned content and application context is higher than any other compet-
ing knowledge in memory (Fisch et al. 2005). In the context of stealth learning, if a
game about spies conveys information about cryptography, but players do not asso-
ciate this information with cryptography in a non-fictional context, then they are less
likely to try to apply it in their lives. People need to closely associate learned content
with a situation before they will apply it. Work on learning transfer in the psychol-
ogy literature also shows that learning that takes place explicitly and consciously
often results in the development of improved general problem-solving abilities and
knowledge that can transfer to novel situations (Hayes et al. 1988; Mandler 2004).
In the context of games specifically, Stilleabhdin and Sime state that deep learning
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and transfer from games can only occur when there is a high degree of experiential
fidelity presented in game (Suilleabhéin et al. 2010).

Taken together, these results suggest that if players are unaware that they are learn-
ing, or what they are learning about, and if games do not provide a high fidelity rep-
resentation of the context the learning content should be applied within, it is unlikely
that players will embed these game experiences into their sense-making processes for
addressing related problems in the world. In addition, players will likely be unable to
extrapolate from their game experiences when faced with novel contextualisations of
these problems. In a related vein, in the context of simulation gaming, Crookall and
Hofstede et al. point out that post-game debriefs, and discussion sessions where the
learning implications of games are explicitly addressed are an essential (and often
overlooked) component of unpacking, contextualising and making sense of simula-
tion gaming experiences. Games with no debriefed stage are generally less effective
in terms of learning transfer than games that do have such a stage (Crookall 2010;
Hofstede et al. 2010).

A lack of player awareness regarding learning may potentially make for a more
entertaining experience. In terms of supporting reflection, however, it is likely to
be more of a hindrance than a benefit. Stealth learning explicitly elides how play
experiences relate to learning. Games that camouflage what is explicitly beneficial
reduce the likelihood that players will leverage it in the world.

3.2 Entertainment Games

If values supporting reflection are not yet widely expressed within serious games for
reasons related to pedagogical philosophies and user-friendliness, then perhaps we
might expect that they should be more present in mainstream entertainment games in
which learning is not the main objective. But for different reasons—this time related
to dominant game design philosophies and current best practice in mainstream game
design—again we will find that reflection ends up taking a back seat.

Immersion

One of the notable characteristics of games is their capacity for creating immer-
sion. Indeed, immersion has generally been viewed as a desirable feature of game
experiences, and one that has been wholeheartedly endorsed by the computer game
industry (Salen 2004). While the term has been used in multiple ways, and in ref-
erence to a range of phenomena within the game studies literature (Murray 1997;
Ermi 2005), Calleja suggests that at a basic level, agreed upon by most theorists,
it connotes some sense of player involvement (Calleja 2011). This involvement, in
turn, has most often referred either to a sense of absorption, for example, the expe-
rience of becoming engrossed in Tetris (Pajitnov and Tetris 1984) or to a sense of
transportation, for example, the feeling of actually being in the world of a game like
BioShock (Levine 2007). Of course, at any given time, both of these senses can play
into a player’s degree of involvement. In this work, immersion is referred to in the
sense of transportation.
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Immersion in games shares roots with a far older artistic tradition seeking to
engender transportation in spectators, namely Aristotelian poetics (Frasca 2004).
Theatre director Boal describes the experience of spectators in Aristotelian poetics
as catharsis: in closely identifying and empathising with characters, we live vicar-
iously through their experiences, and we allow what happens to them to serve as
a cathartic experience for ourselves (Boal 1985). Worth noting is that rhetorician
Burke proposes that identification is at the root of persuasion: “You persuade a man
insofar as you can talk his language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, atti-
tude, idea identifying your ways with his” (Burke 1950). That is, we are more able
to be persuaded when we identify with the persuader. But Boal problematises this,
arguing that such empathic identification absolves us from genuinely engaging with
the real-world problems the fictional characters represent. A more insidious con-
sequence, Boal claims, is that in empathising with characters, we implicitly accept
the fictional constraints defining their situations. Supporting Boal’s perspective with
Burke’s views on persuasion, if identification drives persuasion, and we feel empa-
thy and close identification with characters, then we are persuaded to accept their
perspectives and circumstances.

Boal claims that Aristotelian poetics lull us into accepting the status quo and
are therefore not suitable for consciousness-raising efforts. As a more suitable vehi-
cle for consciousness-raising, Boal presents the Theater of the Oppressed, theatrical
spectacles representing real situations of oppression, to which spectators are invited
to propose possible solutions through acting out victim roles. This form of theatre
specifically eschews immersion: the intention is for many spectators to act out solu-
tions to serve as, and fuel conversation. Frasca argues for adopting a similar approach
in creating Videogames of the Oppressed, incorporating cycles of developing games
expressing certain problems, perspectives and solutions, discussing game contents
and play experiences, then redeveloping the games in the light of the ongoing con-
versation (Frasca 2004).

In debating and considering solutions to non-trivial, real problems, spectators in
the case of the Theater of the Oppressed and players in the case of Videogames of the
Oppressed require distance to think critically. Returning to reflection, while immer-
sion may be desirable in the context of pure entertainment, it works against enabling
us to consider our play experiences—in the moment at least—from an analytical
perspective and critical distance. Immersion concerns being drawn into a fiction and
experiencing a sense of convergence with it. Reflection, on the other hand, concerns
introspection and active interrogation of beliefs, situations and persuasive claims,
and demands critical distance. Games that maximise immersion do so at the cost of
reflection.

Satisfying the Everyplayer

A visible trend that emerges when surveying computer games from the past three
decades is that in recent years they have become easier (Abbott 2012). Permadeath,
a non-recoverable death state common in games like Rogue, has now become the
exception rather than the norm. Save points are now ubiquitous, radically changing
the notion of death and failure in games to temporary states that need not signal
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game over or even much inconvenience. More forgiving gameplay forms part of a
larger trend of designing to suit player expectations, in no small part motivated by
the desire to appeal to wider audiences and thus to increase sales. Paradoxically,
player expectations themselves are shaped by what is readily available on the mar-
ket, like breeds like. But beyond financial explanations, designing towards player
expectations and tastes looms large in the rhetoric of contemporary game design lit-
erature. In a widely used game design textbook, for example, Fullerton claims that
“The role of the game designer is, first and foremost, to be an advocate for the player”
(Fullerton 2008). Meeting player expectations is essentially prescribed as the “right”
way to approach game design and practically a moral obligation on behalf of
designers (Bateman and Boon 2006; Fullerton 2008; Schell 2008).

As Wilson and Sicart write in the context of abusive game design, in seeking
to satisfy the desires of the everyplayer, “[t]he designer becomes the odd-one-out,
pressured to efface their own presence in order to ensure that the game is optimally
tailored to the player” (Wilson and Sicart 2010). Rough edges not conforming to
mainstream game design norms or player tastes—potentially innovative or idiosyn-
cratic of the designer—are sanded off lest they turn potential players away.

Designing to the needs of players is undeniably important and desirable in many
situations, and can be a way to ensure that games are relevant, appropriate and
meaningful. It can also be a way of introducing innovation and diversity into games
(Khaled 2012). But designing to the needs of players need not mean that designer
perspectives must be back grounded. Interaction design, for example, embraces cul-
tural probes as a co-creative method that incorporates both designer and user per-
spectives, while retaining subjectivity of interpretation (Gaver et al. 1999). When
looking for similar co-creation methods within mainstream game design practice,
however, there is a paucity of support (Sotamaa et al. 2005; Sotamaa 2007).

Designing to satisfy the everyplayer can be indirectly problematic for reflection.
It places designers in a service role, establishing a power hierarchy between design-
ers and players in which designer perspectives rank lower than player perspectives.
If designers are always concerned about meeting player expectations, then design-
ing for experiences that deeply challenge the player, surprise them or trouble them
may be discounted as possibilities. Designing for the everyplayer means that design
becomes predictable and unchallenging.

Quantifying Motivation

A conventional way games communicate the desirability of certain actions is attribut-
ing points and achievements to them. In Zetris, clearing one line is worth 100 points,
while clearing four lines at once is worth 800 points (Pajitnov and Tetris 1984). This
approach can become confusing, however, in games that do not deal strictly with
abstract themes, but rather with premises and challenges which we interpret using
cultural knowledge. In these games, players may already have preconceptions about
desirable actions to perform, influenced by social and cultural expectations govern-
ing appropriate conduct. In Shadow of the Colossus, for example, players must kill
colossi to progress, yet killing them feels wrong (Ueda 2005). When these games
encourage desirable actions via point collection, the place of the player’s beliefs and
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values in guiding preferable conduct may be back grounded as the game’s system
communicates an in-built preference towards player decision-making that seeks to
maximise progress.

Games seeking to promote ethical gameplay often pursue this kind of quantified
approach; for example, in the Fable series, players collect “good” points for sav-
ing villagers, and “evil” points for breaking laws (Molyneux and Fable 2004). Sicart
makes the argument that games that primarily load the communication of preferences
surrounding players’ ethical conduct into a game’s mechanical system fail to be eth-
ical or promote ethical thought (Sicart 2009). Instead, they enable a disengagement
of action from its sociocultural meaning, as they invite players to approach game
decision-making as a point maximisation exercise. In turn, this can blunt players’
capacities for ethical thought within those game contexts. The social and cultural
consequences of adopting certain actions become secondary, game actions become
instrumentalised in service of winning, and motivation becomes quantified.

Encouraging action primarily through a game’s mechanical system is problematic
for reflection because it is not clear that it succeeds in making players genuinely
reflect on game actions and challenges in the light of what they mean semantically
and culturally, or in relation to their own life experiences. The actions that earned
those points may well be meaningful and thought provoking, but, under the cover
of points, what motivated those actions may become blurred. Games that quantify
motivation distort the meanings of actions.

4 Reflection in Interaction Design

Design that foregrounds reflection appears to be under-represented by, and often at
cross purposes with the prominent design conventions of mainstream game design,
both for serious and entertainment games. Indeed, mainstream game design has not
been evolving to explicitly support reflection. But such design does exist within the
broad sphere of interaction design. Over the past decade, critical design and reflec-
tive design have both emerged as influential interaction design subfields. The core
philosophies of these movements are examined next.

4.1 Critical Design

Critical design takes the position that design can be used as a critical medium to
comment on the social, cultural, political and environmental impacts of technology
(Dunne 2006). An example of critical design is Ernevi, Palm and Redstrom’s Erratic
Radio, a regular radio that also listens to electromagnetic fields emitted by active
electronic appliances (Ernevi et al. 2007). As more electromagnetic fields are
detected, the radio starts to detune. In Ernevi et al.’s words:
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Having listened to the radio for some time, you feel the need for some food. As you move
into the kitchen, still trying to follow the radio program, it gets increasingly difficult to hear.
As you pass the refrigerator and the freezer, the radio loses its channel completely, leaving
you with just white noise to listen to. When moving the radio around in the kitchen, its sound
reflects how strong the electrical magnetic field is at its current location. (Ernevi et al. 2007)

In using this radio, or radio-like object, we cannot help but become sensitised
towards the presence of electromagnetic fields around us, and we are invited to reflect
on our own power consumption patterns.

The Erratic Radio is not a “user-friendly” object: it intentionally subverts tra-
ditional notions we have about optimal radio listening experiences and challenges
expectations we may have about consumer electronics being designed to assist ease
of use. Subversion and provocation are idiosyncratic of critical design, which is less
concerned with developing user-friendly designed objects and systems, and more
with how design can function as a social commentary, stimulating discussion and
debate among designers, industry and users about the quality of our electronically
mediated lives (Dunne 2006). Dunne, an early proponent of critical design, chal-
lenges the place of user-friendliness in products altogether, arguing that it effectively
enslaves us:

Enslavement is not, strictly speaking, to machines, nor to the people who build and own
them, but to the conceptual models, values, and systems of thought the machines embody.
User-friendliness helps naturalize electronic objects and values they embody. (Dunne 2006)

In wanting to challenge underlying conceptual models, values and systems, design
strategies to promote critical thought are called for, including provocation, user
unfriendliness and disruption of expected technology behaviours. Drawing a par-
allel to poetry, Dunne points out that poetry is an “unfriendly” form of writing that
focuses our attention on language, and argues that we should create disruptive tech-
nologies as poetry about technology.

