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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
The sounds of combat end abruptly and the adventurer pauses.  He has managed, with the help of forged documents from Spymaster Aerin Gend to bluff his way into the normally impenetrable tower of the Arcane Brotherhood of Luskan.  By all accounts, the mages have been quiet of late, letting the armed bands of the High Captains turn the streets of the town into a war zone, as two sides struggle for mastery.  And now the adventurer has managed to learn that ambassadors from many warlike powers have been invited to this Tower by some unknown wizard.  The trail to this place has been long and complex: the adventurer has come a great distance, talked to many people, solved many puzzles and fought many battles since helping to end the plague in Neverwinter.  Now, he is close to finding the culprits.  He looks around the room.  The hulking frame of his barbarian cohort, Daelen Red-Tiger, dwarfs the corpses of their fallen enemies.  But the most notable feature of the chamber is in its center: a strange, shimmering beacon of light.  This must be a portal that leads to a higher level of the tower—the adventurer has found no stairs.  But what will he find on the other side?  Will he step into a room crawling with enemies?  The adventurer has no choice: he runs forward, into the shining portal...  

Every day, tens and perhaps hundreds of thousands of people all across the world strap on virtual swords and axes, memorize imaginary fireball spells, stock up on digitized healing potions and head out into imaginary realms to do battle with hordes of monsters.  This is the computerized fantasy role-playing game (FRPG), a form of entertainment that allows its player to assume the role of a character and engage in some serious butt-kicking of evil—or good, if they so desire.  In so doing, they are blazing a trail to a new media environment.  Today’s game players no longer have television bring the world to their living room, they explore virtual spaces on their PC.  They no longer simply visit friends in a local pub, they adventure together in pseudo-medieval landscapes and talk about their battles over an imaginary beer in a digital online tavern.  They no longer read novels about amazing feats of skill and courage, they fight impossible battles themselves via computerized stand-ins, or avatars.  Of course, it is never quite as neat and tidy as that: game players still watch television, socialize in person and read books.  But games like Neverwinter Nights (Bioware, 2002) (commonly referred to as NWN), described above, are changing both our culture’s understanding of entertainment and how it communicates.

A quick perusal of the kind of games available in stores and the ones played by serious gamers, however, raises some questions.  Why do game companies put out so many similar games, ones with the same kind of themes and styles, and so many sequels and expansion packs?  Why is it that exploration of these fantastic virtual spaces is so rule-bound?  And why is this exploration usually so violent?  Who makes the decisions and why do they make them the way they do?

Marshall McLuhan (1964) is famous for arguing that “the medium is the message,” a point that most interpret to mean that the significance of the structure of a medium overwhelms the significance of any particular message sent via that medium.  Many proponents of Medium Theory or Media Ecology have developed this idea further, such as Neil Postman (1985) with his argument that television is biased towards entertainment: that it tends to transform everything on it into some kind of fun show.  By extension, this point of view would seem to indicate that the features of a digital game—more specifically, of a digital FRPG—are likely to be the result of its medium.  The technological structure of the computer has greater overall impact on the communicative features on NWN than the decisions of the game’s creators and the interpretive frameworks of the player.  If we want to understand the shape of a text, then we need to understand its technological base.

Other theorists try to give different explanations that are equally one-sided.  Cultural Studies as presented in the work of John Fiske’s (1987) Television Culture  and Henry Jenkins’ (1992)  Textual Poachers seems to argue that to understand a text we need look no further than the user.  As it is ultimately a reader, viewer or player that makes meaning of symbols, this is the important part of the process.  Critical political economists, on the other hand, contend almost the opposite: that the one who controls the making of texts constrains its meaning.  Thus, ownership and the overall business procedures of making cultural products becomes the most important part of the communicative process (at least for mass media).

Of course, a careful reading of all of these perspectives reveals careful caveats and an awareness of other forces in communicative activities.  Postman, for example, denies he is a technological determinist and points out that he is aware of technological flexibility.  Fiske shows an awareness of the concept of subjectivity and viewers being ideologically constrained.  In spite of these nuances, however, the overall thrust of much of this theory often results in rather simplistic models for how texts work.  While each has some valuable things to say and points of view that can help us understand aspects of the computer FRPG, none of them is complete by itself.

What I am looking for, then, is a more complete way to discuss communication as it is affected by culture and technology.  On a more specific level, I want to ask: how does the cultural and technological construction of the digital fantasy role-playing game mediate communication?  Another way of approaching it is to ask: how do the machinery and conventions of the computer FRPG enable and limit their production and consumption and transform previous communicative patterns?

To help answer these questions, I will turn partly to Medium Theory, with one important caveat.  McLuhan (1962) talks about technologies (especially communication technologies) as extensions of human senses: print extends the eye, and the computer extends the brain.  While this concept rings true in many ways, I prefer the metaphor implicit in the term Media Ecology, and well-developed by Josh Meyrowitz (1985) in his No Sense of Place: the notion of media as environments or places.  Connecting media with space is important when analyzing the digital game medium; as Henry Jenkins (1998, 2002) argues, today’s computer and video games are well-suited to providing virtual spaces.  The caveat to this notion is that I do not conceptualize a medium as solely a piece of technology or that its technological aspect is the only part worth investigating, as Postman often seems to do.  Technology has no meaning without culture.  Yet at the same time, culture always has a material non-human component to it, and today’s communication will not occur without technology.  In other words, I conceive of a medium as a complex of technology and culture.  But that still does not give a very good idea of what kind of complex it is.

