General Exams

Mark Chen

June4, 2007
1) Discussthebenefitsand controversiesrelated to using gamesfor learning. Identify and
describe what you see asthree primary benefits of games (e.g. experience problem solving,
communicating and collaborating with others, etc.). Also, describe and respond tothree
controversies about games (e.g. violence, antisocial behavior, etc.). Ground each of these

discussionsin relevant theoretical, research, and media literature.

The benefits and drawbacks to digital games are actually two sides of the same coin. Or,
in this case since I'll be listing three of each, all sides of the same 6-sided die. The first benefit
games represent is the fact that games are social activities and are subsumed by a larger gaming
culture where players learn social skills and collaborate on meaning-making. A second benefit is
that games let players role-play certain identities while playing. By doing so, players experience
different ways of being and could learn, for example, what it means to bea scientist. The third
benefit is that games engage players like no other medium and that this comes from the very
definition of "game."

Digital games mean different things to different people. If we believe everything we read,
games offer the greatest potential to engage learners of all ages (Prensky, 2001). At the same
time, games present the most alarming cause of gun violence, misogyny, and antisocial behavior
(Wikipedia, 2007). A close examination of the reasons behind this huge disparity in how games
are viewed exposes misconceptions about games held by both proponents and detractors of

digital games. First, popular culture generalizes in a way that suggests the whole myriad of



games and game genres can be understood as a single entity. Secondly, some research studies
and conclusions are framed on a simplistic view of games limited to player-game

interactions. These are problematic in that they over-simplify the meaning behind engaging in
gaming practice, as if players exist in a lab (or dark basement) until they happen upon the outside
world to either transfer their new-gained knowledge or shoot someone. Of the three
controversies related to games [ will discuss, two of them—violence and addiction—stem from
these simplistic conceptions of the player-game relationship, limiting games to merely
entertainment products. The third controversy, related to the culture around games, is the most
sinister in that it is subtle and more difficult to recognize. Gaming culture may be considered a
reflection of a dominant, oppressive culture (Freire, 1970/2000) that propagates gender
inequalities and marginalizes minority voices (Galarneau & Chen, in print).

I will first define digital games and problematize the way in which games have
traditionally been categorized in general culture and for research. Many of the contradictions in
findings about games' effect on violence, for example, can be attributed to researchers'
assumptions about the kinds of games they use in their studies (Squire, 2003). I will then discuss
three benefits related to games for learning. The benefits have been mapped onto three different
views of how people learn—in a social world, through situated experience, and by practicing
skills—and follow a general narrowing of the activities around game-play where the first view
treats games at a macro level and the last view at a micro level. These levels are not discrete,
however, and there is quite a bit of overlap between the three. Finally, I will cover three
controversies related to gaming: violence, addiction, and the propagation of social oppression

from off-screen life to gaming life.



Gaming Genres

The use of genres or categorization schemes presents a layer of complexity when
engaging in games as a medium for learning or when criticizing them. Not only do games from
different genres vary greatly, games from within the same genre can also vary in terms of
message and activity. Traditionally, game categories have conflated interface and mode for
controlling in-game actions with game content and processes for playing. On a high level I see
games being defined as action, adventure, role-playing, sports, strategy, or casual. Herz (1997),
for example, uses the categories action, adventure, fighting, puzzle, role-playing, simulations,
sports, and strategy. These top-level genres are too ambiguous, though, as they confuse player-
action with game-content. For example, both R-Type (Irem, 1987/2006) and Grand Theft Auto
11 (GTA3) (Rockstar, 2001) fit into the action genre, yet they present very different ways of

playing and afford different strategies for learning.
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Figure 1: R-Type



R-Type(see Figure 1) is what's known as a "shmup" or "shoot-em up," specifically of the
"side-scroller" variety in which the player controls a spaceship from a third-person, side view
through a pre-set course or "level." The scenery and background moves from right to left at a
constant pace, presenting obstacles and gun turrets for the ship to avoid while also presenting
enemy spaceships on a pre-defined pattern for the player's ship to shoot. At the end of each level,
a "boss" appears and the background scenery stops moving. The player then attempts to defeat
the boss who meanwhile shoots at the player in some sort of pattern. Much of the strategy
involved with R-Typeand other shmups is learning the pattern of the game and knowing where

to move at each point in the game by recalling the patterns observed from previous play-throughs.