Strongly present in Dunne’s positioning of critical design is the role of aesthetics
in technology and how under-explored it has been in comparison with technological
progress and performance:

The most difficult challenges for designers of electronic objects now lie not in technical and
semiotic functionality, where optimal levels of performance are already attainable, but in
the realms of metaphysics, poetry, and aesthetics, where little research has been carried out.
(Dunne 2006)

Dunne’s privileging of aesthetics makes sense in the light of the lineage of crit-
ical design, stemming from a tradition of art, which has traditionally been used as
a vehicle for mounting commentary on our social, cultural, political and environ-
mental assumptions and practices. But Dunne cautions that art often provokes to the
point of alienation, inadvertently becoming difficult or impossible to relate to and
thus irrelevant (Dunne 2006).
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4.2 Reflective Design

Soon after critical design began to gain traction as a subfield, Sengers et al. pro-
posed reflective design as an umbrella term for design practices shaped to support
both designers and users in ongoing critical reflection about technology and its rela-
tionship to human life experiences (Dourish et al. 2004; Sengers et al. 2005). An
example of reflective design is Gaver et al.’s sensor-based Home Health Horoscope
system, which stems from a position of scepticism about whether sensor-based sys-
tems can build accurate representations of people’s well-being. The system is partly
comprised of a series of sensors placed in locations around the house, such as inside
a kitchen cupboard, on a kitchen door and in a bay window love seat. Each of these
locations corresponds to particular types of routine home activity; for example, the
kitchen cupboard relates to cleaning. Sensor readings are then translated into a series
of well-being metrics related to dimensions including “busy”, “cheerful”, “private”
and “disordered”. Each morning, the system identifies the two metrics that have
changed the most, and outputs a “household horoscope” related to these metrics by
concatenating two random sentences appropriate to those metrics on a ticker tape
printer. As the assembled horoscope is intentionally ambiguous, system authority is
undermined, and the responsibility of meaningful interpretation rests instead with
the user (Gaver et al. 2007).

Like critical design, reflective design can be viewed as a form of intervention
and as a vehicle for rethinking dominant metaphors and values. But whereas critical
design tends to focus more on the experiences that arise from encountering objects
and technologies designed to trigger critical thought, the purview of reflective design
extends from designing for foregrounding reflection in our users to how designers
can become more attuned to their own values and biases, as well as those embedded
in design processes and technologies themselves (Sengers et al. 2005).

Reflective design draws on philosophies from various design practices includ-
ing participatory design, particularly, recognition of design as a reflexive practice
and the importance of acknowledging different agendas and perspectives within the
design process (Muller 2003). It also takes inspiration from value sensitive design,
foregrounding the role of values in design (while admittedly privileging the value
of critical reflection) (Friedman and Kahn 2003). Reflective design also builds on
critical design, although Sengers et al. note that if the provocations of critical design
are not interpreted as hoped-for by their designers, then these designs can veer off
into the ridiculous, lacking “footholds” for designers or users—ironically, the same
criticism that Dunne makes of art (Dunne 2006).

Related to critical design, ludic design also has an influence on reflective design,
proposing playfulness, curiosity and reflection as important design values (Gaver
2008). Centrally, ludic design involves a challenge to values of work and efficiency
which until recently were taken for granted as desirable qualities in software and
technology. Reflective design also draws on Schon’s notion of reflection-in-action
(Schon 1983). Critical technical practice also serves as an inspiration, particularly
because it encourages the articulation of dominant metaphors that may be limiting
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or overly influencing our beliefs about design, and potentially hindering progress as
well as understanding (Agre 1997).

For increasing the likelihood of users having reflective experiences, Sengers et al.
propose three strategies. Providing for interpretive flexibility allows users to main-
tain control of and responsibility for the meaning-making process and building open-
ended systems where reflection is necessitated. Giving users licence to participate
provides digital scaffolding for bridging from the familiar to the unfamiliar and draw-
ing on playfulness to encourage participation. Providing dynamic feedback to users
gives users feedback on their interactions to provide a stimulus for reflection. For
incorporating reflection into the design process, Sengers et al. propose three other
strategies. Inspiring rich feedback from users makes evaluation and reflection an
inherent part of the design, not merely a step added on at the end. Building technol-
ogy as a probe uses technology as an experimental stimulus to understand users, the
effects of technology, as well as reflecting on the practices of technology design and
evaluation. Inverting metaphors and crossing boundaries turns traditional assump-
tions upside down and looks to practices that are left “un-designed for” as sources
of inspiration.

5 Experimental Games

Within the experimental games scene, peripheral to mainstream games, it is possible
to find games featuring many of the characteristics of critical and reflective design
that also eschew many of the conventional game design tropes previously identified
as problematic for reflection. It comes as little surprise that many games from this
scene challenge and intentionally subvert typical game design conventions, and are
aesthetically motivated and positioned in opposition to mainstream games. Much as
Buxton discusses in his chapter “Tricksters, Games and Transformation” in connec-
tion with disorienting and disrupting playful technologies, these experimental games
and designers often serve as “tricksters” in the world of digital games.

Arguably, however, experimental games have gone further than critical and reflec-
tive design in terms of triggering critical reflection because of the broader reach
of games. Experimental games are often easily available and have a growing audi-
ence of players seeking them out. In addition, games—computer and otherwise—are
deeply woven into the fabric of our social and cultural lives. Many people have literal
and cultural access to games, while far fewer people have similar access to critical
and reflective design. For example, it is trivially easy for many people to access a
free Web-based game, while the same cannot be said for obtaining the Erratic Radio.

Here I present case studies of two experimental games that foreground in their
design many of the same patterns found in critical and reflective design, while also
introducing design forces specific to games and their distribution. These are Art
Game by Pippin Barr, a game in which you play an artist making works for an exhi-
bition (Barr 2013) and Johann Sebastian Joust by Die Gute Fabrik, a multiplayer
motion controller-based party game (Die Gute Fabrik 2014). Both games have been



16 R. Khaled

highly critically successful, have in different ways managed to reinvent within their
genres and importantly for our purposes create reflective experiences for their play-
ers. To gain a more balanced insight into the design intentions behind these works,
I interviewed the designers of these games. Their perspectives are interwoven with
the case study descriptions, presented below.

Art Game

In Art Game, the player assumes the role of one of the three possible artists: Cicero
Sassoon, a painter, Alexandra Tetranov, a sculptor, or William Edge and Susan Nee-
dle, performance artists. Art Game invokes the “games as art” debate, presenting the
proposition that the way in which we play games can be understood as art or in the
very least appreciated aesthetically. Painting as Sassoon becomes a process of cre-
ation through playing the game Snake, sculpting as Tetranov takes the form of games
of Tetris, and performance art as Edge and Needle is a playing of Spacewar! When
the game begins, the player is greeted by the curator of MoMA, New York, who
informs them that they will be participating in a new group show at the museum.
The player’s challenge, then, becomes to create artworks that are deemed worthy of
exhibition by the curator. If the player succeeds in pleasing the curator, the player
moves on to the exhibition itself, seeing their pieces on display in amongst other
artworks and being experienced by an audience, as in Fig. 1.

Fig. 1 An exhibition in Art Game
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Art Game invites us to reflect on how we often fixate on using game mechan-
ics instrumentally to pursue game objectives. In the game, it is never made clear
what constitutes a desirable “Snake painting” or what kind of playing of Space-
war! will please the curator. The curator’s impenetrable “art speak” complicates the
notion that it is possible to decode, deconstruct and analyse her in order to give
her what she wants. In fact, the curator’s judgements are determined by random
numbers. In conspicuously not providing a clear-cut path to success, and, in the
words of Sengers et al. providing for interpretive flexibility, the game invites us to
instead reflect on self-expression (see also, for example, Nitsche’s work on chapter
“Crafting Through Playing” of this volume). Barr states that part of his intention
with Art Game and particularly in reappropriating classic game mechanics as art is
to highlight that many games can be played expressively, beyond mere rule follow-
ing:

We’re always creating these aesthetic experiences through play... A lot of games leave room
for that kind of expression even if they don’t validate it or express it. (P. Barr, pers. comm.,
June 05, 2013)

Like many of Barr’s other works, Art Game is ultimately a game about games
themselves. Barr triggers this reflection by subverting players’ expectations and
crossing the boundaries of certain rules of conventional game wisdom. One such
rule questioned in several of Barr’s games is that the designer should always pro-
vide the player with pleasantly entertaining experiences. On the topic of boredom
and irritation as an intended design quality of The Artist is Present, a prequel to Art
Game, Barr says:

I tried to make the game have all these irritating realities embedded in it, like the museum
having opening hours and a queue... the normal idea of usability and playability would elide
these kinds of realities because they’re boring, and the player shouldn’t have to deal with
boring things. Having those realities in there made the game more interesting and more
intense than if they hadn’t been there. I think it successfully made the point that it’s not
necessarily a safe assumption that you should make everything straightforward and easy
and that you should elide boring things, because boring things can be very interesting.
(P. Barr, pers. comm., June 05, 2013)

Designing for boredom in games in many ways mirrors the theme of “user
unfriendliness” advocated for in critical design. But a potential critique of user
unfriendliness is that it is merely a knee-jerk reaction to mainstream design, only
fleetingly interesting because it runs counter to convention. Barr says the following
on how not providing players with conventionally satisfying experiences can lead to
them having deeper experience-triggered insights about games:

It’s good if there are games that are difficult or grate against the player’s expectations in such
a way that part of what they think when they’re playing is hopefully not just “this game is
annoying” but also “why is this game like this? This person probably didn’t just make this
game to be annoying” and so that can serve as a kind of trigger, some kind of irritation, that
can then jump from just being annoying to... not necessarily a realisation but at least a few
thoughts about “why does this game feel this way?” (P. Barr, pers. comm., June 05, 2013)
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Such a reading of Art Game is not possible unless players already have some
degree of game literacy. You need to know games to “get” Art Game. Barr also points
out, though, that his intention is not just to be in conversation with an elite core of
gamers with hard-won game expertise, but to reach a broader audience who only
needs to possess a passing knowledge of games. He wants to give players licence to
participate:

Everyone knows about play and everyone knows about games in the general sense of some-
thing with rules where you’re trying to do something. So everyone can understand jokes
about those sorts of experiences, whether or not they are literate in digital games specif-
ically. I think everyone has a picture in their minds of games and their fairness and these
sorts of things. I'm making games more about that level of games rather than about video
games and maybe that’s why it’s more accessible. (P. Barr, pers. comm., June 05, 2013)

On the subject of how mainstream hardcore gamers responded to Art Game, an
audience more likely to be wedded to conventional game design, Barr says:

They’ve generally been extremely positive and they’ve generally seen the humour in what I
was doing and got the joke that was being played out. That’s in no small part because I don’t
charge anything for my games and maybe if some of these people had paid for my games
they would be irate about it. (P. Barr, pers. comm., June 05, 2013)

Barr thus highlights a curious tension: we can get away with surprising or irritat-
ing players and also have them view these experiences positively if these games are
easily available and come at no (other) cost.

In summary, Art Game features several of the design qualities and strategies
of critical and reflective design. The game deals with unusual subject matter for
games—namely making art. It challenges conventional game wisdom regarding the
instrumental use of mechanics, and how game feedback should facilitate progress,
shifting interpretation back onto the player. Barr explicitly seeks to give players
licence to participate in making his games accessible to those with only limited game
experience. Finally, he uses his games as experimental stimuli, provoking questions
in the minds of players about design conventions, as well as using them to probe
what his players are willing to do.