As an environment or a place for people to meet and communicate, a medium is a kind of mediation point.  It is a place where we bring our desires and the demands placed upon us, a place where we try to work these forces out.  Just like any space, a medium is not neutral or transparent: it favors some kinds of communication and inhibits others.  A battleground favors some tactics and inhibits others; a park may or may be more or less conducive to romance; a theatre may be great for a dramatic performance, but less than acoustically perfect for an opera.  Note that in each case, the determination of success or failure of an activity has a great deal to do with what people bring to the space: what is the victory condition?  What counts as romance?  What qualifies as a good performance?  Likewise, the way a medium affects communication has a great deal to do with what people bring to the negotiation—the cultural knowledge, assumptions, and tastes they have.  Note also that the space is not necessarily static or unchangeable.  While lovers may leave little trace of their presence, a war rarely leaves a landscape untouched, and theatres constantly construct and deconstruct their stages.  Our negotiation, our mediation, our use of a medium changes it as well.  While talking about this process as communicative activity does not make much sense according to the transmission model of communication (for where is the all-important message?), it does under the ritual model of communication (Carey, 1975/1988a); that is, the action of using a medium to work through social pressures is a way of communally and ritually affirming society’s shared values.

This broadly describes my understanding of the computer FRPG.  I want to examine the creation, structure and consumption of digital games as just such a process of negotiation.  I will spend three chapters looking at the features of a particular genre of computer games and its technology and consider how the medium’s cultural and technological structure helps to mediate the demands placed on those constructing or using the game.  Each section will employ a different angle, broadly following the rubric of producer, text and user: one chapter looking at the digital game industry, another looking at the digital FRPG’s textual forms, and a third looking at how the game texts address the cultural constructions of masculinity.  In each case, I want to argue that the very structure of the digital FRPG provides opportunities for mediation and modification of communication and culture.  But first, I want to present my theoretical framework in more detail.
The Digital Game Medium as a Space for Mediation
In Being Digital, Nicholas Negroponte (1995) waxes grandiloquent about the possibilities of our digital, high-tech future: 

…more than anything, my optimism comes from the empowering nature of being digital.  The access, the mobility, and the ability to effect change are what will make the future so different from the present.  The information superhighway may be mostly hype today, but it is an understatement about tomorrow.  It will exist beyond people’s wildest predictions.  As children appropriate a global information resource, and as they discover that only adults need learner’s permits, we are bound to find new hope and dignity in places where very little existed before.  My optimism is not fueled by an anticipated invention or discovery… Being digital is different.  We are not waiting on any invention.  It is here.  It is now.  It is almost genetic in its nature, in that each generation will become more digital than the preceding one.  (p. 231)
Computer technology promises freedom of creativity and productivity.  Networking (especially the Internet) promises distribution systems free from corporate control, and open to an increasingly diverse audience.  Disembodied communication means social relationships shorn of class, race and gender: we can all, finally, just get along.  Negroponte is not alone in this utopian view of technology.  An electro-communitarian movement trumpeted the new social powers of the Internet throughout the 90s.  New economists triumphantly predicted the freedom of economic activity from such mundane requirements as profitability and financing, as the new way of making money would be dependent on unlimited ideas, not limited material.  And textual theorists saw in the machinery of hypertext and digital games the promise of overthrowing the tyranny of the author for once and for all, for complete readerly freedom.

Of course, all such pronouncements make juicy targets for academic critics: nobody likes a technological determinist—especially a happy, gushing one.  Needless to say, the realities of the New Economy Bubble Burst in 2000, the continual commercialization of the Internet, the still-significant digital divide, and the steady concentration of corporate media control have tempered much of the enthusiasm of the digital prophets.  But even before uncomfortable events started to rain on the party, many scholars had already made a good career off of pointing out the flaws of simple understandings of technology.  Raymond Williams (1974/1992), writing about television in the 1970s rejected technological determinism on the grounds that it “has abstracted technology from society.”  James Carey and John Quirk (1970/1988) have written an excellent overview of the mythological promise electricity has held for American culture, generation after generation.  David Nye (1994) has similarly deconstructed the powerful social force of the “American Technological Sublime.”

But while such critiques are both insightful and necessary, it is worth noting that technology does impact society—and it does impact communication (as, incidentally, all of the above scholars have noted).  In some ways, this is just common sense.  Anyone who has written papers both with pen-and-paper and with a computerized word processor knows that they do not work the same.  Neither does a conversation on a phone and a conversation conducted via email.  In fact, an entire body of study has arisen around historical transitions of communication technology, and the simultaneous social and cultural changes.  The advent of the printing press, for example, has been widely investigated, and historians commonly make a link between this technology and the success of the Protestant Reformation (e.g. Eisenstein, 1979).

The challenge in theoretically understanding a communication medium, then, is to find a balance between these apparent polar opposites: that technology determines and that it does not determine patterns of communication, and thus cognition, society and culture.  This is the tight-rope I will attempt to walk in this chapter.  I want to come up with a conceptualization of a medium that provides an opportunity to examine how digital games shape, but do not (in the strictest sense) determine communication.  In other words, I believe that the medium has an important role in communication (it is not completely malleable or irrelevant), but I also agree with critics of technological determinism that this is not the only force involved: culture matters.

My discussion is based upon three assumptions, discussed in greater detail below.  First, I will conceptualize a medium as more than just a piece or complex of technology: it involves culture—by which I mean cultural practices of creation and consumption, and institutions.  Second, not only is a medium more than technology, but technology itself is socially constructed: humans make and constantly alter their machines.  Third, culture is not all-powerful or the only determinant either: it is always at least partly material, by which I mean human desires are constantly butting up against (and are sometimes encouraged by) both human and non-human physical forces.  Following these ideas, I want to conceptualize a medium as a metaphorical space or an environment in which different parties (specifically creators and users) bring and negotiate different social forces and pressures.
Media and Technology Theory
In trying to build a model or metaphor for media, I will draw heavily on the insights of both Medium Theory
 and the Social Construction of Technology (SCOT).  These are two bodies of theory that are not often combined, which is not entirely surprising, considering that they have different backgrounds, focus on different issues, and use different terminology.  Nevertheless, I think both have something important to contribute to various kinds of media studies.  Medium Theory, in a nutshell, argues that the construction of a medium shapes communication, while SCOT argues that the construction of our technology is the result of social processes.  Between these two perspectives lies an important balance for understanding communication.