Figure 2: Grand Theft Auto 111



Grand Theft Auto Il (see Figure 2), a more recent game, features a completely different
kind of action in terms of metaphor. The player takes control of a person or avatar from a third-
person, over-the-shoulder view in a 3D urban environment at ground level. This person interacts
with a bevy of non-player characters (NPCs) in the game, including ones who give him missions
to complete. These missions are of different types but usually require the player to acquire an
automobile and move from one location to another in the shortest amount of time possible. In
other words, at its most basic level, GTA3 is a racing game where a player controls a vehicle,
speeding to some sort of end-point. The difference between GTA3 and the "racing" sub-genre,
and why GTA3 was such a breakaway hit, is that most previous racing games had pre-defined
tracks to follow. GrandTheft Auto I11's world, however, is a fully realized city of streets,
highways, and back-alleys that let a player decide which route to take. Since the racing takes
place in a city with pedestrians and other cars roaming the streets, numerous hit-and-run
accidents and the skill involved in avoiding them make the game fun and
unpredictable. Furthermore, the player must steal the vehicle to use, and these choices include
sedans, SUVs, 70s muscle cars, motorcycles, taxis, police cars, ambulances, and tanks. Each
type of vehicle has different driving characteristics. Motorcycles are the fastest but least durable,
while tanks are the slowest but are not affected much by unintended collisions.

It is obvious that Grand Theft Auto 111 lends itself to different kinds of criticisms than
those aimed at R-Typeeven though they both feature violence. The narratives of the games are
different. In R-Type players are shooting "enemies," while in GTA3 players are almost
encouraged to run over innocent bystanders. The embodied actions are also different. In R-Type,
players control from a distance, in a sort of mechanical cybernetic fashion, while in GTAS,

players more viscerally control a single human and his stolen vehicles in a more realistic 3D



world. Unfortunately, many studies and writings about game violence and addiction fail to
specify which games are being played, implying that all violent games are interchangeable (c.f.,
Bensley & Van Eenwyk, 2000). Clarifying whether the game is violent because of the actions
players must perform or if it just has violent content is also important. Many murder-mystery
adventure games like Sill Life (Microids, 2005), for example, feature depictions of violence but
do not call for players themselves to enact violence.

This discussion of game genres and categories is important for my critique of some of the
controversies related to gaming, but it is also important to keep in mind for the benefits. It serves
as a caveat that all the games I will use as examples should not uncritically be mapped to all
games of their genres. To play R-Typewell, for example, is to learn the best approach to a static

pattern, while to play GTA3 well is to learn to adapt to constantly changing conditions.

Benefit 1: Games Allow Socialization

One way to think about games is as sociocultural products and processes. A single
computer or video game could be played by thousands or millions of players, often across a
global market. For example, Strcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 1998), a game released in the
U.S. ages ago by game standards, is still a game of choice for many South Korean gamers (Chee,
2006). Players share the same in-game experiences, whether in a single-player or a multiplayer
game, and many players talk and reflect about these experiences with each other on and off-
line. Additionally, a player who does not actively engage in talking about a single-player game
is still part of a larger community of global gamers who have played the same game or type of
games. The embodied experiences and the narrative content of the game, along with all the

genre conventions used in the game, are still ultimately shared experiences where the player is



taking part, consuming, or making meaning through enactment with a game culture through the
game. This fact lets us consider games as social spaces where players can learn how to
collaborate, socialize, and participate in certain communities.