Johann Sebastian Joust

In Johann Sebastian Joust (aka Joust), two or more players each hold a motion-
sensitive controller and compete to be the last player “standing”. The software and
hardware of Joust enforce no rules other than this: if the motion of a player’s con-
troller is detected to be above the threshold determined by the tempo of the music
playing, the game is over for that player. Players can therefore be eliminated for any
number of reasons, including dancing too fast, dodging, being kicked by another
player or even accidentally tripping over. To emphasise a sense of shared co-located
play with a focus on other players, the game features no screen-based visuals at all,
with only music of a varying tempo to guide player action. When the music is slow,
the controllers are extraordinarily sensitive to motion. When the music is faster, the
sensitivity is less so. Players act and strategise accordingly.
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Joust subverts existing conventions regarding the design of games that make use
of motion controllers by eliminating the use of screen and its corresponding vir-
tual world, focusing visual attention on the physical players themselves. It creates
dynamic feedback loops to players both through the hardware it uses and the reac-
tions of other players and spectators. The game also places a strong emphasis on
certain aspects of play in computer games that are often overlooked: extremes of
physicality and the role of music. Innovation through the subversion of existing con-
ventions is central to why Joust stands out, and became a critical success. By playing
with game design traditions, Joust invites reflection on what we expect of typical
motion controller games and how we expect players to conduct themselves. Doug
Wilson of Die Gute Fabrik proposes the following on how the game succeeds in
creating this response in players:

I think there’s more of a moment of humour where they kind of understood, maybe not
thinking about it super clearly but “that’s really neat” or “that’s kind of innovative, that’s
unexpected” and their excitement is higher, now they’re a little bit more into the game, now
they wanna tell people about it, or play it more vigourously you can’t feel some of that
humour if you didn’t know there were conventions, there would be nothing to subvert. The
subversion implies that you recognise that there were traditions that it was different from.
(D. Wilson, pers. comm., June 08, 2013)

Mirroring the theme of interpretive flexibility from reflective design, Joust has a
very open system in terms of hardware and software rule enforcement, placing the
onus on the players to come up with their own rules and interpretations, challeng-
ing assumptions around the role of game technology in upholding rules. Instead, as
Wilson notes, players must be creative not just with their play, but with the rules of
play themselves:

All the time people come up with weird improvisations or physical improvisations that are
kind of clever, that’s the nice thing about a game like that with a somewhat open system,
like the whole point of the game is trying to get people to make up their own house rules
and bring something of their own to the game. I would say that that’s in the very DNA of
the design approach. (D. Wilson, pers. comm., June 08, 2013)

As players quickly discover, Joust does not reward “user-friendliness”. It is
entirely possible to play this game in physically extreme ways, and this can rapidly
become an arms race of increasing forcefulness before house rules emerge with a sta-
bilising effect (if such rules emerge at all). Joust is provocative, pushing the bound-
aries of players’ physical and social comfort—which for some players results in them
choosing not to play. As Wilson says:

Certainly the game isn’t for everyone. Some people don’t play it as much, or play once and
don’t play it again, or don’t act theatrically, some people really enjoy it... The game isn’t for
everyone and that’s okay as well. (D. Wilson, pers. comm., June 08, 2013)

In walking this fine line of provocation, Joust risks alienating audiences not enam-
oured of highly physical or theatrical play. In the context of experimental games, this
is not necessarily problematic. In the context of critical and reflective design, though,
it anecdotally serves Dunne’s point that some provocation is good for triggering
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critical reflection, but too much can alienate the audience (see also Grabowski and
Cermak-Sassenrath’s discussion of the game PoliShot in their chapter “The Poten-
tial of the Contradictory in Digital Media—The Example of the Political Art Game
PoliShot”).

While Joust might not be to everyone’s taste, in other ways the game is quite
inclusive, not requiring players to be hard core gamers, nor to have a particularly
well-developed game literacy to understand why the game is subversive or appreciate
how it is innovative. With regard to Joust and B.U.T.T.O.N., another experimental
game co-designed by Wilson that also riffs on physicality in games and the role of
technology in upholding rules, Wilson says:

[B]oth games work on the subversion of the technology, even beyond the gaming literate
people, like you don’t usually play video games without a screen, or like you don’t usually
play video games that become like a sport where you push each other or physically interact
with each other. (D. Wilson, pers. comm., June 08, 2013)

Joust stands out because it uses motion controller technology in ways that oppose
what we would expect. But central to its success is the fact that it makes use of a
widely accessible motion controller technological platform. Wilson reminds us that
distribution is a central, pragmatic and often downplayed factor in reaching the public
via games:

The thing that is super key is that it’s done with consumer hardware... you can imagine that if
I'had built Joust in a research lab somehow slapped together with hardware from the research
lab, I don’t think the game would have played out the same way, it wouldn’t have been so
distributable, partly because I do think there’s a “woah, you’re totally using this PlayStation
controller for an unintended purpose that’s really neat”. There’s that kind of spark to people’s
imaginations. (D. Wilson, pers. comm., June 08, 2013)

Wilson maintains that designs that promote reflection must resonate with players,
and above all be memorable:

If your mind and heart isn’t caught up in it, is it going to stick with you? Design for reflection
is impossible without that “sticking with you”-ness. You can kind of see the shape of that
in Joust with memorable play ... and it’s the thing I care about the most ultimately—and
I think it’s probably what a lot of people care about—I think, “what games live with me
afterwards?” (D. Wilson, pers. comm., June 08, 2013)

Joust, too, carries many of the trademarks of critical and reflective design. It
subverts motion controller game design conventions by doing away entirely with
the screen and enabling physically extreme play. It invites dynamic feedback loops,
requiring players to look at—and to—each other, creating theatrical situations and
enabling even non-player spectators to contribute towards house rules. The open-
ness of the rule system enables interpretive flexibility, allowing the game to take
on radically different flavours depending on the players and surrounding social con-
text. In repurposing the constraints of familiar consumer hardware, and creating a
play situation that is both familiar and unfamiliar, Joust also gives players licence
to participate. In reflecting on Joust, Wilson proposes another core characteristic of
reflective design, in keeping with Dewey’s original notion of reflection: it must be
memorable.
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6 Reflective Game Design

Reflection involves revisiting and reassessing previous beliefs intentionally, con-
sciously and carefully (Dewey 1933; Mezirow 1990). It relies on us being introspec-
tive about our beliefs and knowledge structures, and is associated with deep forms of
learning (Moon 1999). Games theoretically afford reflection in several ways. They
are experiential systems, whether these systems are enforced by hardware, software
or social and cultural rules. Games can be used to explore and represent the same
kinds of belief structures we draw on during reflection, giving us ways to reconsider,
revise and reflect on existing patterns and assumptions, and potentially the agency
to propose alternative solutions and framings. We expect and welcome failure and
challenge in games, these being important components of the reflection process. But
when looking for reflection within mainstream game design approaches, reflective
design turns out to be rather under-represented.

Within serious games, which on the surface seem a natural fit for reflective agen-
das, expectations regarding the provision of safe environments mean that serious
game experiences often play it foo safe and end up bearing little relevance to related
real-world situations and having little long-term effect on us. The pressure to provide
players with solvable problems means that serious games rarely tackle genuinely
complicated and ambiguous situations, and under-exercise our metacognitive and
synthesis skills. Finally, the pervasive stealth learning perspective means that many
serious games are designed specifically to obfuscate how play experiences connect
to the world: players are not invited to reflect, as this would be too recognisable as
learning.

Within mainstream entertainment games, immersion has been embraced to the
detriment of reflection, serving almost as its antithesis. The notion of the every-
player looms large within conventional game design practice, inadvertently curtail-
ing game designers’ freedom to explore less conventional avenues. In addition, with
so many game systems designed around rewarding preferable actions with points
and achievements, players’ motivations to act become quantified, pushing them to
act in mechanically beneficial ways, rather than to reflect on the social and cultural
meanings of their actions.

Thus, in spite of games seeming like they should be a good fit for enabling reflec-
tive experiences, many of the characteristic design tropes of mainstream games work
at cross purposes to reflection.

In contrast, within interaction design reflection has been actively pursued as a core
design goal. In critical design, user unfriendliness is called for over user-friendliness
in an attempt to grab the user’s attention and trigger critical reflection on norms gov-
erning our use of technology. In reflective design, providing for ambiguity of inter-
pretation and multiplicity of use is advocated, complicating the notion that a given
product should have an easily determinable function. Inverting traditional assump-
tions and using as inspiration “un-designed for” practices is encouraged, allowing
for questioning of the norm of seamlessness in our assumptions and expectations of
how technology should work and why. Within both these design agendas, common
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design strategies and approaches involve playing off widely accepted design tradi-
tions, essentially attempting to create moments of surprise, a hallmark characteristic
of reflective experience.

Within experimental game design, where designers have generally focused less
on mass market appeal and more on design innovation through the subversion of
mainstream game design conventions, we find some games that privilege reflection,
mirroring the reflection strategies advocated for in critical and reflective design. In
Barr’s Art Game, reflection concerns a shift to viewing playing games as art creation,
and how we can always use game mechanics expressively. Familiar mechanics are
repurposed for making art in the game, and we are invited to be both playful and
artful in our use of these mechanics. In Die Gute Fabrik’s Johann Sebastian Joust,
reflection concerns how we typically think about motion sensor games and technol-
ogy, play as performance and spectatorship, and the place of house rules in computer
games, as rules are revealed to be highly under-designed in the game’s mechanical
system. Amongst other reasons, Art Game and Johann Sebastian Joust have been
highly successful because they subvert our assumptions surrounding more conven-
tional game design.

In short, as critical and reflective design suggests, and as some experimental
games show, games can successfully create and foster experiences for players that
trigger critical reflection. This reflection may concern sensitising players towards
underlying assumptions and values inherent in familiar systems, and provoking them
into deeply exploring, questioning and co-creating responses to problems in the light
of their own experiences and beliefs. Designing for surprise, player unfriendliness,
ambiguity and multiple interpretation can push players towards reflecting on their
play experiences, as can building gameplay around broken and recycled mechanics
and open systems. Designing games for reflection involves rethinking the boundaries
of what constitutes a game.

Games that promote reflection have, to this point, often supported reflection on
conventions surrounding mainstream game design. But the reflective scope of these
games need not solely concern reflection on games. Their reach can extend beyond—
to social, cultural, religious and political values, practices, forces and systems, for
supporting empowerment and serving as an agent of change. Such games would
invite their players to harness their individual reflective and decision-making capac-
ities in ways that acknowledge, problematise and potentially conflict with existing
cultural and social norms. In doing so, they would provoke and challenge players.

I name the practice of designing such games reflective game design.

I close by proposing an agenda which lays out design qualities of reflective game
design de-emphasising certain conventionally accepted design qualities in favour of
more reflective ones.

Questions Over Answers

Reflection is not about answers or reaching “correct” solutions. It concerns deep
consideration of problem spaces and is premised on questioning and revisiting
our existing assumptions. Games that promote reflection will be, therefore, less
about providing players with clear-cut, singular solutions, and more about creating
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opportunities for players to explore multiple possibilities and re-imagining prob-
lem framings. Asking meaningful questions is more important than providing clear
answers.

Games that prompt questions invite players to be both introspective and proac-
tive. They demand that players become more self-aware and critical about their rela-
tion to games, and more thoughtful about their capacity for critical reflection, action
and individual agency. These games empower players, asking them to serve as crit-
ical commentators on their own experiences and to take ownership over them. They
require players to engage at the meta-level, rather than merely reacting at the imme-
diate level.

Clarity Over Stealth

Stealth learning may be enjoyable and a necessary enticement for players opposed
to the concept of games with utility beyond entertainment. But games designed to
promote reflection are not aimed at those audiences—or indeed, those designers who
communicate preferences for stealth learning through their games. They are for those
who want to know how to contextualise their game experiences back to the world,
and who welcome the possibility of game experiences with complex meanings that
endure beyond play. Upholding reflection means privileging clarity over stealth.

In focusing on clarity, games designed to trigger reflection promote conscious
learning in contrast to accidental learning. Players know how and why they learned
something from a game, because the game will not have been designed to obfuscate
this. Players are supported in focusing on real-world connections, in order to max-
imise the chance that game-derived knowledge will not be segregated with “just a
game” experiences but integrated with knowledge we use in daily life.

Disruption Over Comfort

Reflection is triggered when we are not strictly comfortable, when our assumptions
are thrown into question and when we are confronted by situations that challenge
our status quo. Games promoting reflection seek to create moments that lead to
disruption and thus embrace designing for surprise, awkwardness and uncertainty.
Disruption is more likely to lead to reflection than comfort.

Games that are designed to disrupt can create opportunities for players to be
thoughtful, creative and innovative. They invite players to take on new ways of prob-
lem interpretation and solving, providing contexts that necessitate solutions beyond
the obvious. Perhaps most importantly, disruptive game experiences stand out. If the
intention is for players to reflect on how game experiences connect to the world, and
to continue reflecting on this after play, these experiences must be memorable.

Reflection Over Immersion

Immersion is a highly desirable quality if design objectives mainly concern escapism.
But reflection is precisely not about escapism: it concerns revisiting our previous
beliefs intentionally and with a high degree of self-awareness. In the context of
games, it requires acknowledging and incorporating the “fourth wall”, even if this
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conflicts with the experience of “being there”. Supporting reflection in games calls
for privileging reflection over immersion.

Deeply reflecting on a game experience requires engagement with levels of game
understanding and complexities of insight approaching that of the game’s designer.
Games that promote reflection demand active interpretation from their players as
opposed to the passive consumption of experiences; indeed, post-play, players are in
a position to contribute towards the game’s redesign. If immersion is a quality we
associate with playing—and losing ourselves in—games, then reflection is closer to
finding ourselves in games and designing our own experience.
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Playing the Subject

Tom Penney and Florian ‘Floyd’ Mueller

Abstract Today identities are considered fragmented and multiple; they are
ever-changing performances. However, recent discourse surrounding identity sug-
gests the way we engage in online media can actually essentialise identities through
social sorting, creating positive feedback loops and by commodifying niche com-
munities. We illustrate our thinking by looking at examples of current online
applications that are concerned with identity and investigate how artists play with
and subvert these constructs by playing many selves and producing caricatures. We
do this in order to advance a discourse of identity in an age of pervasive social
media.