What counts as falling under these academic labels, however, is debatable.  Although each body of theory has groups of scholars and widely recognized labels that protect their boundaries, I use their bibliographies with caution for several reasons.  First, many of the authors, such as Harold Innis, did not see themselves as part of these schools when they were writing; a proper analysis of these writings needs to understand them in their contemporary contexts.  Second, the earliest writings that today count as Medium Theory or SCOT writing did not appear out of nowhere; a proper analysis of these theories needs to explain their intellectual ancestry.  Third, numerous authors have written work that is partly, but not wholly in line with the thinking of Medium Theory and SCOT; many of these somewhat similar publications deserve consideration as well.  What I will try to do in the following sub-sections, then, is briefly draw my own borders and suggest some of the works that will be crucial for my research.
The earliest publications that today’s scholars usually include in the corpus of Medium Theory are the last few works of Canadian economist Harold Innis.  His writing is unique and insightful, but not entirely without precedent.  His ideas crystallized in an era that saw an enormous amount of attention focused on the relationships between technology and society.  Starting with the Industrial Revolution, social theorists struggled to understand the seemingly unstoppable mechanical forces driving the destruction of traditional society and the establishment of a new, apparently unstable order.  Artists (such as Mary Shelley) and intellectuals (such as Karl Marx) alike discussed the intersections of technology and culture.  

In the early 20th century, however, a number of theorists began to publish ideas that sound very similar to those of later Medium Theorists.  Walter Lippmann (1922), for example, talked about how mass media were not transparent windows to reality—they actually insulated the general public from the real world by creating imaginary environments.  This proved to be an anticipation of many later ideas, such as Lazarfeld and Merton’s (1948) narcotizing dysfunction, Boorstin’s (1961/1972) pseudo event, Postman’s (1985) analysis of television entertainment, and Baudrillard’s Simulation and Simulacra (Baudrillard, 1981/1994).  John Dewey (1927/1954) and Charles Cooley’s (1909/1983) discussions of how to shift from the Great Society to the Great Community via judicious use of communication technology sounds more than a little similar to McLuhan’s (1962, 1964) discussion of the Global Village at times.  And Lewis Mumford’s (1934, 1966) ideas on the inscription of cultural logics into technologies anticipates numerous arguments of various medium theorists.

That having been said, Innis (1951, 1950/1972) took some unique and crucial steps in Empire and Communications and The Bias of Communication.  His key move was to set a theme that resounds throughout Medium Theory: a focus on the space traversing and time traversing properties of a given medium.  The result of this evaluation was the reconfiguration of history as a kind of out-growth of the development of communication technology.  Innis argued that any given empire was held together by an elite that used its control of its society’s dominant medium to preserve a “monopoly of knowledge.”  The features of the medium translated directly into the kind of power structure an empire had.  For example, the ancient media of stone and clay tablets traveled well across time, but not space, and so favored the establishment of a priestly elite who held power due to their ability to maintain their society's continuity.  The lighter papyrus, in contrast, traveled well geographically, but easily disintegrated with time: the gigantic Roman Empire worked well because it used this space-biased medium.  The important point in Innis' arguments is the link between communication media's technical properties and social change. 

This same insight was crucial to the next round of medium theorists.  Whether they read Innis or not, Marshall McLuhan, Eric Havelock and Jack Goody all presented variations on the theme of the connection between communication technology and social structure.  The controversial McLuhan, of course, is the most well known and, until recently, the least respected of these scholars.  His punchy aphorisms were frequently unsupportable blanket generalizations, and he borrowed indiscriminately from many disciplines without bothering to respect scholarly traditions.  Certain evaluations have called for a more nuanced interpretation of his ideas (Gronbeck, 1981; Jeffrey, 1989).  Whether he deserves a positive or negative reading, however, a number of key ideas are clearly prominent in his work.  McLuhan (1964) argued that the mechanical features of any given medium were so important to communication that the form overshadowed the content: thus “the medium is the message.”  The upshot of this was that he described specific cultural and cognitive characteristics as consequences of society’s use of particular media.  Print encouraged a culture that was visually oriented, and dominated by linear thought.  Television, on the other hand, encouraged non-linear, multi-sensory communicative patterns that would help re-build traditional societies on a worldwide scale (the Global Village).

Havelock, a classicist, and Goody, an anthropologist, were less controversial figures, but still influential.  Havelock’s work focused on the transition in Greek society from oral to chirographic communication.  On the basis of a set of early Greek texts and several key philosophical works, he drew numerous conclusions about the connections between methods of communication and cultural structure.  Goody’s key essays on similar issues focused on a wide sampling of anthropological work with oral cultures and their transitions to literacy.  Both authors drew some significantly similar and complementary conclusions: that oral culture, for example, must be concrete and narrative, but literacy allows for abstraction and knowledge that is distinct from myth (Goody & Watt, 1968; Havelock, 1986).