As an example of the richness of gaming culture, let's consider the web sphere (Schneider
& Foot, 2005) around Half-Life 2 (HL2) (Valve Software, 2004). Half-Life 2 is a first-person
shooter (FPS) only available on PC computers. Players take on the role of scientist-turned-
action-hero Gordon Freeman moving through a series of locations including a run-down urban
city, the sewers, the country-side, and, finally, a futuristic, mechanical alien structure. Each
location features carefully scripted narrative events which move the story forward without taking
players out of the embodied experience via traditional cut-scenes. When Valve, the developers,
released Half-Life 2 in 2004, they also introduced an Internet portal called Steam where players
can purchase and download the game and future releases from Valve and other partner
developers instead of buying them up at brick-and-mortar stores. Steam is more than just a
games repository, however. Players can read games related news, meet each other and talk about
games in the online forums, and see graphs and other visualizations of Steam related data (e.g., a
graph of the number of Steam users over the last 48 hours broken down by game) (see Figure
3). Players initially learned about Steam through the media buzz around HL2, one of the most
anticipated games in PC gaming history. At one point, the game was delayed for a year because
the source code was leaked and posted onto the Internet. The end result, however, was even
more media coverage and player anticipation for HL2, to the point where some players wondered
if Valve had faked the leak. Steam turned out to be a successful delivery system at a time when
many people initially doubted the viability of downloaded content. Valve recognized that the

online community surrounding HL2, mostly the same community that had developed around the



first Half-Life game, released in 1998, had matured into a self-sustaining culture or "affinity
group" (Gee, 2003). The Half-Life culture existed in part due to the fact that players were given
tools by Valve to modify the game, thereby producing new levels, monsters, models, weapons,
etc. Players naturally needed a way to share these new "mods" and the relatively new World
Wide Web was a perfect way to connect players and modders. Today, there are official and fan-
made websites devoted to HL2 news and rumors, reviews of other FPSes, strategy guides and
walkthroughs, modding guides, downloadable mods through searchable databases, comics
created using screenshots of the game, machinima or movies created using the game's interface,
online discussions covering all the above topics, and more.

It is clear that Half-Life 2 and all of the cultural products around it is a rich world in
which players participate. Many players are creating these products, and many more are
consuming and experiencing the products. Acknowledgement of player communities as rich
social spaces lets us explore these arenas as places for learning. What exactly are players
learning and gaining from these social systems? They are all participating in shared experiences
in and around the game where their understanding of the game and the gaming culture is a joint
effort. What it means to be a player is defined by a collective movement by the community of
players. For example, with Half-Life 2 and any game with an online presence, players learn
forum etiquette and legitimate ways of talking and being through participation in official and
unofficial online discussion boards similar to Lave and Wenger's notion of "legitimate peripheral
participation" (1991). Players learn what is considered cheating, the proper way of giving others
spoilers or hints about game strategy, how to create mods, and how to rate mods. Individuals, in
turn, can suggest ideas for new mods and share insights and new strategies with the

collective. The community exists because of collective, collaborative efforts of the players.
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Figure 3: Steam's statistics page

Benefit 2: Games Encourage Role-Playing
Narrowing our focus to just the player and game and considering this duality as
embodying certain ways of being, we see another way in which games benefit learning. Many
games, whether explicitly or implicitly, allow players to take on certain identities while
playing. In WhatVideo Games Hawve to Teach Us AboutLearning andLiteracy, Gee (2003)
writes about the layered identities at play in a role-playing game—his personal identity, the

identity of the character he created, and the identity of the player-character to be. He immersed
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himself in the game Arcanum(Troika Games, 2001) and took actions based on who he wanted to
become, where his projected identity is defined by his experiences, actions, and

motivations. These actions, however, were limited by his skills as a player and his character's
available skills as a certain archetype (burglar, mage, warrior, etc). What is clear is that Gee
role-played a particular identity while playing Arcanum. He was so invested in this way of
playing, in fact, that he felt guilt or regret when a particular outcome did not seem to fit within
his conception of himself/his character. This caused him to reload the game and choose another
path that fit more in line with his projected identity.