1 Introduction

Today we express our identity more and more through networked platforms. The
rise of social networking and smartphone applications has greatly increased the
speed and frequency at which users can write versions of their identity into being
and update them, through systems like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and Blogger.
By using these many services, our expression of identity has become fragmented
rather than solid; versions of identity are composed of constantly changing digital
performances. The enactment of varied identities online invokes an image of
diverse subjects that are formed contextually rather than innately and have no single
‘essential’ representation. Ironically, however, media systems not only sort and
manage identities, essentialising rather than diversifying them, but also create
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spaces for us to produce, consume and become the stereotypes that we, as users,
create. Algorithms can sort and manage the identities of users, create social feed-
back loops and close off niche communities.

In order to discuss these issues, we turn to art to consider how such constructs
might be subverted or played. We look at portraiture and caricature as strategies in
the first author, Tom Penney’s, own practice as well as in the practices of other
artists who have engaged with media and identity historically and currently. These
include Cindy Sherman, Candice Breitz, Ed Fornieles and Carla Adams in order to
demonstrate how such investigations have been advanced materially and concep-
tually. We specifically discuss the strategies of playing many selves and the use of
caricature, how they function to critique or subvert ideas of an essential subject.
Ultimately, although social media can serve to essentialise rather than diversify
identities, we want to advocate that it can still be played by artists in order to
problematise and critique the effect media constructions can have on identity to
advance this discourse in an age of pervasive social media.

2 The Fragmented Subject

The question of identity and the assertion of a ‘self’ has, and continues to be, an
ongoing concern in visual culture (Doy 2005, 1f.). When we speak about an
identity, we often refer to its subjectivity. Subjectivity refers to the status of being a
subject and expressing its individual beliefs, desires, feelings and impressions.
These are what formulate a sense of identity. When we talk about identities we have
‘an awareness of what constitutes an individual self, how that self relates to society
and the various characteristics that are involved in the construction of subjectivity,
such as gender, class, ethnicity [and] sexuality...” (Doy 2005, 6f.). In light of
Barthes’ Death of the Author (1968), the postmodern position on the subject has
been to deny its existence. Barthes challenged traditional notions of the unique
subject, forwarding that multiple, individual views construct different readings of
anything a subject produces. Related positions have since held that all notions of the
individual subject, and its identity, are therefore constructed socially or performed.
‘Performed’ here refers to how people portray different images of ‘self” with the
knowledge of the different contexts they might be received in. The feminist theorist
Judith Butler has done much to affirm this through the lens of gender. In her
landmark text Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990),
Butler outlines a position on gender that claims all notions of it are performed,
rather than ‘essential’. If we speak about an ‘essential’ self, we refer to how an
identity can be fixed via searching for its essential core, asking ‘what makes you,
you?’. This post-structuralist position pushes for gender to be flexible and free
floating in the way rigid socially formed categories of ‘male’ and ‘female’ do not
allow. She argues that essential qualities only appear to exist because of the ‘sty-
lised repetition of acts through time’ (Butler 1988, 1f.). While this chapter does
respond to gender specifically, it more widely concerns the portrayal of identities
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through social media via acts that are performed. The way we ‘write ourselves into
being’ (Light et al. 2009) through social media is a contemporary example of
subjects that are constantly changing and updating their performances in social
environments.

3 The Essential Subject

In a ‘post-postmodern’ world, we are encouraged as creative users to write our
subjective voices into social media. Mark Nunes has written about the effects of this
on Facebook in Ecstatic Updates: Facebook, Identity and the Fragmented Self
(2013). In general, capitalist media encourages self-essentialisation for the purpose
of marketing; cosmetic surgeons claim the discovery of a ‘real you’ through their
products, and the spirituality industry claims to help people find an ‘inner self’
through their services (van Zoonen 2013, 49f.). Despite the developments of
postmodern feminist theory, the concept of an ‘essential self” that resides in indi-
viduals is still something that drives consumption. Social media encourages people
to express this self; selves affirm their individuality at all costs. On Facebook, this is
sold as a kind of ‘social good; to contribute to society now becomes an act of
contributing content within communicative capitalism’s “fantasy of abundance™
(Nunes 2013, 10f.). Mark Zuckerberg, owner of Facebook, speaks of a scenario
where ‘the world will be better if you share more’ (Nunes 2013, 10f.). Finding an
‘essential self’, a fixed identity, is a marketing strategy; the essential self has
become an undeniable focus of our popular culture and media services.

Despite being encouraged to express our subjectivity in social media, we actually
participate in others’ systems. The degree to which identity ‘belongs’ to unique
individuals is suspect. By ‘sharing more’ we give the systems interpreting this data
more to work with. Within the frame of Facebook, for example, content not only
legally belongs to Facebook, but users are understood as a ‘vertex or node... [that]...
marks an identity’ (Nunes 2013, 15f.). The user is not a multiple but rather an
aggregate; a whole combined from disparate elements that are the relationships or
‘actions and associations’ that converge upon the ‘vertex’ (Nunes 2013, 14f.). The
individual is understood through an ‘algorithmically generated data profile of con-
tacts and keywords that defines a user as ‘dividual’ or ‘instance’ within a larger
relational database’ (Nunes 2013, 12f.). While we are encouraged to creatively
communicate ourselves at great speed, and this behaviour may seem fragmenting,
the multiplicity of these performances constitute a whole from the invisible per-
spective of the digital spaces we subject ourselves to. This leads us to the question of
whether identities are defined or limited, despite certain claims for subjectivity; that
users can communicate in social networking ‘as they so desire’ (Nunes 2013, 13f).

In From Identity to Identification: Fixating the Fragmented Self (2013), Liesbet
van Zoonen expresses a similar perspective. Although cultural theory, especially
through queer studies and intersectionality (van Zoonen 2013, 44f.), has tended to
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consider identity as ‘multiple rather than single... dynamic rather than static...
and... volatile rather than consistent’, van Zoonen discusses social sorting and
identity management as phenomena in Internet media that actually impose fixed
identities on users. If we take Google’s recent change in privacy policy as an
example, which collects information from all of its services (Gmail, YouTube,
Google+) and merges them into a single account in order to ‘provide better ser-
vices... from figuring out basic stuff like which language you speak, to more
complex things like which ads you’ll find most useful or the people who matter
most to you online’ (van Zoonen 2013, 47f.), we gain a picture of how services are
defining us as specific ‘types’ of user. The service is sold as supporting individual
subjects through a user-friendly interface that ‘gives you what you want’; however,
this data is used by Google, in a similar way to Facebook, to define a user in a
network. Using this definition, Google then displays only certain types of content to
you. Social sorting denies users the possibility of a multiple self, says van Zoonen.
Out of ‘necessity, it needs to identify people as belonging either in one or the other
category, but definitely not in more than one’ (van Zoonen 2013, 47f.). Van Zoonen
acknowledges ‘diversity’ as a desirable goal for social and cultural policy but
questions whether this is being achieved. Google can serve to render this ‘diversity’
through essential qualities, a certain ‘type’ of diversity.

Social networking systems may sort or manage us, essentialising a diverse or
multiple self, but we willingly produce the content that constructs the ‘types’ they
identify for us. We are encouraged to express ‘essential selves’ through social
media, but then social media, having used this data, reflects its own essentialisation
back. In Baudrillard’s terms (1988, 12f.) “The scene and the mirror have given way
to a screen and a network’, but the Internet is starting to look like a mirror that tells
us what we already are, what we want to hear, rather than a mirror that silently
reflects. By using an interface that purports to give us ‘what we want’, we may have
thought we were telling the Internet what we want to see by filling out question-
naires, endorsing content, adding certain friends or check-marking different boxes.
The virtual image of the self that synthesises an essential ‘type’ from all the data we
input is something we consume reflexively. Through the screen-as-mirror, a posi-
tive feedback loop, are we thus consuming the Internet’s caricatures, its ‘extreme
versions’, of ourselves? A manifestation of this concept is the echo chamber, which
applies more specifically to blogs and blog culture. By literally writing ourselves
into cyberspace, an echo chamber can been invoked; ‘a condition arising in an
online community where participants find their own opinion constantly “echoed”
back to them, thus reinforcing a certain sense of truth that resonates with their
individual belief systems’. (McCrae 2011, 1f.). Not only does the echo chamber
create a closed circle of feedback for individuals, but it can limit entire communities
to the circulation of closed opinions, acting to shut down effective critical discourse
(McCrae 2011, 3f).
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4 Commodifying Difference

Essentialised subjects and feedback loops have implications for supporters of
diverse identity, especially given Butler’s assertion of a fluid concept of sexuality.
We believe this is especially true of online dating applications which encourage
users, in many cases, to limit both themselves and what they look for in other
people, to rigid ‘types’. The websites and applications in question are often
specifically tailored to minorities, but encourage users to subscribe to particular
images of those minorities. Major contributors to the development of such ‘types’
are indeed the users themselves who perpetuate certain mannerisms, languages and
looks through their collective use of those systems. These in turn become the
‘repeated acts’ invoked by Butler than can serve to cosmetically re-essentialise
certain forms of identity. Here, we use the extreme case of Grindr, which is a
mobile dating application for gay men with highly specific codes of engagement. It
presents users with a library of faces or bodies that can be browsed through before
conversation is initiated. It uses a GPS system to detect which users are closest to
you. The application is commonly known to be used for sexual ‘hook-ups’ although
it can be used for casual dating or meeting friends. Opening Grindr, one is visually
presented with an array of flat, narcissistic ‘selfies’. These are photographs taken on
a phone of oneself, often at arm’s length, directed at the face, or using a bathroom
mirror. The app presents a grid of squares containing these selfies where all subjects
are equalised through their visual representation under the surface of the mobile
phone. Swiping through the profiles-under-glass is like flicking through an IKEA
catalogue; these bodies are defined as potential objects for sale.

Ben Light has researched the construction of homosexual identity on a com-
parable system, Gaydar.co.uk, noting that users of it subscribe to versions of
homosexuality that may contribute to ‘marginalisation in society... through the
deployment of strategies based on the commodification of difference’ (Light et al.
2009). The commodification of difference here refers to the way a niche market has
been identified and turned into a product, a consumer choice. Marginalisation
through this commodity is indeed perpetuated. Codes of communication are highly
specific to the gay Grindr community. Users define themselves through codes like
‘sub’ (submissive), ‘top’ (dominant), ‘GAM’ (gay Asian male). They have control
over what they do or do not want the system to provide, by limiting the age range of
searches, for example, or by making their desires explicit through statements on
their profile, such as ‘I only want fun’, which in the Grindr universe translates to ‘I
only want to have sex’. As a result of niche marketing, ‘Such conceptions of
gayness may be stereotypical and defined against a heterosexual norm, rather than
intersecting with complex identities that include multitudinous forms of gender and
sexuality’ (Light et al. 2009). As a user one feels an enormous amount of pressure
to appeal to the stereotypes and codes that are perpetuated and constantly written by
users into the ‘community’ that Grindr is:

Through the use of Gaydar.co.uk [and Grindr] individuals write a version of themselves and
of this gay community into being. However, because of the desire to commodify ‘the
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difference’ that is gay, predominantly white men, online and offline, such inscriptions
become monolithic caricatures that are obdurate and enrol even those who do not partic-
ipate in such arrangements at all or only by proxy. (Light et al. 2009)

On Grindr users can participate in these inscriptions by taking selfies of them-
selves and using them on their public profiles. Lacanian thought tells us that
identities are formed when children recognise their reflections in the mirror; the
mirror’s representation of the body allows the body to be perceived as an object that
can be compared against other objects of language (Lacan 1949, 503f.). If ...media
images act as Lacanian mirrors that cause identity formations to be ideologically
laden’ (Peretti 1996), then Grindr allows users to participate as a media image—an
object participating in this language. Users’ images on the screen (their selfies) are
displayed alongside other profiles on Grindr as squares comparable to others around
them. Peretti (1996) further asserts that, ‘In Lacanian terms, consumer capitalism
needs subjects who continually re-enact the infantile drama of mirror stage iden-
tifications.” in order to maintain productivity. The app rapidly updates profiles and
refreshes the indication of proximity they have to each other leading subjects to
constantly question their portrayal as a media object. This is not a seasonal change
of fashions but a minute-by-minute update of images. As soon as external selves are
consolidated by single pictures, they are immediately threatened again when
compared against to a context of other profile images. By participating this way,
through the narcissistic portrayal of many selves, one feeds Grindr the images that
construct its types through a positive feedback loop, a mirror.