In the last two decades, a large number of scholars have built off of the intellectual projects started by all of these early Medium Theorists.  Historian Elizabeth Eisenstein produced a massive and carefully researched tome on the connections between print and cultural change.  Neil Postman published a number of polemics against the coming of the television and digital ages, pining for print culture.  Walter Ong (1982) probably does the best job of summarizing the work of the various medium theorists who went before him in his Orality and Literacy.  Joshua Meyrowitz (1985) combines McLuhan with the work of Goffman in No Sense of Place (described in greater detail below).  Jay David Bolter’s (1984) Turing’s Man is an excellent and early analysis of the cultural force of the computer.  More recently, Lev Manovich's (2001) excellent The Language of New Media has addressed the appearance of digital communication technology.
  Each of these scholars (and a great many others) have significantly different agendas that I hope to address in more detail in my dissertation.  

For the purposes of this literature review, what is important about all of these works is that they seem to argue that a medium’s form in some way dictates communication content.  The various authors have different ways of describing this and attribute different degrees of power to the media in question, but they all see the medium (or “media environment” as the Media Ecologists would put it) shaping communication–and thus, usually, culture and/or cognition.  The definitions of the word “medium” also vary, but for most of the authors cited above, various media’s formative powers come more from the limiting and enabling features of the communication technology than communicative conventions or the institutions that use, build or maintain the medium.  In other words, technology has some level of determining power over humans and their communication.
The SCOT tradition, with its very different perspective on technology, not surprisingly finds its roots in far different areas.  Wiebe Bijker, Trevor Pinch and Thomas Hughes’ (1987b) edited book The Social Construction of Technological Systems, released in 1985, was the first published salvo of the SCOT school.  This kind of research, however, has its roots in Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) widely influential The Social Construction of Reality.  In their ground-breaking work’s introductory essay, Pinch, Bijker and Hughes (1987a) state that their foundational goal was to apply a social constructionist approach modeled on the Sociology of Scientific Knowledge (SSK).  Several features about SCOT, however, distinguish it from the studies that come before it.  Obviously, the focus is technology rather than science, which means the objects of study are not laboratories, science journals and big research institutions, but rather inventors, industries, machines, and technology users.  At the same time, because the study of technology is apparently less neatly bounded by academic disciplinary boundaries than that of science studies, their sociological analysis touches on a wider range of fluid social bodies.  In fact, this carries over into the approaches of SCOT theorists, many of whom are not sociologists, but historians or philosophers; many of these writers’ scholarship combines all three disciplines.  Finally, SCOT writers are responding to a different body of literature: namely, the histories of technology written prior to the 1980s.  The early SCOT theorists believed that most of the existing literature was terribly simplistic and was simply incapable of accounting for the impact of social forces upon the development of any given technology.

Bijker’s theoretical model is heavily sociological, examining how social groups construct and—more importantly—define or conceptualize technology.  Reacting to the Whiggish history of technology that pictures the development of tools and techniques as inevitable and a natural outgrowth of physical reality, Bijker (1995) argues that whether a technology works or not actually depends on society.  It is the meaning that people impart to machines that makes them successful or not, he argues.  He uses a relatively elaborate sociological model to describe the stages that an invention goes through; the key points are that any new technology is initially fluid in its function and meaning, as relevant social groups (people that are somehow connected to the technology) identify problems and propose solutions.  As this process continues, the technological artifact stabilizes or achieves closure: society agrees on what the technology is.  Of course, situations may arise in which it may become de-stabilized again, Bijker points out; a technology is always socially maintained.

Other scholars take up allied, but notably distinct positions.  Thomas Hughes, for example, develops “systems theory,” which shares many of Bijker and Pinch’s assumptions and perspectives, but conceptualizes the development of technology as systems of components (contributing to, but not created by the system) and artifacts (created by the system) (Hughes, 1987).  The actor-network theory prominently developed by Michel Callon (1987) and Bruno Latour (1996) is similar in many ways, but it tends to eschew the concept of concrete systems, preferring instead to see technology as rarely self-contained and connected with a broader range of sociological forces.  Latour (1979), an important sociological theorist of technology, originally focused on science studies, but has put significant effort into integrating the work of the older literature with the focus of technology studies.  His more recent work tries to blur the line between science and technology, seeing them as a complex of allied concepts and social forces.  In fact—and this is key to the actor-network approach—he argues against the well-established modernist division of humans and nature.  What becomes clear in books like We Have Never Been Modern (Latour, 1993) and Aramis, or the Love of Technology (Latour, 1996) is that he sees both human and non-human items (like transit cars, railroad tracks and wheels) as acting forces in (to paraphrase Callon) a “seamless web” of “sociological, technoscientific, and economic” forces (Callon, 1987, p. 84).

All of these scholars, regardless of the numerous differences, have several key points to make.  First, technology is not stable: its function, importance, meaning, and even technical design constantly shifts (although sometimes very subtly).  In other words, the television is always becoming something different, an argument that is simply proven by a comparison between the three network era of the US in the 60s and today's billion channel environment.  Second, the construction of technology is social, not natural.  All of the authors clearly believe that humans give machines their nature.  Latour and the actor network perspective question the very distinction between human and non-human that the society nature divide implies.  Third, technology does not follow a pre-ordained process of development–rather, it has constantly changing potential.  The logic that many historians of technology imply to the evolution of a given artifact is, in fact, often imposed in hindsight.