Gee later suggests that children should take on the role of a scientist to learn what a
scientist does. David Shaffer (2006) agrees that the best way to teach children how to be an
engineer or architect is to have them take on the role of an engineer or architect, and he gives
several examples of these "epistemic" games in his book How Conmputer Games Help Children
Learn. These games help children see the world epistemically as scientists and
professionals. To go one step further, in the MIT Games to Teach project Supecharged!
(Games to Teach, 2002) players take on the role of a particle navigating a 3D space to learn
electromagnetism because the researchers discovered that when physicists talk about EMF they
actually anthropomorphize the individual elements within the system (Gee, 2004). Goodwin
(1994) shows how professionals of different fields use different tools and artifacts and theories
for their discipline. This suggests that the only way to fully understand what it means to engage
in a certain profession or practice is by using the tools and theories of that practice.

Games are learning spaces and simulations in which successful players learn certain roles

or ways of being from situated experiences. Games in this sense give players authentic problems
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to solve. This is the biggest appeal for simulation games and is what motivates the recent surge
in designing specific games for learning (c.f., Barab, et. al., 2005, and Serious Games, ongoing).
More than just embodiment and scientific understanding, however, games can also enable
players to explore ideologies inherent in the act of taking on certain identities. This perspective
shifting (Galarneau, 2005) or immersion (Murray, 1997) holds promise for helping people truly
understand the lived experience of other people. Whether people incorporate the identities they
assume in games into their everyday self is still up for debate, but it is clear that, at least within
the confines of a game, players embody the ideas through their in-game actions. This raises
questions about the kinds of ideologies embedded in current, popular games. It also causes
pause when we read about games made by specific controversial groups such as the neo-Nazi
game Ethnic Cleangng (Resistance Records, 2002). Still, there is no doubt that players learn

ways of thinking through games, and this is a powerful argument in favor of games for learning.

Benefit 3: Games are Engaging

On a micro player-game level, games, unlike other media, require participatory decision
making for any progression to occur. That games are interactive, however, is not all that defines
them. Games have clear goals and objectives, give timely feedback with regard to those goals,
and provide ever-increasing challenges and tools to find solutions to those challenges. These
fundamental aspects of games are three elements needed for what Csikszentmihalyi calls a "flow
state" (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, and Falstein, 2004) and help scaffold metacognition (Bransford,
Brown, & Cocking, 2000). Games which do not provide these elements are necessarily not good

games. Successful use of goals, feedback, and progressive challenge makes games engaging.



12

Goals and objectives are what set games such as World of Warcraft (WoW) (Blizzard
Entertainment, 2004) apart from virtual worlds such as SecondLife (Linden Labs, 2003). In both
settings, players control the movements of an avatar or character in a 3D space and interact with
other players' characters. While SecondLife allows players to create content and interact with
one another, it does not have built-in goals that all players are attempting to accomplish. World
of Warcraft and other massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs), however, have explicitly
designed encounters and dungeons waiting for players to explore and clear. These objectives
give players clear ideas about how to approach the game and require the introduction of further
parameters for play including making players choose between sets of abilities or tools they can
use (in the form of character classes) in the approach. All games have goals, even "sandbox"
games like The Sims (Maxis, 2000) where goals are implicitly tied to the game's other parameters
such as meters for happiness and the lifespan of each character.