5 Artistic Responses

We have raised a number of concerns for identity, or the subject, that artists might
respond to or use as a point of departure for creative work, particularly, the notion
of a fluid or multiple self as something that can be limited and essentialised through
Facebook, Google or Grindr. The multiple self is of great importance to artists who
have long romanticised their notion of self resistant and irreducible to definition by
others’ systems and stereotypes. We propose that artists can visually and concep-
tually analyse what it means for social media systems to essentialise selves in the
contemporary world, and subvert this in the process. Many artists have invoked
‘acts’ or ‘performances’ in new media as a way to question ‘who is playing who?’.
The disappearance of artists into systems through these performances, however,
makes it difficult to locate a critique, and at points, artists can be seen as complicit
within them. We therefore consider how the use of caricatures of individuals as well
as of whole systems can function to critique the discussed systems.
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6 Playing Many Selves

Artists like Cindy Sherman have played many selves in order to subvert media
representations of women. In her work The Untitled Film Stills (1977-80), Sherman
dressed up and photographed herself as different ‘types’ of women in popular film,
television and printed media. Of her work Sherman states ‘I feel I’'m anonymous in
my work... “When I look at the pictures, I never see myself; they aren’t
self-portraits. Sometimes I disappear” (Collins 1990). Part of what we see in the
work of artists that play many selves is that they ‘disappear’ into a multiplicity of
performances through their mimicry of external acts and media portrayals. This is a
key strategy artists use to disrupt the relationship between media and the subject in
order to highlight or draw attention to it. The history of artists probing identity
through media has been recently presented in Candice Breitzx’s The Character
(2013) at the Australian Centre for the Moving Image (ACMI). Candice Breitz’s
videos in particular ask ‘To what extent are our lives “scripted” for us by the media
we consume and other influences that we encounter in our intimate and social
environments?’ (ACMI 2013).

In Breitz’s fourteen channel video installation, Becoming (2003), Breitz faith-
fully re-enacted short segments of female performances in Hollywood films. Her
own video performances are shown on standing screens with footage playing on
either side; one side shows the original Hollywood footage in colour and on the
reverse side is Breitz’s re-enactment in black and white. Breitz mimics perfor-
mances, for example, by Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman and Cameron Diaz in The
Sweetest Thing with uncanny accuracy and exacting body language. The nature of
the dual footage, which is synced exactly and of precisely the same duration, makes
it indiscernible which person, the artist or the actor, is speaking the dialogue. The
nature of Breitz’s portrayal of the actresses, if not necessarily critiquing them,
constructs a scenario where viewers ask themselves ‘who is playing who?’. This
occurs in the moment we switch from one side of each pair of videos to the other in
astonishment as we attempt to figure out who is speaking the dialogue. Breitz’s
work acts to decentre her identity and the identity of other subjects by confusing the
boundary between the single actor and the many roles. This is especially true in her
video installations ‘Him’ (1968-2008) and ‘Her’ (1978-2008) which feature
multiple videos of Jack Nicholson and Meryl Streep, respectively. In each video,
multiple sections of films the actors have played in are extracted and are played, cut
together simultaneously, with each other. Background in each video has been
removed so that we only see the actors. It is difficult to tell whether through the
many different ‘acts’ the images collectively form an essential picture of the actors,
or whether at the end of the day, it should be accepted that none of those images are
‘the actors’ because all are simply performed roles. This does not matter however,
as the contrast between the two thoughts raises awareness of this disappearance. As
such, this disappearance is a point of focus getting viewers to question ‘who is
playing who’ out of confusion.
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Artists advocating the play of many selves not only disappear into the roles they
portray, but can disappear into the systems that produce them as well. Ed Fornieles
investigates many selves through their disappearance into such systems. He is a
digital ‘post-Internet’ artist who has used social media to examine the ‘types’ and
identities inhabiting it from within. In Dorm Daze (2011) also called The Facebook
Sitcom, ‘participants inhabited profiles scalped from real life American college
students’ (McNeil 2012). A feature of Fornieles’ work is that individuals play other
individuals, not celebrities. Individuals are written as larger-than-life types online;
they are the ‘celebrities’. For Dorm Daze, the result was a series of narratives
formed from the evolving discussions between characters. One can read the con-
versations between members of the fictional Orca or Sigma Chi houses, and the
various political and religious stereotypes they come to embody through their
exchanges. While the fiction plays out through Facebook itself, it has informed
wider projects and strings of thought. Animal House (2011) was a ‘series of college
party performances which emulated the dorm/frat environment’” (McNeil 2012)
where over 200 people had been assigned roles for what ‘type’ of college character
they would play throughout the event. Projects such as these are opportunities to
consider the identity of communities, which essentially form stereotypes, and how
easily the participants come to embody these by naturally adopting the codes,
modes of speech and mannerisms that define the roles they have been given. By
getting many participants to play many other participants, Fornieles can get them,
by quickly adopting various roles, to consider their ability to become multiple or
other selves. For our discussion this means that by playing each other, we are
encouraged to disengage from our regular feedback loops and consider interfacing
with a system from a different point of view, a strategy that decentres the essen-
tialised self.

Playing multiple selves in digital spaces however complicates the multiple/
essential binary. New media artist Mark Amerika champions this kind of production
which he dubs the ‘one person art-making machine’ (Amerika 2008, 77f.). The
‘digital-artist-to-be’ must constantly ‘play themselves—even if that means having
to reinvent their artistic personas over and over again’ (Amerika 2008, 82f.).
Amerika praises a sort of ‘becoming one’ with the system while maintaining a
nomadic fluidity within it. Amerika speaks of ‘remixologists—performance artists
who manipulate all of the useful data they have sampled from so that they can then
reconfigure their own stories into a pseudoautobiographical narrative that spins the
media attention right their way’ (Amerika 2008, 77f.). An emphasis on the artist
‘selling themselves’ is prevalent. While this voyage may be free-form, flux or
nomadic, it does of course still tiptoe around the rhetoric of ‘selling oneself’ or
‘being who one wants to be’. Larissa Hjorth (2013a, 100f.) says ‘some artists are
productively using Facebook to send out invitations, others are using it to perform a
type of public intimacy in which messages, photographs and newsfeeds all cata-
logue and cultivate the image (and aura) of the artists’. Such a mode of artistic
productivity is increasing with the level of comfort younger artists have in using
technology. In a study of artists born after 1989 (‘89+’), Hans Ulrich Obrist has
referred to ‘the diamond generation’, a ‘tagline for [a] group of fluidly networked
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and distributed digital natives’ (Burke 2013). The ‘digital natives’ ‘develop [their]
practices in tandem with the very economies and structures that maintain them, and
in fact face these structures at their most blatant and abrasive. Artistic agency lies in
the degree to which these structures are incorporated and subverted’. (Burke 2013)
This suggests that the act of ‘disappearance’ will only increase as generations
become more implicit within social media, and artistic outcomes will blur more and
more with the content of ‘non-artists’. In this disappearance, we must ask ourselves
whether artists are therefore still pushing for the playing of many selves in order to
subvert systems, encouraging multiplicity, or whether this is misleading; that rather,
many selves are the way artists realise their ‘essence’ in a multiplicity of outcomes
and become complicit within the systems that frame them.

7 The Fractal Subject

It seems that although artists fragment themselves and others within systems, their
subjects are still paramount to framing the work. Something confusing about the
union of artists, their roles and the systems they play in new media is their politics.
Are they ‘for’ or ‘against’ the systems they become one with, and how can we tell
them apart? I addressed this irony in a project of mine; Everyone’s a Hero in
Valhalla (2010) by responding to the words of new media artist Roy Ascot; ‘I long
to be many selves distributed through the networks... I AM many selves... I wish
to recognise my potential of being immortal in that sense’ (Ascot 1993). In his
words, I see an ironic construction; through his many selves he wishes to realise an
immortal self, it seems quite an egocentric concept that downplays his desire to be
multiple. Jean Baudrillard has described The Fractal Subject, something that here
positions the irony of a disappearing, many-self-playing artist:

...one can speak of the fractal subject... diffracted into a multitude of identical miniaturized
egos... completely saturating its environment... the fractal subject dreams only of
resembling himself [sic] in each one of his fractions. That is to say, his [sic] dream
involutes below all representation towards the smallest molecular fraction of himself [sic]; a
strange Narcissus, no longer dreaming of his ideal image, but of a formula to genetically
reproduce himself [sic] into infinity (Baudrillard 1988).

The idea of a fractal subject is influential to my work. In terms of our discussion,
this is a subject who is neither multiple, nor singular and essential. As both, it is a
multiple that realises its essence in many outcomes. I had seen elements of the
fractal subject within the use of Facebook, where ‘versions’ of self are curated in
libraries of profile images. When browsed, one can realise their essence within each
performance despite their multiplicity and difference. One’s identity is not com-
posed out of an aggregate of many selves, but rather realises itself in many agents.
When thinking about the fractal subject, I liken its multiple agents to ‘horcruxes’
(from J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter (1997-2007)) which are a set of objects (seven
in Rowling’s book) containing fragments of a soul that has been split between them.
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The subject whose soul has been split will never die so long as one horcrux remains
intact. In Roy Ascot’s sense, one becomes immortal. In 2009, I had made a series of
artworks called The Horcruxes, where 1 3D-scanned various artworks of mine and
turned them into digital images. In the Duchampian tradition, I signed each object
using Photoshop (inscribing my ‘essence’ within each) and made them available
online. I asked people to download them as much as possible; the more downloads
of each horcrux, the more my soul would divide. The more pieces of my soul that
existed, the more difficult I would be to kill. This was my allegorical playing of the
fractal subject. In this example, my strategy was to embody the fractal subject rather
than oppose it.

I then attempted to subvert the fractal subject by creating The Tarot Self Portrait
(2010) (Fig. 1). I posed as all 72 cards of the Tarot. The images were printed as
actual cards and contained in a self-branded box; ‘Tom Penney is the Tarot .
I wanted to ask a question; if I subject an entire system of human reflection to my
own individual body and if I appropriated each of its archetypes, would I therefore
represent a subject that not only narcissistically imagined itself as immortal through
its multiplicity, but through whom others would be forced to express if they played
the cards? I elevated myself to the same system and standard as these universal
archetypes. In essence, I imagined a system whereby if I played the cards, I would
be tautologically consuming and reflecting upon only versions of myself, and if
others reflected upon the cards, they would understand themselves only in terms of
my system. Both the archetypes and whoever uses the cards become expressions of
my fractal subject not their own. In The Tarot Self Portrait, however, none of the
performances are me. They are images separate to my body (as are one’s images on
Facebook). Wanting to represent this irony within the work, I played each role
through cheap tacky costumes and the poses appear sarcastic unlike the seriousness
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THE FOOL THE EMPRESS

Fig. 1 Tom Penney (2010). Images from The Tarot self portrait
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and universality of the archetypes they represent. My expressions and poses are
absurd, humorous and playful, forming irreverent caricatures of the Tarot arche-
types. This strategy serves to clearly reveal a performance rather than disappear into
one. There is no question of ‘who is playing who?” My playfulness manifesting in
caricature becomes a strategy to expose irony, rather than disappear into, a system
and artistic position that encourages individuals to participate as fractal and
narcissistic.

At this point, we realise that aesthetic strategies examining the play of many
selves today can be critical rather than implicit. My work, The New Spiritual
Network (2010), consists of nineteen videos depicting me in various farcical roles.
I portrayed witches, gurus, academics and cultists all peddling their own subjective
methods for finding an ‘inner self’. My intention for The New Spiritual Network
was to render absurd the relationship between ‘essential selves’ sought through
different spiritual perspectives and their reality as a subjective multiplicity. Many
individuals sell their ‘sure fire methods’ for spiritual journeying through YouTube.
In one set of videos, I had used six people to listen to a famous speech on YouTube
(‘Re:Evolution’) by new age shamanic guru and theorist, Terence McKenna. Each
performer had to repeat his words received via headphones immediately and
without pause or rehearsal. I had intended for the effect to mirror a ‘channelling’ of
a spirit through one’s body and speech as a psychic might do. The new age
spirituality babble is stuttered and inaccurately delivered by each performer as they
receive the sound via a YouTube video. The matching of the performer to the
‘influencing media’ is broken. Brokenness serves not only to make viewers ques-
tion the origin of the subjective words (‘who is playing who?’). One questions
whether the performers are in fact complicit in speaking them (‘are they happy to be
played?’). This disunity rather serves to critique than question; it suggests the
performers cannot handle and are controlled by, rather than simply reflect or
‘disappear into’ the digitally provided speech.