The key contribution of the SCOT and allied perspectives is the importance placed on social forces in the development of technology.  It is not, of course, without its limitations.  As Benjamin Sims (2003) points out, for example, most of this research is heavily focused on invention—the period of time from the initial appearance of a technology to the time when it becomes a well-defined, stable artifact.  It is somewhat important to look at the processes following that initial phase, however: what are the social forces that maintain a technology after it has been established?  Another tendency of Bijker’s work, at least, is to give the impression that the only thing that matters are social forces, that the physical characteristics of materials have very little input in the development of technologies.  A good look at his historical analysis, of course, demonstrates that he is well aware that social forces cannot turn lead into gold, no matter how hard they may try.  But his theoretical models, which we should probably understand as a counterweight to Whiggish histories of technology (Bijker, 1995), do not really leave much space for materials themselves to have a say (something that the actor-network theory goes partway to remedying).  Nevertheless, in spite of these potential problems, SCOT does an excellent job of illustrating how machines and systems are not self-sustaining, self-defining artifacts, but depend on constant intervention and definition by society.
The challenge of using these two perspectives together is to reconcile the importance of the medium for Medium Theory and the importance of society and culture for SCOT.  On the surface at least, they seem to provide two different answers to how medium form and medium content interact.  On the one hand, Medium Theory seems to argue that technology either determines or biases content, and thus culture in general.  On the other hand, the SCOT perspective argues that society or culture determines technology (and thus medium form) so if we want to find shaping forces, we need look no further than social forces.  This almost seems like an argument between technological determinism and anti-technological determinism.

This kind of simplistic read, however, would ignore the different interests and intentions of Medium Theory and SCOT, and would obscure the potential benefits of matching their complementary aspects.  The two sets of theories have quite different purposes: the former focuses almost exclusively on communication technology with the purpose of understanding not its formation, but its use.  The latter looks at all technologies
 and is primarily focused on giving a better explanation for the formation and utilization of technology than previous histories have provided.  The Medium Theory and SCOT scholars draw on different theorists, generally come from different backgrounds (although there is some overlap), and do not generally seem to be aware of the other body of theory, so it is not surprising that they talk past each other.

For all that, the two perspectives complement each other nicely.  To say that society makes technology is not to say that technology has no effect on society.  Rather technologies, and more specifically media, by their very construction shape communication and culture.  At the same time, however, these media are not independent of society: relevant social groups maintain, modify and replace communication technology on a daily basis.  To quote McLuhan: “we shape our tools, and our tools shape us.”
  This is the balance that I want to strike in my own research here, pointing out that we shape and are shaped by our communication tools, by our communication institutions, and by our patterns of communication.
Conceptualizing a Medium
Of course, most of this brief review has considered theory dealing with technology generally, rather than media in specific.  This is an important distinction: while technology is an important part of a medium, it is not the whole thing.  The television medium, for example, is not just the set in the living room or even the broadcast towers and production studios.  When someone like Meyrowitz (1985) talks about the power of television to allow viewers to take a “side-stage” vantage point, seeing both “front-stage” (public) and “back-stage” (behind-the-scenes) action, he cannot be referring to just the machinery of TV.  In this case, the idea of the medium includes systems that are necessary to make the technology communicative: the institutions of the networks, distributors and producers; the practices of production and habits of viewing; the communicative conventions—such as generic expectations—that both bring to the table.  We can, of course, follow Postman’s (1985) example and try to conceptualize the medium of television as just the physical equipment.  But while his concept of medium bias is quite useful—the notion that a medium will tend to promote certain patterns or kinds of communication—to locate it entirely in TV set or camera is a mistake, a move which limits many of Amusing Ourselves to Death’s insights.  Surely the system of financing that actually allows for the projection of TV signals is as significant as the machinery.

In this sense, then, I want to think of a medium as the entire complex of cultural systems and technology that allow it to communicate.  Although broad, this definition still keeps the how separate from the what: a medium is not itself communication, but that which enables it.
   This would mean that the digital game medium would consist of both computers and the systems of and institutions for the creation and distribution of games, as well as its communicative conventions (described in greater detail in Chapter Four).
Of course, this definition might give shape to the overall scope of my studies, but it does not say very much about how the systems and technology work together or suggest how or why a medium might shape communication.  To create such a concept, I want to turn to some of the metaphors we could use for technology and extend them to media.  Perhaps the most common and obvious way of conceptualizing technology is to think of it as a tool.  Dictionaries tend to describe technology as applied science, the creation of something practical from abstract principles.  Actually, general use of the term in popular discourse is even narrower than this: it has become shorthand for electronic or computer tools (as in, “we need to bring technology into the classroom”).  Of course, most people are willing to broaden that understanding to include more rudimentary technologies such as the printing press, the stirrup and maybe even something like fire.  This conception of technology emphasizes the way it facilitates or enables humans to perform actions.  We can certainly look at media this way—in fact, the above definition that I suggested fits the tool metaphor perfectly.

Marshall McLuhan (1962) suggested a somewhat different definition: he described technology as extensions of people or of the senses.  He focused specifically on communication technology—the television is the extension of the human eye, while the computer is the extension of the brain—but of course, it can be used more broadly.  The notion of the cyborg, a human that is partly machine, also draws on this metaphor, such as in Donna Haraway’s (1985/1991) “Cyborg Manifesto.”  This metaphor focuses on the relationship between humans and their machines or media.  A new technology augments capabilities that people already have—we can, for example, see images even without the television—but it also grows into humanity, modifying the capabilities and interests of society and culture.  McLuhan argued that communication technologies affected our “sensory balance”: that is, how much we rely on sight or hearing or touch (1962).  Essentially, the extension metaphor is a definition of interface.