To help players achieve a game's goals and understand how in-game actions are tied to
those goals, proper and timely feedback is needed. Without this feedback, players are left
wondering how skills, abilities, or actions relate to the bigger picture. They may fail to see the
connections in the game system or, worse, form misconceptions about the system. When done
well, feedback and other important information is presented "just in time" to efficiently help
players assess their own progress toward a particular goal of the game. One example is in the
game The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time (Nintendo, 1996) for the Nintendo 64. There are
multiple mini-games within the overall narrative including a fishing activity where players use
the game controller to mimic a fishing rod and reel. After throwing a line and getting a bite,
players must frantically move the rod back and forth while periodically winding the line up so

eventually the fish is within reach to be pulled out of the water. During this time, the game
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presents feedback giving players a sense of the strength of the fish's pull, the direction the fish is
swimming, and whether players are using too little or too much effort. Without this feedback,
players would not be able to make connections between their actions and their results. They
would not be able to improve their skills and learn strategies for fishing. The whole Ocarina of
Time game and other Zelda games do a very good job of presenting players with proper feedback
for the range of activities required of players to learn and complete the games. Part of what
makes these games so well received by players is this "polished" system presented in them.

Most games are made up of repetitive actions with different configurations that take on a
recursive pattern. For example, in most role-playing games, players build up their characters'
skills and attributes by defeating monsters. These improved skills allow them to take on more
challenging monsters and this progression pattern repeats, ad infinitum. In some games, new
abilities are added to the repertoire of actions allowed by the game for players/characters to
take. Players can then use these new abilities to defeat even tougher monsters, but they may also
revisit old locations and encounters to discover new configurations of play. For example, in
another Zelda game called TheMinish Cap (Nintendo, 2004), players can see locations that are
unreachable at the beginning of the game, such as cave entrances at the top of cliffs in beginning
zones of the game. Only at later stages of the game do players realize they can now reach those
places using new abilities that were acquired after discovering new items that allow them to
jump over gaps or up cliffs at certain special locations.

By inherently featuring elements of what makes something engaging, games hold more
power than simple drill-and-practice applications or other learning tools. One benefit to using
games, then, is that they can motivate players without the need for convincing. Poorly designed

"edutainment" is often presented as "stealth" education when, in fact, there is no need for
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subterfuge if it is a well-designed game. Put aside the fact that educational software is often
compared to multi-million dollar commercial games, the truth is that educational software titles
often fail because they aren't good ganmes. To be sure, many multi-million dollar games fail, too,
because they also fail to present these basic elements for engagement.

The games industry as a whole succeeds out of sheer numbers and brute force. With
hundreds of commercial games coming out each year, some of them are bound to be really good
games that are engaging and present a strong immersive narrative. Even with a new breed of
educational games based on research into successful games tied with learning theories such as
those coming out of the Games to Teach Project (Holland, Jenkins, & Squire, 2003), most
educational software cannot possibly compete with the commercial games industry if it needs to
go through the same success-out-of-numbers approach. Since educators and policy-makers have
little or no control over the games that succeed at home, it stands to reason to worry about the
actions and content in well-designed commercial games. The idea that games train well by
engaging players and that they teach certain ideologies is often implicitly used as the underlying

framework fueling anti-game rhetoric.

Controversy 1: Violence
When linking violent behavior to video games the general arguments are that, 1) games
desensitize people to violence by depicting violent acts and actually train violent behavior by
modeling skills and goals related to violence, and 2) games let players role-play violent personas
turning players into violent people. Research into the effects of video game violence, however,

is extremely contradictory (Huntemann, 2002b).
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The first argument is founded upon the fact that games are very good at teaching skills
through practice. It is the same view that the U.S. military used when they trained new soldiers
to shoot "the enemy" by changing practice targets from simple bull's eyes to paper humans
(Huntemann, 2002a). There are two problems with this argument. It assumes skills from games
transfer. Aggression might transfer, but no studies have shown that clicking a mouse button
trains people how to shoot a gun. It also limits what it means to play games to simple drill-and-
practice applications where only the violence is recognized. What else is in the games and what
other kinds of learning happen through playing them?