8 Caricature

In each of my works, caricature becomes an important strategy of critique. The
absurd clumsiness, reduction and brokenness of my artworks emphasise ques-
tionable aspects of relationships between subjects and media. They are caricatures
of systems as much as they are of the subjects operating in them. Here, I emphasise
caricature as a strategy to critique social media. In Notes on Caricature (1989),
Mike Kelley discusses the function of caricature. As a kind of antithesis to modern
abstraction, caricature uses reductive processes to achieve ‘a portrait that deliber-
ately transforms the features of its victims so as to expose and exaggerate their
faults and weaknesses’ (Kelley 1989, 20f.). Kelley points out that ‘although they
may appear to be very different, caricature, which uses deformation in the service of
ridicule, and the idealised, heroic, classical portrait, are founded in similar essen-
tialist assumptions’ (Kelley 1989, 22f.). The key here is that the purpose of
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caricature is to critique, not immortalise or affirm the essential qualities that por-
traiture attempts to draw out. It does this by highlighting certain features of the
critiqued. At many points, I have alluded to our engagement with the
screen-as-mirror as defining ‘types’ of users by synthesising personal data into an
essential ‘version’ of a user, not unlike caricature. Social media, however, does not
choose to do this for the purpose of critique. It rather synthesises information based
on data about individuals in order to optimise an understanding of one and
streamline their networked experience. The creative artist, however, has every
opportunity to subjectively represent faults for the purposes of critique through
caricature. As a strategy, this serves to distance the artist critically from the cri-
tiqued by subjecting subjects and systems to their own play.

A playful approach to caricature was exemplified in The One Minute Soul Capture
(2009) (Fig. 2), an artwork of mine in response to the computer’s reductive role in
essentialising individuals. This project was framed through my performance as a
witch who having lost her magic powers had to use computers to perform dark magic
(‘The dark arts of art’). She seized the profile images of my Facebook friends and
digitally transformed them, each in the space of one minute, using quick and cheap
filters on Photoshop. This process was filmed sarcastically as an informational crafts
show, where the witch showed you how to do it at home using your own Photoshop
software. Each subject was reduced to an unflattering digital caricature. Similar to The
Horcruxes, its outcomes were essentialisations of individuals realised in digital
artefacts; however, they were negative depictions rather than celebratory. While this
could be interpreted as a critique of the narcissism of each subject’s self-representation
on Facebook, I had masked their identities through each image and as a collection the
work became more about the overall process of reduction. The gesture of ‘the filter’
became metaphoric for the subjective essentialisation a computer perceives on its end
of the screen-as-mirror. The framing of this reduction as dark magic placed it in a
critical light by rendering it an ‘evil’ act. With a screeching Python-esque voice,

Fig. 2 Tom Penney (2010). Images from The One Minute Soul Capture
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shoddy makeup, and wearing a torn sheet and crocs, the character of the witch who
performed the dark magic became a meta-caricature. As a witch who conflated digital
processes and dark magic, who ‘became one with the filter’, she was a caricature of
systems producing caricatures of subjects. The witch subjected others to her own
system; the soul captures became agents of her expression, and the individuals in them
had no agency in their representation. A fractal subject was invoked yet again, but this
was a caricature of one. I critically distanced myself from the fractal subject by here
performing in a role that was not ‘me’. My aim was not to disappear. By playing
roles-as-caricatures and subjects-as-caricatures, my intention is to critique.

These examples exemplify how we see caricature as a strategy that places control
in the hands of the artist. Artists can subjectively manipulate and re-imagine their
subjects through reduction, distortion and exaggeration. For me, playing with cari-
cature is a way of taking back dominance over systems that essentialise us. Mary
Flanagan through her body of work on Critical Play (2008) discusses how artists,
non-artists and children have played with dolls and doll houses as a way of un-
derstanding, controlling and subverting the systems of domesticity and self-image
they represent. One can symbolise whole systems and the characters playing within
them as a way to control them. In computer gaming, this has been achieved through
computer games like The Sims (Maxis 2000—current) or Sim City (Maxis 1989—
2013), which give players virtual worlds to manipulate but also offer them oppor-
tunities to arrange those worlds as they wish; one can deviate from the expected path
to a great degree. Playing with bodies and worlds in the form of virtual and physical
representations allows for a kind of ‘transformative play’, where one can overcome a
structure in order to imagine it differently (Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 305f.).

Artist Carla Adams and I treat our subjects as dolls subjected to a process of
caricature. This allows us to take control over the subject’s representation in a
virtual environment. We draw over subjects and emphasise different qualities in
order to portray their weaknesses in a digital domestic system. This domestic
system, for both of us, has largely involved online dating. Our transformations are
caricatures that imagine structures as broken and forlorn rather than functioning.
Much of Adams’ recent works have involved her encounters with men through
Omegle; she takes images of the people she interacts with via webcam and paints
over them so as to mask their identity but emphasise their flawed nature. In Very
Sad Men (2012) (Fig. 3), the subjects are anonymous but the nature of the colour
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Fig. 3 Carla Adams (2012). Images from Very Sad Men
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and shape in each image is blob-like, crude and unflattering. The colours are sickly
or pale. These caricatures emphasise sadness in each subject from the subjective
point of view of the artist, being the only feature that sings through each. Adams
has also recently constructed her caricatures in sculptural form, using papier maché
to create lumpy, sagging versions of her online encounters. The effect of these
caricatures is to render them powerless as objects on the other side of a screen,
reversing a relationship that would normally position the female as the object of a
male gaze. In this scenario, the men become objects as artworks that can be
positioned or played with like dolls in order to subvert the new domesticity of social
media. By imagining this environment differently through caricature, the sadness of
anonymous webcam interaction is emphasised and critiqued by the artist.
Building on this, I expand caricature as control to also include the environments,
the ‘doll houses’ that such caricatures operate in. Recently, I have created a series of
images based on Grindr that are designed to be viewed by swiping through a
self-designed app. I use the popular new computer game-building software Unity3D
to achieve these caricatures and build the interactive environment in which they
appear. Unity3D presents me with a three-dimensional plane where objects can be
arranged, built, scaled, reduced and skinned. By dropping objects into the
three-dimensional interface, I can imagine whole environments where objects
interrelate in a virtual space and produce relationships that construct meaning, not
unlike the visual arrangement of elements in a painting. When I play around with
my 3D images, I feel like I am controlling a kind of computer game world; I am
used to playing simulation games where one controls different characters, popu-
lations and environments. My Unity3D worlds become symbolic doll houses, here
ones that are caricatures of the systems that subjects might operate within. My
self-designed app that mimics Grindr has been made this way. I had created a series
of male ‘dolls’ in The Sims 3 each with their own personalities, looks and traits.
I then used these as the origin for models that I placed in a Unity3D world. I have
imperfectly used a separate 3D scanning application to reduce the ‘dolls’ to
inaccurate, painterly reductions that erase the individuality of each character, before
adding a perfectly modelled iPhone back into their hands; the caricatures are taking
‘selfies’. The images (Fig. 4) have been designed to reflect Grindr profiles by their
placement into an orange frame and a system that organises them to be viewed
through a smartphone. Using only the characteristic orange of the Grindr interface,
the same resolution of the smartphone screen and its swiping gesture, the app
reduces the features of Grindr to a symbolic level and acts as its critical double.
The use of caricature to represent whole interactive environments sets artists
apart from media systems rather than see them operate from within and disappear.
This kind of caricature, system-as-caricature, not only has implications for artists
but for designers of computer games and interactive media. Machinima, and art
games, for example, has combined computer games, visual art and cinema in the
Dadaist tradition of playful subversion (Hjorth 2013a, b). In the spirit of Flanagan’s
Critical Play (2009) knowledge of games, art and new media can combine to create
critical creative outcomes that interrogate our methods of living through social
media. A method of constructing a caricature of a system is to use basic gestures of
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Fig. 4 Tom Penney (2013). Images from Selfies

interaction, such as the swiping of the finger on my Untitled Grindr app, as sym-
bolic for ‘interaction’. In a recent work also made in Unity3D, Fragile Ego (2013)
(Fig. 5), I have exaggerated the feature of the ‘like’ button on Facebook. By
reducing the Facebook environment to two symbolic actions (clicking a ‘like’ or
‘dislike’ button), viewers are able to inflate or deflate phallic monster characters
contained within a box reminiscent of a Facebook page until they explode. This
gesture acts to form a critical representation of Facebook by emphasising the

Fig. 5 Tom Penney (2013). Screenshot of Fragile Ego
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relationship between ‘input’ and ‘ego’ (more clicking = bigger ego, less click-
ing = deflated ego), highlighting this functionality by rendering it simplified and
absurd. An entire system is criticised through two buttons. This simple system acts
as a caricature of Facebook through the emphasis of a single mode of interaction.

9 Conclusion

In summary, through an analysis of existing works and my own, we have identified
a number of strategies that subvert the essentialisation of identity in online systems.
We first discussed the idea of an ‘essential self’ as something undermined by
postmodern theory, but then noted that social media today encourages
self-essentialisation through the examples of identity management, positive feed-
back loops and commodification of niche communities. The first strategy we
identified as subverting essential selves has been to play many selves in order to
represent the subject as multiple and intersecting with other ‘types’, celebrities or
other users, in popular and social media. While this has decentred the subject by
asking ‘who is playing who?’ it can lead to a situation where artists politically
disappear into the systems they attempt to critique. Given the complacency of
digital natives within social media, it is likely that this disappearance will only
increase. As social media encourages fractal subjects to realise their essence within
many agents, artists, too can come to represent the fractal subject through their
many selves and outcomes. To provide a critical alternative to this scenario, we
have identified through my own practice, caricature as a way to subversively rep-
resent both the subjects of social media and the systems of social media. The effect
of doing so positions the artist as separate to the systems under scrutiny by paro-
dying social media constructs and the way subjects form identities within them. Our
strategies hope to shed light on new media art as not only providing novel strate-
gies, but providing critical ones that truly examine what it means to reflect on life
through the screen-as-mirror. Without highlighting the changing nature of the
subject through contemporary critical art, we fear the total complacency of new
generations within systems that can come to define, limit and essentialise diversity.
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The Potential of the Contradictory
in Digital Media—The Example
of the Political Art Game PoliShot

Susanne Grabowski and Daniel Cermak-Sassenrath

Abstract When we created PoliShot, a political Dada game and interactive
installation, we were confronted quite unexpectedly with the question of what is
morally or ethically tolerable in digital games. When it was exhibited, it provoked
shocked and concerned reactions from curators and visitors alike. The stumbling
block was the use of violence, or more specifically, asking the players to act
violently in the game. We take our experiences as an occasion to enquire into and
discuss the contradictions of the actual and the virtual, of concept and content. We
attempt to draw historical and contemporary parallels and reflect on how art pro-
duction is not limited to the work, but includes the artists and the audience as
essential players in a dynamic system of meanings, motives, and interpretations, full
of (un)intended and (un)anticipated conflicts, provocations, breakdowns and shifts,
creating exciting and challenging opportunities for play.

1 Introduction

Despite questionable content, shooting games of all kinds continue to be extremely
popular (see, e.g., Fritz and Fehr 2003; JIM-Study 2012; Kolokythas 2013)."
Roughly speaking, these games reward the player with a high score for skillfully

'Fritz and Fehr (2003) find that games with violent, aggressive, and warlike content are the most
popular ones. The first-person shooter Call of Duty is, according to the German JIM-Study
(2012:49) one of the favorite games of 12- to 19-year-old boys. At present, eight of the games in
the top-ten list of PC-World (2013) are shooting games.
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shooting enemies of some description. For Fritz (1995:23), the games realize the
players’ disposition towards speed, aggression, instant reward, and action.” Murray
(1997:146) observes that “fighting game[s]” have technically developed a “tight
visceral match between the game controller and the screen action” which affords the
player a very direct “sense of agency” and “requires very little imaginative effort.”
Although the settings of the games are overwhelmingly violent scenarios, only few
people appear to refuse outright to play them, that is, reject the act of shooting. Fritz
and Fehr (2003:53) see the reasons in the players’ wish to realize power, domi-
nance, and control (which are closely linked to violence) often articulated as the
injuring of an opponent (suffering is, however, not part of these games). Many
players find the games fascinating because they can relate their life situations to the
patterns in the games (ibid.:51). If the playing of violent games were motivated by
the need or possibility to act out safely, to release or to channel aggressive and
destructive impulses, if the games had a compensating and regulating function,’
they would presumably be accepted by society as useful and valuable tools.

But this is not the case. On the contrary, the games are suspected of having
adverse effects on their players and on society in general. They raise fears about
connections between violence in games and violent behavior in everyday life, that is,
whether one is motivated by the other.* Much attention is regularly directed towards
the issue after so-called school shootings, such as Littleton (US, 1999) and Erfurt
(FRG, 2002). However, Kunczik and Zipfel report in their study (2010) no signif-
icant correlation between violent actions in play and violent actions in everyday life.
Although their findings indicate that it is possible that medial violence influences the
recipients’ aggression levels, the effect is only moderate and temporary (Kunczik
and Zipfel 2010:13). Violent medial representations are also only one factor in a
complex network of reasons and causes for the occurrence of physical violence, and
computer games have no greater impact than other media (ibid.).