The metaphor that I want to build off, however, is that developed by Josh Meyrowitz (1985) in No Sense of Place.  In his analysis of TV, he draws on two main theoretical sources: Medium Theory (primarily McLuhan) and situationism (primarily Goffman).  On the one hand, he says, our media affect our communication, and on the other, it is the social situations that we are in that affect our communication.  To put the two ideas together, he argues that media (television, specifically) provide new social spaces in which communication occurs.  That is, the Goffman style of communication research emphasizes context or place as supremely important to the roles communicators take; television provides a new and very different kind of place for communication.  Specifically, he argues that TV is a medium that provides a new kind of dramatic setting: side-stage, where communicators can see both public and private communication, breaking down the barriers between the two.  Here we see developed the notion of media as places, spaces or environments in which people act or communicate.  It is this metaphor that I want to develop for the study of digital games.
There are a couple of ways in which we could talk about media as spaces.  Probably the most obvious step is to draw on the literature surrounding virtual worlds, reality or space.  Theoretical conceptions of imaginary spaces pre-date the arrival of Virtual Reality (VR) goggles in the late 80s.  J.R.R. Tolkien (1947/1983), in his famous essay “On Fairy Stories,” talks about myth-making as the construction of “Secondary Realities.”  That is, storytellers in the mythic style create imaginary worlds that draw us in to a greater or lesser degree depending on how internally consistent they are.  He practiced this kind of construction in his own mythology of Middle-Earth, which was far more detailed and fleshed out than the reader could see in the stories he published during his lifetime (such as Lord of the Rings [Tolkien, 1968/1991]): the imaginary world had functional (made-up) languages, a phenomenally detailed history, an enormous and well-mapped geography, and even patterns of climate and a calendar.  Both Tolkien and his friend C.S. Lewis (1954/2000b) saw the creation of virtual spaces as part of a somewhat Platonic project of helping a reader to catch glimpses of a deeper reality than what we experience in daily life.

The theory surrounding the arrival of VR and other immersive computer technologies—so titled for their ability to surround users with an alternate reality—had a different normative goal: using new technology to throw off the restrictions of everyday life.  The creation of 3D graphics, especially when combined with equipment (like VR goggles) that shuts out sensory input from interfering with the computer-created reality, seemed to hold open the possibility of worlds with infinite creative possibilities.  Brenda Laurel’s (1991) Computers as Theatre and Janet Murray’s (1997) Hamlet on the Holodeck talk about virtual space as a computer-constructed location that allows humans to restructure art and culture.  Henry Jenkins somewhat furthers this project, but without the utopian vision.  Rather, he talks about digital games as the new playgrounds for children—and for adults, for that matter (Jenkins, 1998).  While he was growing up, he ran around playing cops and robbers or cowboys and Indians, but his son ran around in Mario’s world.  

All of these ideas talk about virtual spaces almost as maps without a referent.  They are spaces of which readers, users or players can only hear and see representations (and cannot touch or taste), but which nevertheless have (imaginary) dimensions and (imaginary) patterns of physical behavior and (imaginary) living beings.  This is an interesting and worthwhile way of thinking of media as spaces or places, but it is not the only way.  We can also take the idea of location even more metaphorically, and think of the medium as an imaginary meeting point—not one with virtual physical space, but as a relational point, a social nexus.  Its dimensions are not height, width and depth but things like information, emotion and dramatic roles.  Both text-makers and text-users come to the medium, the meeting point, and it is in this space that their symbolic actions communicate.  This metaphor is closer to Meyrowitz’s notion of media as new social places than it is to the theories of virtual space.

No participants in a communicative process come unformed to the medium: they bring with them social forces and their physical conditions; they feel pressures and demands; they may or may not have a clearly defined purpose for communicating, but their actions are probably not completely directionless.  To continue the television metaphor, when a team of producers works at putting a show on a network broadcast, they are trying to fulfill an enormous string of demands: make it profitable, make it something that gets the approval of the network, make it creatively satisfying, make it politically acceptable, etc.  A viewer is no less free of demands: find something interesting, do not waste time, keep up a minimal conversation with others in the room, keep in touch enough to talk with other fans about the show, etc.  In other words, in addition to communicators, a whole host of social pressures meet at the medium.  Some of these are mostly compatible, such the producers’ goal of making a show both profitable and favorable to the network.  Many pressures, however, do not work together so easily, such as is evidenced by the commonly-lamented difficulty of producing something creatively satisfying in the commercial media industries.  This meeting point then, is also a mediation point: a place where the communicators use the resources of the medium to satisfy as many of their demands as possible.  

It is at this point that I would locate the force of the medium, or the ability of the medium to affect communication.  The shape or construction of the meeting place is dependent on its technology, patterns of use and production, institutions that support or control it; the shape that the medium takes changes mediation.  This is, in fact, a very Innis-ian idea.  On a quick reading, his studies of communication technology in history sound very determinist: the space or time bias of a medium is key to the nature and longevity of an empire.  A more careful examination, however, shows that he is very sensitive to how the use of communication technology combined with the social context of a period have resulted in “monopolies of knowledge.”  

This is evident in his treatment of papyrus in Empire and Communications (Innis, 1972).  While he argues that the reed-paper was a space-biased media—its lightness meant it traveled well, but it deteriorated fairly rapidly—he makes it clear that in different political contexts it had different effects.  In the early Egyptian context, where the dominant medium was stone, papyrus, Innis argues, first opened up a kind of greater distribution of power (a greater level of democracy).  When a political power managed to control the supply of papyrus as the Romans did, however, it worked as a tool of Empire-building.  In each case, it restricted certain kinds of written communication (e.g. that not sanctioned by the Empire) and facilitated others (e.g. that of which the Empire approved).  In other words, Innis traces how the elite of a given society manipulate the dominant form of communication of its time in order to reach its goals: in my terminology, they to attempt mediate their demand for power via control of media.

Where Innis, however, was primarily interested in looking at only one goal or social pressure—the desire of the elite to maintain power—I am trying to picture the medium as a meeting point for many different goals and pressures, both healthy and malignant, both progressive and regressive.  A medium rarely has a single purpose or function: it is not entirely about power or identity or hegemony—although those are all certainly major factors.  Rather, many social forces factor in communication, and the construction of the medium facilitates dealing with some pressures, hinders others, and allows for changes of perspective.  A medium amplifies certain kinds of communication and inhibits others—in no simple manner, of course, but it has an effect nonetheless.  For example, Meyrowitz (1985) argues that TV as it now exists allows viewers to see behavior that was traditionally private or “backstage” (a tendency that has accelerated with the arrival of Reality TV).  Cameras can tape behavior anywhere, and there are fewer and fewer restrictions on what networks and producers can show.  In other words, the qualities of the TV technology and institutions encourage a certain kind of discourse that lacks respect for previously established social boundaries.