The second argument holds that violent games really are "murder simulators" as attorney
Jack Thompson refers to them (Saunderson, 2005) where people are taught to internalize the
ideologies inherent in the games. Most people, however, do not so readily take up extreme
ideologies from a single source. Ideologies and ways of being espoused by particular games are
less influential than people like Thompson make them out to be because people's own ideologies
are more resilient than he purports. Player identities are complex. Sherry Turkle (1995)
suggested that players take on different identities in their online worlds. My experiences with
games and their players inform me that different people "get into" their in-game roles—take on a
projected identity in Gee's terms—to different degrees. Some players can role-play different
identities, but many others have a very hard time letting go of their off-screen selves and their
original ideological outlook. In fact, I think the other extreme exists for most people and
games. For most people, games represent an escapist fantasy, a way to be cheaply
entertained. For them, fantasy and reality are easily separated, so ways of being in those
fantasies hold no weight compared to ways of being in reality. For those people who have a

difficult time making that separation, it's possible that they are affected by all kinds of media, not
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just games. Michael Moore in Bowling for Colunbine (2002) points out very clearly the
absurdity of attributing gun violence to digital games merely because the criminals happened to
be game players. Proportionally speaking, more and more people are playing digital games, so
the likelihood of a particular criminal to be a game player will also increase. Separating out
exact causes of violent behavior may be impossible given the complexity of life and social
relations. Our efforts to stem violent behavior should be put into nurturing positive socialization
skills and helping people be critical consumers of popular culture rather than banning the culture
itself.

Both of these concepts about how digital games are causing violence are extremes with
little evidence. There is, however, evidence to suggest violence in games leads to higher levels
of aggression. Contrary to what mass media would have us believe, however, "higher levels of
aggression" does not equate to "buying a gun and shooting someone."

Lillian Bensley and Juliet Van Eenwyk (2000) included useful tables drawn from a
review of the violence-in-games literature they did in response to a Washington state legislative
request. The experimental studies they reviewed generally consisted of testing the effect of
violent video games and non-violent video games on aggressive behavior immediately after
playing (c.f., Anderson & Dill, 2000). Anyone who has actually played some of the games listed
in the different studies could immediately tell us that the games being looked at were not
comparable. They afforded different kinds of player actions and/or depicted different types of
violence. It is no wonder that Bensley and Van Eenwyk concluded that the findings from the
different studies were inconclusive and often contradicted each other. Furthermore, although
players may exhibit higher aggression immediately after playing a game, whether a game has

lasting effects has largely been untested and is extremely difficult to determine. Their final
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recommendation to the state was that the evidence was "not supportive of a major public
concern."

Anderson (2003) argues that a more recent meta-analysis of the different studies debunks
many myths associated with video game violence. One of these myths is that the studies mostly
contradict each other when, in fact, violent games do lead to "increased aggressive behavior,
increased physiological arousal, and decreased prosocial (helping) behavior" (Anderson,

2003). I actually concede that enabling violent actions and depicting violence may have a
negative effect on some people. These negative effects, however, are eclipsed by other societal
factors. Henry Jenkins writes:

If there is a consensus emerging around this research, it is that violent video games may

be one risk factor—when coupled with other more immediate, real-world influences—

which can contribute to anti-social behavior. But no research has found that video games
are a primary factor or that violent video game play could turn an otherwise normal

person into a killer (Jenkins, 2004).

Additionally, there is a powerful potential to actually gain something beneficial from playing
games, and it is our duty as educators to help people develop a critical, literate awareness about

games and other media.

Controversy 2: Addiction
Another controversy surrounding games is that they cause addiction. This can be
understood in two ways, through game mechanics and through fantasy. It may be true that good
games reward certain player actions and that some games even use a gambling model where big

payoffs happen randomly but with certainty over time. This view, however, ignores games as
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enacting a certain narrative and likens game playing to drug use. Unlike drug addiction, which is
often presented as a never-ending, hollow space bereft of meaningful value, most games have an
ending. In other words, the fact that games can be used in a behaviorist sense with positive
reward structures to support an addiction argument ignores the fact that most games follow a
specific narrative with an actual story arc and an eventual end. Of the remaining games, like
Tetris (Pajitnov, 1985), the danger for long-term addiction is quite small as players find it more
and more difficult to reach a flow state when their skills plateau. The game eventually becomes
too easy at the early stages but then too frustrating almost immediately. The flow channel
(Faltein, 2004) becomes smaller and smaller.