What is striking about violent game scenarios—with the exception of military
games about the most popular wars (e.g., World War II, Vietnam, Afghanistan)—is
that they are mostly set in invented or fake scenarios with very limited artificial and
stereotypical situations. Games in which the players perform political assassinations
(as in JFK Reloaded (2004)) or first-degree-murders (e.g., for reasons of greed or
jealousy) are nearly nonexistent. The question of why such games are not realized
(for lack of player interest or because of moral considerations?) remains open for
now.

We were confronted quite unexpectedly with the question of what is morally or
ethically tolerable in digital games when we created PoliShot, a political Dada game

2Schnelligkeit, Aggressivitdt, [...] rasche[r] Erfolg und [...] Lebendigkeit’ (Fritz 1995:23).
3The catharsis theory (proposed, e.g., by Harvey Carr) maintains that games are played as a means
to purge or drain antisocial energy (Carr in McLean and Hurd, 2012:28; cf. Retter 2003:11); it has
not been convincingly proven (Kunczik and Zipfel 2010:4).

“The interest appears mainly focused on the direction game to ordinary life. But Kunczik and
Zipfel (2010:10) indicate that people with aggressive personality structures also prefer violent
games.
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and interactive installation, in 2009. When it was shown in the “Art in Action” and
“Computer Art 2.010”° exhibitions, it provoked surprising (i.e., shocked and
concerned) reactions from curators and visitors alike. The stumbling block was the
use of violence, or more specifically, asking the players to act violently in the game.
We take this experience as an occasion to enquire into and discuss the contradic-
tions of the actual and the virtual, of concept and content. We attempt to reflect
upon the blendings and blurrings of moral/ethical, psychological, and also historical
boundaries in digital media, and to (re)trace the influence the computer’s particular
medial character had and has on these.

2 PoliShot: PoliticalGame and ArtMedium

PoliShot was initially created in the university course Art in Action.” The course
addressed practical and theoretical aspects of play, interaction, and art; more
specifically, it was focused on digital games, interactive installations, and the Dada
art movement.

The participants of the course were asked to develop “Dada games as interactive
installations.” The games should involve typical Dada ingredients (such as collages,
sounds, and sarcasm) and three specific components:

e A mascot, for fun (in PoliShot: Kurt Schwitters)

e A household appliance as control device (in PoliShot: an electric iron)

e A certain sweetness, based on individual interpretations (in PoliShot the use of
cute objects such as a pink swim ring or Mrs. Leyen’s braids).

In addition, the games were to be multiplayer games with at least two players,
winnable by one of the players (or a team of players), and based on exciting and
fast-paced game play. PoliShot is designed for four players who support the fight of
Dadaists against political lies and political “crimes.”

We were offered an exhibition of the student works at the Weserburg: Museum
fiir moderne Kunst in Bremen. For this opportunity we revised PoliShot from a
technical demo, which demonstrated the mechanics of a shooting gallery-style
action game: cardboard figures popped up; 1920s gangsters were to be shot; molls

SArt in Action exhibition, Weserburg—Museum fiir moderne Kunst in Bremen, March 18th—April
5th, 2010.

(’Computer Art 2.010 exhibition, with works from the Goldener Plotter 2010 competition, Inno-
vationszentrum Wiesenbusch in Gladbeck, August 29th—September 26th, 2010 and Stidtische
Galerie—sohle 1 in Bergkamen, April 1th-July 3th, 2011.

"Daniel Cermak-Sassenrath, Bernard Robben, Susanne Grabowski. Art in Action: Computerspiele,
interaktive Kunst und neue Schnittstellen (Computer Games, Interactive Art and New Interfaces),

Course, University of Bremen and University of the Arts (Hochschule fiir Kiinste), Bremen,
Winter Semester 2009/10.
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were to be spared. It was a kind of first-person shooter,® involving the basic
components of hero/player, opponents, weapons, levels, health, score, and time.
This is mentioned because the original game’s mechanics provided us with one of
the main associations in PoliShot: It reminded us of the well-known Dada event
L’Affaire Barres. That performance included a stage on which a person symbolized
by a puppet was accused and verbally attacked.

2.1 L’Affaire Barreés and the Context to PoliShot

In early April 1921, flyers distributed in Paris announced a trial to be held on May
13th. The famous and notorious writer Maurice Barreés was accused of crimes
against the security of the human mind [Verbrechens gegen die innere Sicherheit
des menschlichen Geistes] (Horner and Kiepe 1996:5). The Dadaists Aragon and
Breton were disappointed and enraged about the popular writer’s exuberant patri-
otism and the contradictions in his political positions (ibid.:17-24). It was a mock
trial, but addressed a serious dilemma: does somebody become guilty who betrays
the libertarian ideals of his youth by adopting and advocating conformist ideas only
to gain power and influence (ibid.:91). Typical Dada elements in this process are the
theme of morals, and the fact that the accused was represented by a puppet; atypical
was Dada’s role of judge. The trial’s accusation was not only directed against
Barres, but also against Dada itself, and the trial became a trial of Dada (ibid.:95).

The ensuing discussions drove Breton to question the future of any revolutionary
attitude [Zukunft jedweder revolutiondren Haltung], a position from which the
Dadaist Tzara decidedly distanced himself (ibid.:114). Conflicts between a number
of Dadaists escalated and, as a result, several of them turned to surrealism
(ibid.:112, 94). The process led to an internal éclat that broke up the most
provocative artistic movements of the time.

PoliShot is, in a way, an updated, digital, interactive version of the L’Affaire
Barrés: we were intrigued by the idea of a public art trial with the accused party
being and not being (re)present(ed), and by the possible overlap of art and play.
Although not staging a public trial, we developed an interactive installation to be
shown in public places. It was concerned with morals, more specifically, political
lies; a common everyday topic, we thought of questions of responsibility, corrup-
tion, clientele politics, social imbalances, and the like. PoliShot was intended as a
mock trial against the politicians of our time in which we addressed their lies to
protect our human minds. We made public their “crimes” in the areas of social,
education, family, environmental, and foreign politics. As in Dada’s mock trial, the
presence of the accused is not required; indeed, it would get in the way of things.
Instead, we developed our own version of proxy puppets. This process was

81t was a 2D game with a fixed player perspective and unmovable position in the game world; not a
3D world that can be traversed, and so on.
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predicated on the notion of transformation across boundaries, that is, mixing ref-
erences to the historical Dada event with today’s politicians, political issues,
interests, and positions, and creating a playable game. The game is meant as an “as
if,” but in contrast to the L’Affaire Barreés, participants in the game are asked to act,
according to the simple and rigid rules of the first-person shooter: Defend yourself!
Shoot and win! The actions of the players are not only supported by visuals, but
also by sounds and physical devices.

2.2 PoliShot: The Dada Game Installation

by Daniel Cermak-Sassenrath, Susanne Grabowski, and Jorn Ketelsen

The setup of PoliShot is shown in Fig. 1. The installation consists of a projection,
an ironing board, various input devices, two sets of headphones, and additional
items; a Mac PowerBook fitted to the underside of the board is running the game
software. The interaction devices mix Dada traditions with gaming conventions:
players can choose between an iron, a joystick, or a mouse to control the game. The
plastic flower, the artificial grass, the swim ring, and the slingshot supplement the
setup; these items draw a (nondigital, tangible) connection and create a passage
between the game world and everyday life.

Before the game starts, it informs its players about its content, setting, win
conditions, and controls (Fig. 2). The navigation is straightforward: mouseclicks or

Fig. 1 The PoliShot
installation
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Fig. 2 Title screen

joystick button presses select a scene and a mock weapon. In the game, a left click
shoots, a right click reloads. All players do is to select, to (re)load and to shoot, very
simple actions that reference, slightly ironically, the conceptual plainness of
shooting games (which paradoxically have developed technically way beyond the
level of Wolfenstein 3D, and have become highly complex and sophisticated).

In the game, Dadaists oppose politicians because they hate liars, depression,
oppression, and weapons. They seem to be members of the helpless society for
which they standing, but this is just an illusion. The task of the players is to help the
artists by silencing the politicians with mock weapons (e.g., a silicone gun) or
flatten the cardboard figures with an iron. Attention! There are not only politicians
popping up (quickly and easily identifiable by their carrying weapons, and being
depicted (partly) in color, Fig. 3), but also Dadaists (unarmed, and displayed in
black and white, Fig. 4) whose shooting results in a decrease of truth, articulated as
a score deduction.

The game is made interesting and challenging for players of different calibers by
offering a range of “weapons” with different properties (Fig. 5). The slingshot is the
most challenging device for the most daring and skilled artists: it needs to be (re)
loaded for every single shot. The fun gun shoots six rounds per reload, and is
targeted at medium cool Dadaists. The silicone gun sprays 40 bullets easily all over
the place, which is not very demanding, and every amateur artist can manage.

Fig. 3 Collaged puppets:
politicians Q
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Fig. 4 Dadaists

Fig. 5 Selection of mock
weapons

Depending on the success of the player, one of two screens is displayed after the
game (Fig. 6).

PoliShot draws its subject matter from German politics. We see PoliShot’s
murderous content as a play on the violent antisocial politics and decisions that
were made at the time in Germany. The five political areas addressed in the game
are articulated as different levels or scenes (Fig. 7). Prominent protagonists of
German politics feature in the game as cardboard puppets, shooting at the player.
The puppets of the politicians can be recognized and assigned to political areas
through their clothing and props (e.g., the puppet of the minister for family affairs
poses in pajamas with a teddy bear). The politicians’ collages are fabricated from
historical and artistic material; the collages of the Dadaists contain almost only

Hurra, victory! Defeat

Fig. 6 Win and lose screens
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Social politics (Harz IV): Organized poverty for the
masses people

(Nonj) education politics Foreign politics: Oh, nice! Weapons and war

Family politics: Restrict yourself

Fig. 7 Political areas/scenes

historical photographic material. The figures are made the Dada way as provocative
and sarcastic collages. All game objects and scenes are ironically or sarcastically
distorted. Even the in-game action with cardboards popping up randomly (Fig. 7,
last image) can be seen as complementing the collaged scene. The super mixer
computer was used to combine new and old materials, methods, and contents.

PoliShot uses the metaphor that politicians bombard the public with empty
speeches and nonsense programs full of lies and contradictions. The players, as
members of the public, fight (fire) back. But leaving apart the metaphors, players
shoot at human figures that look like well-known politicians. Thus literally taken
the game is blatantly violent and its statement dubious.
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3 PoliShot: Blending Elements and Blurring Boundaries

PoliShot blends Dadaistic, political, and playful elements and blurs their bound-
aries. Several mixes occur; we observe an interesting moment of interplay between
the mixture of formal boundaries and the mixture of content.

3.1 Blending of Forms and Contents Blurs Actual
and Virtual Boundaries

One of Dada’s prominent innovations was the collage. Whereas at first materials
such as newspapers, brochures, leaflets, posters, beer mats, and the like were used
to create new compositions, soon the photo collage was added to the repertoire. We
used the technique of the photo collage extensively to create the visual assets for
PoliShot. Dadaists enjoyed combining things that ordinarily did not belong toge-
ther, for example, a woman’s head on a man’s body. Both parts exist in everyday
life, but their combination is a freak. This newly discovered area created entirely
new aesthetic possibilities. We located PoliShot within this area. The players’
recognition of well-known people or objects, such as Frau Merkel’s face and the
swim ring, invites feelings of familiarity and trust; the unreal composition by col-
lage is irritating and causes feelings of strangeness and distance. Both raise ques-
tions of the reality or validity of images, as well as social rules and norms (e.g.,
showing Miss Chancellor in a short dress). They show and open up a possibility of
playing with potential but not actual images and actions. It is this play with
incompatibilities and contradictions that points us towards new possibilities and
suggests ways to overcome restrictive structures.

The computer-supported medium of play even offers participants a simultaneous
experience of times, techniques, and worlds that is not available elsewhere. The
collage in PoliShot emerges as a method of what Bolter and Grusin (2004) term
remediation. That is, the combination of different times, arts, and media to create a
sort of hypermedium that is experienced directly and unmediated by the player (cf.
Bolter and Grusin 2004:13). The medium is one of transformative compression.

Another aspect of the abstract, symbolic, or metaphorical representation is the
blending of action and content, or a blending of interpretations. We offer players the
use of a representation of a mock gun in the game as a means of self-defense, but
some people use guns to attack. We use the act of shooting as a metaphor and a
functional game mechanic, but some people use the act of shooting as a means to
commit crimes. We shoot at collages and caricatures of politicians that are per-
manent placeholders, but some people shoot politicians.