Of course, describing the negotiation of social and material pressures as communication may not seem to make much sense.  This is where James Carey’s (1975/1988a) distinction between the transmission and ritual models of communication is so important to my work.  The former is, Carey observes, the dominant understanding of communication: moving a message or a piece of information across space.  If my analysis focused on the message of the mediation, at least some of what I discuss in upcoming chapters would not seem to qualify as communication.  The alternative understanding of communication that Carey outlines, however, is time-biased: it is that which we do to reaffirm our shared beliefs and social structures through history.  According to this understanding, the symbolic negotiation of working with a medium certainly qualifies as communicative behavior, as the participants are attempting to work out the social demands, the ideals, the values that they carry with them to the medium.

A final caveat: the medium is an alterable space, not static.  Although this will not be a focus of the dissertation, it is an idea inherent in the analysis I do.  There are any number of reasons for why a medium changes.  For one thing, corporations and individuals are always producing new technology, some incrementally improved, and some a little more than that.  HDTV is not the same as the well-established low-definition television.  When an entirely new medium appears, as McLuhan observed (McLuhan & McLuhan, 1988), it re-interprets or re-positions the old one.  The advent of network television did not destroy radio, as has been well-documented: it simply re-purposed it.  Even when the technology of a medium does not change, innovators often find new ways to use it.  Think of the unanticipated flash-mobbing craze with cell phones, or how programming virtuoso John Carmack managed to create console-like games on a computer that nobody thought was capable of achieving what he made it do (Kushner, 2003).  Finally, the political economy of media constantly changes, so that the regulation and industry structures of a medium vary from year to year (and sometimes even more quickly than that).  Telephone companies became something quite different in the wake of the 1996 Telecommunications Act than they were before.
So how can we use this conceptualization of media to examine digital games and communication?  It seems to me that if we want to understand the mediation of social and technological forces via a medium, we need to look at at least three things.  First, we need to consider which parties are coming to or using the digital game medium.  Second, we need to understand the important social, cultural and technological demands that communicators bring to the medium with them.  Finally, we need to consider the actual structure of the medium, and look at its interaction with communicators and social demands.

Obviously, this is a potentially huge agenda: thousands of people make digital games, millions of people play them, which makes for a daunting list of variations and possibilities.  What I want to do in this dissertation is not speak for all digital games or for the entire digital game medium, but to look at one genre of computer games (the Fantasy role-playing kind—more specifically, the licensed Dungeons & Dragons kind) and observe that limited area as closely as possible—although I hope that these ideas will eventually prove applicable to the study of other texts.  I will look at mediation from the point of the communication producer (the game maker), the text user (the game player), and the traditions or structures of the text itself (which is really a meeting point of both the maker and the player).  I want to end the dissertation by considering all three together again as an integrated whole.
Game Studies: Theorizing the Object of Study

The above section provides the broad framework for my study: my approach to technology and media.  But what about digital games in specific?  How are we to think of them?  A growing number of academics are turning to games and trying to construct a language with which we can talk about a kind of cultural artifact that is very under-theorized.  Clearly, Game Studies is a new field, even if some of its frequently cited documents date back to the 1930s.  Realistically, it has only gained something like a critical mass of like-minded scholars, designers and other theorists in the last half decade.  This means that the eventual shape of the field is still very much up in the air.
The Birth of a Field

A few isolated academics have been talking about play and games for over half a century.  The first key work heavily cited in today’s Game Studies material is Dutch scholar Johan Huizinga’s (1949) Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture, published in 1944, but written in the late 30s.  The book is an interesting attempt to turn conventional social sciences (by which I mean anthropology, sociology, political science, etc.) on their head by arguing that the significant characteristics of most cultural forms are due to the “play-element” in humans.

Huizinga (1949) defines play as: “a voluntary activity or occupation executed within certain fixed limits of time and place, according to rules freely accepted but absolutely binding, having its aim in itself and accompanied by a feeling of tension, joy and the consciousness that it is ‘different’ from ‘ordinary life’” (p. 28).  This balance or tension between rules and freedom has become a keystone of recent formalist understandings of games.  He also makes another important distinction—using the ideas of several ancient cultures—between agon (or contest-play) and joyous frothy play.  Armed with these definitions, he proceeds to draw broad social implications about play.  The argument seems to be at least partly a response to his political situation—writing with the Nazi machine rapidly growing in strength just across the border: Huizinga creates a distinct historical narrative of Progression/Decline by arguing that play precedes culture, and that civilization has been steadily replacing the playful with the serious.  Thus, primitive cultures have more playfulness than advanced Western civilization which, at the time of writing in 1938, could certainly be argued was badly lacking in playfulness.

Roger Caillois’ (1961) Man, Play, and Games, the next major work to receive significant attention by today’s theorists, appeared about twenty years later.  This work is much more focused on formal games than Huizinga’s book.  Caillois introduces categories of games: agon, or competition; alea, or chance; mimicry, or make-believe/role-playing; and, oddly, ilinx, or disorientation/vertigo.  In practice, these categories, although evocative, have proven too difficult to separate for useful analysis (Frasca, 2003b).  Caillois, however, also cross-references these categories with two “ways of playing” with much broader academic implications: paidia, or “uncontrolled fantasy,” exhuberant, wild play; and ludus, structured, challenging play.