Some of what people label as game addiction is actually engagement with a series of
short-term experiences, each one intense but none of them addicting on its own. In other words,
obsessive players might be obsessed with games in general rather than a single game. The
assumption here is still that each of these experiences is somehow meaningless and without
value. To understand if this is happening and should be labeled "addiction," we would have to
look at the different games particular players are actually engaged with and answer the following
questions: Are those games compelling for the same reasons? Is the player addicted to the
interfaces, the in-game metaphors, or to the narratives of these games? If the narratives are what
is holding the player's attention, why do we devalue this medium compared to other mediums
such as fiction novels?

That games represent escapist fantasy that players can live, however, is one argument
supporting the notion that games are different than other mediums. Games give players a world
to navigate and a role to play in a participatory way that novels do not. If this identity or world is

more compelling than off-screen life, people might be likely to lose themselves in the
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game. Again, this supposes game worlds are lacking in meaning, lacking in the "real" (Cover,
2006). Arguably, on-screen life might be more real in the sense that it might afford spaces of
identity play that off-screen life doesn't (c.f., Hinn, 2007). The important question is, what
meaning does a game and its in-game activities hold for a particular player? This question takes
on a new light when we consider that many players are "addicted" to multiplayer games where
what it means to be a player is collaboratively defined.

The Yahoo Group "EverQuest Widows" was created as a support group for spouses and
partners of gamers whose relationships had suffered from their partners' time spent in game. The
group's homepage states:

For EQ defenders — please understand that we are here to support each other, not to

argue with you. "It's not the game's fault," "Why don't you play the game yourself," "EQ

is not addictive, it's just fun" — we've heard it all. And lots of us DO play EQ!

(EverQuest Widows, 2000)

The EQ Widows realize that EverQuest (Sony Online Entertainment, 1999) is a form of
entertainment that, like any form of entertainment, some people become overly engrossed with.
They also realize, however, that the game itself is not inherently addictive, and some of them
also play EQ. Furthermore, I said in a recent interview:

[S]ocial worlds, whether online or off, can be places for people to make friends, build

relationships, resolve conflicts, learn, and generally grow as people. In other words, well,

yes, some people are addicted, but some of them are merely addicted to *living™* itself

rather than some sort of life-destroying habit (Anderson, 2007).

Calling time spent in an online game "addiction" for some players is akin to calling existence in

a social world "addiction." For some players, life in a game is more meaningful than life outside
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the game because what it actually means to be a gamer is more than just the game; it is also the

social relationships players form and maintain while engaging in game-playing practices.

Controversy 3: Hegemonic effects of gaming culture

The rise of games culture as a rich, emergent, quickly growing space parallels the rise of
the Web as a tool for communication and community building. They both are new arenas for
social mobility and the production of cultural capital. In a Newsweek article (Levy, 2006), a
CEO was quoted as saying, "Warcraft is the new golf. I actually closed a deal with a company I
met through WOW." The Internet has also been seen as a great equalizing, democratizing force,
especially with the advent of Web 2.0 and other collaborative, participatory trends in new
technology. These new trends allow anyone with a computer to participate in a global
discourse. Everyday people can express and engage in political arenas, produce cultural goods,
and generally be part of a collective global community.