We were surprised and annoyed by some players’ literal reading of the game as a
politicians’ murder game. But maybe it has to do with a phenomenon Georg
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Christoph Tholen (1997) terms a digital difference, which refers to the contradictory
positions of representation and construction. Media do not simply reproduce copied
content, but essentially construct specific aspects of the world (cf. Tholen
1997:115f.). A representation is given a meaning by somebody where, actually,
there is nothing to mean, because the image or also the representation of a gun (e.g.,
a device such as a mouse, joystick, or iron) is far from being a gun (see the chapter,
“Makin’ Cake—Provocation, Self-Confrontation, and the Opacity of Play,” in this
volume). Nevertheless, an actual situation is constructed immediately, as real as it
can be. The medial world of play is considered as a real and unmediated world.

Fritz and Fehr (2003:57) demonstrate that adolescents have their own systems of
assessment for physical and virtual violence that are appropriate to their situation of
life. They insist on the computer game as a value-free space that adheres to different
rules, laws, and principles from ordinary life (ibid). They differentiate clearly
between both worlds, much more so than many adults do (ibid.). This position
identifies the problem of mixing up actual and virtual worlds as a generational
problem. It is probably not the only relevant explanation or possible interpretation,
but it aligns with our experiences; the people who most resolutely opposed the
showing of PoliShot were certainly not young adults.

Games and art can be understood or misunderstood, create or solve conflicts,
console or confuse, just as do other media. But what they specifically offer is the
opening of associative and interesting spaces for experiences, observations, and
conflicts with ourselves and the world around us. These irritations make us become
aware of the possibility and necessity of reflecting upon the world and actively
changing it at the same time.

3.2 Blending of Contents Blurs Moral Boundaries

At the heart of PoliShot are the recognition and the flattening of bogus political
programs. For instance, the social reform that became known as Hartz IV was
described as a program to create wealth and prosperity,” but it turned out to be, in
fact, the very opposite (which is the topic of the scene in the game, Fig. 7). In the
game, the player is asked to interact with the politicians responsible for such
nonsense, who continue to offend and “attack” people with their meaningless,
misleading, and absurd talk (signified by their carrying different weapons). The
game is then understood as a symbolic (gun) battle between participant and
politician.

The act of shooting was seen by some players as a dubious, questionable,
objectionable, or alarming activity. “I am not going to kill any politicians,” as

°For information on the Hartz IV program which started out as a labor market reform see www.
sozialhilfe24.de/hartz-iv-4-alg-ii-2/was-ist-hartz-iv-4.html (in German).
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people put it. We were surprised by this feedback, because we did not expect people
to focus selectively on some parts of the game while disregarding others, for
example, accepting the weapons in the game as guns, but ignoring the ironic
collaged images or interpreting the game mechanics as killing, but rejecting the
critical artistic/Dada context the game offered. If anybody was metaphorically
murdered in the game it was the player and society, and not the other way round!
How did such a reversal occur? Or did the fact that it did happen mirror how
successful political maneuvers direct people’s attention to one aspect while
diverting it from another? To focus on the violent side of the game offered an easy
way to ignore the rest of it. Or was it the moment of participation that people
rejected, being subconsciously aware of their being guilty of active participation or
tacit acceptance of making a mess of real life?

We had trouble understanding why some players regarded the digital shooting of
cardboard collages with photos of the faces of politicians as a “morally objec-
tionable act.” If the installation asked people to “shoot at politicians” and if the
work should be removed from the show was debated at length with the jury of the
Goldener Plotter 2010 exhibition. Finally, the jury decided in favor of the freedom
of art, and to include the installation in the exhibition.

The controversial discussion prompted us to reflect upon how violence is part of
the game. Is it not violent when certain political decisions cause problems and
hardship for (some parts of) society? Is violence simply another word for power and
potency and are they not everyday aspects or attributes of every society? Are the
crummy mock weapons in the game not rather an admission of people’s limited
individual powers and also an indication of our nonviolent position? Should they
not express our powerlessness against power? We believe our game can be seen as
an artistic and nonviolent way to express people’s dissatisfaction with and their
alienation from politics, and to draw attention to its deplorable state. Fritz and Fehr
(2003:54f) support our approach when they explain that (actual physical) violence
is rooted not in media use but in situations created by society, such as through
deceptive political propaganda strategies or cultural repression and suppression. In
this case, medial representations follow reality: when people perceive everyday and
normal violent reality as unbearable, unacceptable, and morally wrong, commod-
ified medial representations of violence offer a way of compensation, for instance,
in computer games (ibid.). Weapons and violence are then the expression of mis-
guided and futile attempts of the players’ (self-) empowerment. Violence is not
glorified or trivialized but appears as a necessary and appropriate method to gain
influence and control in play (ibid:57). PoliShot only offers the players the possi-
bility to answer violence with shooting and no other alternatives. It intentionally
mirrors the lack of options in ordinary (political) life.

Because of our experiences we asked players specifically about their opinions
with regard to moral concerns and discussed the issue of the game’s violence with
them. We made three observations:
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(1) Politicians are granted sovereign rights.'® When players recognized the faces on
the cardboards they came into conflict with a moral code that forbids murder,
particularly of members of the government, church, or one’s own family (in-
terestingly, nobody either recognized the artists or had quarrels shooting at
them). People would feel uneasy if their parents, partners, or children were
featured in a violent game. An artistic setting has no relevance in these cases.
We have to keep off the political grass, otherwise anarchy looms.

(2) If the figures are not identified or recognized as politicians, for instance, by
children, teens, and players not familiar with German politics, people had a
great time enjoying the game and no problems whatsoever in playing. For this
group of players the virtual representation is object, never subject. Only the
game mechanics are relevant: survival outdoes morals (Fritz and Fehr 2003:54).
The shift from virtual object to subject is triggered by the recognizable heads on
top of the collaged or distorted figures. Some players found the heads prob-
lematic, especially when they sympathized with the (real-life) politicians. Fritz
and Fehr (ibid.) note that the display of virtual violence can become a problem
if it is too closely modeled on the ordinary world.

(3) For most players, the artistic context is not present during the game. Rather
players’ individual contexts are relevant and employed to assess, judge, and
condemn the game. Generally speaking, players with a pedagogical background
reacted sceptically or disapprovingly, and players who were professionally or
voluntarily involved in politics had bewildered or irritated reactions.

The game is not located in an empty space, and context and frame are not to be
disregarded. The game was intended as a work to be exhibited in art museums. It
was not designed for children, and it was not distributed for general use. It became
obvious that delicate or touchy political or public affairs are observed or examined
quite closely and critically, even when they are presented and addressed in an art
context, which is generally seen as free and liberal. Why does art appear suspicious
when it takes up topics and themes routinely covered by other media? Art was
always used as a way to point out and to comment upon problems of society. It
would be surprising if this did not include violence.

We were quite unprepared for the intensity and ferocity of the reactions that can
be provoked today by an art project. In the following section we therefore deliberate

'%In Philip Roth (1999:24), the protagonist Nathan reports: “And then from talking to me about
[boxer] Tony Zale one minute, Iron Rinn was talking to me about Winston Churchill the next ....
He talked about Winston Churchill the way he talked about [baseball player] Leo Durocher and
[boxer] Marcel Cerdan. He called Churchill a reactionary bastard and a warmonger with no more
hesitation than he called Durocher a loudmouth and Cerdan a bum. He talked about Churchill as
though Churchill ran the gas station out on Lyons Avenue. It wasn’t how we talked about Winston
Churchill in my house. ... In his conversation, ... there was no conventional taboos. You could stir
together anything and everything: sports, politics, history, literature, reckless opinionating,
polemical quotation, idealistic sentiment, moral rectitude... There was something marvelously
bracing about it, a different and dangerous world, demanding, straightforward, aggressive, freed
from the need to please.”
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if effects such as these are possibly part of the orchestration of art in our “Society of
Spectacle” (La Société du spectacle, Guy Debord 1996).

4 Querulousness in Play, Art, and the World Around Us

Is the occasional public excitement or outcry about art merely an act or does it
reflect a society’s actual moral rules or ethical boundaries? It might prove to be an
integral part of the process of how art is produced, perceived, and admitted into
popular culture.

Why make art if nobody cares? Why play if things are just as they are in
ordinary life? Is art as well as play not predicated on being different from ordinary
life? Are freedom and irrationality not paths to places where nobody has been
before? Fantasy and insanity drive people to do what can be done: to provoke, to
reject, and to show what people could not see and experience otherwise. Art and
play are serious, in their own ways, clearly divided from and smack in the middle of
everything else, severely limited and dangerously boundless.

Art and play are free from moral obligations and constraints: anything goes! (See
the chapter, “Makin’ Cake—Provocation, Self-Confrontation, and the Opacity of
Play,” in this volume.) An artwork or a game can realize things that can or should
not be realized in the real world; it experiments without consequences beyond itself.
We act as-if, and have a tremendous time even when hundreds of heads roll or cute
little lemmings are blown to pieces. We do and we can do because it is possible, and
we simply follow what is inside of us, or outside, and it is alright. Or is it not?
Although PoliShot was finally allowed into the exhibition, its chances of being
awarded the jury prize were low, to say the least. This appears to indicate the
existence of a blurry line between what is within and what is without accepted
boundaries of taste and convention. Traces of this division between good art and
bad art can easily be found.

Media artist Jens Stober’s first-person shooter 1378 (km) (Fig. 8) was met with
considerable criticism, for example, from the director of the Berlin Wall

Fig. 8 Screenshot 1378 (km).
Image: Jens M. Stober
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Foundation,“ Axel Klausmeier. The game’s setting is the 1378 km of the former
inner-German border. Players can flee the GDR, or ambush refugees as an East
German border guard. The game was blamed for featuring crude and degrading
content (cf. Berliner Morgenpost 2010). It addresses topics such as the no-man’s
land, defection to West Germany, and the order to shoot the so-called Repub-
likfliichtlinge, which Stober intends to use to generate interest in very recent history.
The game’s release was planned for the twentieth anniversary of Germany’s
reunification in October 2010 (cf. Majica 2010), but after much controversial dis-
cussion the “serious game” was only released after several months delay (cf. Sii3-
Demuth 2010).

Similarly to PoliShot, 1378 (km) was quickly accused of being amoral because
players engaged in the act of shooting. But much of German history is inhuman and
tasteless. Why should this be concealed or hidden by a medium aimed at inviting a
critical historical debate? The game is not about slaughtering people and can only
be won by not firing a single shot (HfG 2014, cf. Siif-Demuth 2010). The hasty
public rejection of the game suggests a political interest in selecting the topics that
are suitable for art. For this observation it does not matter if the game was indeed
intended as an art work, or merely as a history education project.

It is clearer in the case of Jonathan Meese’s work that the reaction to a work of
art is an intrinsic part of it. The well-known Meese performed a Hitlergruf3 twice
during a panel discussion about art’s megalomania [Grofenwahn in der Kunst] at
the University of Kassel just before the launch of the documenta 2012 and argued
for his signature project, the Dictatorship of Art (Diktatur der Kunst; cf. hr-online
2013). Predictably, this led to a debate about whether declaring something as art
guaranteed a free ride outside the law'? (cf. ibid.). Following the incident, Meese
was actually legally indicted, but later acquitted, because he could convincingly
demonstrate that the action was part of a performance and not at all the expression
of a political attitude (cf. ibid. and Ackermann 2014). Although the judge indicated
that art does not suspend or invalidate the law, she saw Meese’s act as a work of art
rather than a political demonstration (hr-online 2013). The incident could well have
been staged to attract publicity (Reichwein 2013), and political statements appear to
work exceedingly well for this. Art is certainly attracted (if not asked) to explore
borderline areas (see the chapter, “Playing on the Edge,” in this volume). Where
one person might use the breaching of morals to invite critical discussion and
reflection, another person might mainly or purely seek attention and increased
market values (Fig. 9).

There is little doubt about the intentions of Damien Hirst. A trespass of moral
values is turned quite directly into monetary valuables. Ulrich characterizes Hirst’s
work as “not a friendly art which appeal[s] to a majority, but one with which at
most only the victorious minority of society can identify” (Ullrich 2011:113, our
transl.). Art had become a way of “creating icons of capitalism and celebrating its

! lwww.stiftung—berliner—mauer.de/en.

2In Germany it is forbidden to show Nazi symbols such as the Hitlergruf$ in public (§86a StGB).
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Fig. 9 Jonathan Meese in a
typical pose. Image: © Meese,
Jonathan: Werke in der
Ausstellung. VG Bild-Kunst,
Bonn 2016

Fig. 10 Damien Hirst: For
the Love of God (2007).
Image: ©