It is obvious today, however, that certain people have better access to new technologies
than others, and that not everyone, in fact, has a computer or access to the Internet. In the United
States, most regular at-home Internet users are of the middle-class. This may also be true of
MMOGs like World of Warcraft where the subscription model and hardware and bandwidth
requirements might serve to shut out many working-class families. Furthermore, other than of
casual games, more men are game players than women (Entertainment Software Association,
2006). If the demographics of online game players is skewed towards middle-class men and
everything that comes with that skew, does that mean that players of other backgrounds (e.g.,

non-White, working-class women) might feel that their opinions and ideas are less valued?
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Recognizing that these new technologies are more than just tools to gather information,
that they in fact represent a rich space for cultural goods and ideas to form and propagate, makes
it even more worrisome that some people do not have equal access. To then further realize that
these are the same people lacking in social mobility in off-screen life is depressing. Ironically,
escaping reality through games is ultimately impossible because the culture around games is an
extension of broader societal conditions. T. L. Taylor in Play Between Worlds (2006) effectively
tells us that the online identities of many players of MMOGs are extensions of their off-screen
selves. Race, class, and other societal descriptors of a player's identity are not so easily left
behind, and they may dictate how some players treat each other. To engage in the discourse of
online gaming, a player has to learn how to legitimately participate by learning the social norms
that exist in the community. These norms are established by the foundations set up by game
developers for what kinds of representation their games allow andthe emergent culture that
forms around the game mechanics. Beth Kolko (2000) described the normalizing effects of
preventing players the option of choosing a racial identity in MUDs. I think the conditions of
those text-based environments, which allowed the majority of players and developers to overlook
race, exist in the larger gaming culture. The culture assumes that players are the same and come
into the game with the same backgrounds; players who are outside of the norm are marginalized.
In Jaggel Alliance (Sir-Tech, 1994), for example, the international mercenary force from which
players can recruit their team members is almost exclusively White. What does it mean that an
"international" force is normalized for Whiteness? Games culture, then, has a danger of
perpetuating the inequalities of off-screen culture by replicating the same hegemonic forces in
everyday social life. I fear an oppressor-oppressed model that Paulo Freire describes

(1970/2000) will always exist no matter where one looks.
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The journalist Cory Doctorow writes about one such instance of discrimination in an

online world:

In January, 2006 a World of Warcraft moderator shut down an advertisement for a

"GBLT-friendly" guild. This was a virtual club that players could join, whose mission
was to be "friendly" to "Gay/Bi/Lesbian/Transgendered" players. The WoW moderator

— and Blizzard management — cited a bizarre reason for the shut-down:

"While we appreciate and understand your point of view, we do feel that the
advertisement of a 'GLBT friendly' guild is very likely to result in harassment for players
that may not have existed otherwise. If you will look at our policy, you will notice the
suggested penalty for violating the Sexual Orientation Harassment Policy is to 'be
temporarily suspended from the game.' However, as there was clearly no malicious intent

on your part, this penalty was reduced to a warning."

Sara Andrews, the guild's creator, made a stink and embarrassed Blizzard (the game's

parent company) into reversing the decision (Doctorow, 2007).

This serves to illustrate the dangers inherent with a lack of diversity in the games development
industry (IGDA, 2005). This story is a hopeful one, though; it also shows us the power an

individual player can have in a world of technology mediated social networking.

The truth is that games are cultural artifacts and allow for the production of culturally
meaningful actions, and the games culture is lived through a growing number of people. Warren
Spector, creator of Deus Ex (Ion Storm Inc., 2000), said, "it's only a matter of time before the

[U.S.] President's a PlayStation owner" (2006). What Spector was hinting at is the fact that soon
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games will be part of popular culture to a degree where a large majority of people will have had
personal experiences with games. At the least, this will be reflected in our research where
methods sections actually specify the games being studied because we'll realize it does make a
difference which games we study. More so than an implicit understanding of games, however,
we'll see more research focused on the social aspects of gaming. Discussions of games causing
violent or addictive behavior framed from a simple games-player model will hopefully largely be
ignored as we move onto more pressing matters of using games culture to look at the

marginalization and socialization found in any social arena.
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