Another major landmark for Game Studies was the publishing of Elliot Avedon and Brian Sutton-Smith’s (1971) enormous collection entitled, appropriately enough, The Study of Games.  This is definitively not a literary or aesthetic book, even though it does provide a useful pragmatic definition of games: “an exercise of voluntary control systems, in which there is a contest between powers, confined by rules in order to produce a disequilibrial outcome” (p. 405).  The value of this work is in its collation of an enormous set of articles that demonstrates the breadth of scholarly perspectives employed in studying games: they cite and reprint articles from the fields of anthropology, folklore studies, sociology, psychology and mathematics.  As a work of pure theory, on the other hand, it is a little more limited in usefulness.

The best of the early theoretical pieces on games, however, is the under-cited exercise in Wittgensteinian definition-making The Grasshopper: Games, Life and Utopia, by philosopher Bernard Suits (1978).  The scholar presents this delightful book as a fictional dialogue, using the playful character of the Grasshopper from Aesop's fable of the ants, styled as a wise philosopher engaged in verbal sparring with his disciple Skepticus, to create a definition of games and then test it as rigorously as possible by considering possible exceptions and objections.  The end result is a ruthlessly considered and solid concept: “to play a game is to attempt to achieve a specific state of affairs (prelusory goal), using only means permitted by rules (lusory means), where the rules prohibit use of more efficient in favour of less efficient means (constitutive rules), and where the rules are accepted just because they make possible such activity (lusory attitude).  Or again, more simply: “playing a game is the voluntary attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles” (p. 41).  Herein lays many of the key ideas of today’s Game Studies formalism.  Suits pictures the game as a system of rules with specific goals, a kind of activity voluntarily set outside the ordinary boundaries of everyday life.

  Suits also makes a couple of moves that are important for a consideration of games.  For one thing, he pre-figures today’s debate over interactivity and spectatorship (discussed more fully in Chapter Four) when he discusses the difference between scripted action and gaming: “Acting out a part in a play is simply being enslaved to some script writer.  It is like miming the moves in a game which has already been played by someone else” (Suits, 1978, p. 110); and again, “...use of a script by players of make-believe games would be a more efficient—less risky—means for keeping a dramatic action going than is the invention of dramatic responses on the spot, which is what the game requires” (p. 137).  In addition, Suits also introduces the notion of “open gaming,” a description of make believe that will be important to my consideration of role-playing games (RPGs).  Open games are “games which have no inherent goal whose achievement ends the game: crossing a finish line, mating a king, and so on.  Games which do have such goals we may call closed games” (p. 133).  This means the goal of open games is to prolong the game as much as possible.  This distinction will prove important for the upcoming consideration of digital FRPGs.

All of these authors have been important to today’s field of Game Studies.  Although this stream has been key to recent work, it is important to remember that the authors and their works are scattered across history, space and language: they are not naturally cohesive.  Today’s game theorists come from a significantly different context, and thus bend these ideas to significantly different purposes.  One interested group is the game-makers themselves.  Throughout the 20th century, of course, people continued to create games, regardless of academic theory.  Design, however, took on a new importance with the arrival of interactive digital technology.  It is not surprising, then, that game designers began theorizing about their craft.  Chris Crawford’s 1984 book The Art of Computer Game Design is a milestone, and throughout the 80s and 90s, game-makers continued to talk at conferences and publish magazine articles that helped them better understand their work.  Because this material was ultimately pragmatic in focus, however, and circulated within the industry, it did not lead to the creation of a formal scholarly discipline.

Academics were slow to catch onto the importance of this new area of popular culture, however, and most game theory tended to be the domain of game-makers.  Toward the end of the 90s, however, the cultural phenomenon of digital games was almost impossible to ignore, and intellectuals from a number of disciplines started to investigate interactive entertainment software.  In 1999 at the Digital Arts Conference, Uruguayan scholar Gonzalo Frasca suggested the term “ludology” to describe the study of play and games (Frasca, n.d.).  The title has gained momentum and is widely used today, although perhaps not in the way it was originally intended.  As with all schools of thought, the boundaries and goals of ludology are rather loose and sometimes contentious.  Few people actually call themselves ludologists or describe their writing as ludology.  Game Studies literature generally associates the term with four prominent theorists:  Norwegian academic Espen Aarseth, Finnish writer Markku Eskelinen, Danish scholar/designer Jesper Juul, and Frasca himself, who is both a scholar and game designer.  These four have been the most influential in carving out a theoretical space for the nascent field of Game Studies, and are generally cited when other writers critique ludology.

A series of prominent and erudite game designers loosely ally themselves with ludology from time to time, including Greg Costikyan, Eric Zimmermann, and, to a much lesser degree, Chris Crawford.  In general, their approach is less academic—although not less learned or intelligent—than that of the ludologists, reflecting their experience and concerns as game-makers.
  A variety of other professionals and academics also make occasional contributions to ludology and ludological perspectives, such as Brian Sutton-Smith.

In many cases, the explicit goal of this research is practical, aimed at helping designers make better games.  Other writing is of a more scholarly bent.  Usually this means attempting to provide the equivalent of literary or cinematic concepts for games, but many writers also look at games from psychological, sociological and economic perspectives, among others.  Underlying much of the writing is a desire to carve out an academic disciplinary home for Game Studies.

But what kind of theoretical work have ludologists produced so far?  A large portion of the material is devoted to critiquing non-ludological approaches to studying games, and I discuss this in more detail in Chapter Four.  But the writing is not just negative.  Theorists have done interesting and valuable concept-building work on issues like representation of space (Aarseth, 2001a; Wolf, 2001a) and time (Juul, 2004; Wolf, 2001b) in games.  Other writers have addressed the slippery, but widely-used term “gameplay” (Aarseth, 2004b; Salen & Zimmerman, 2004).  These pieces of the puzzle—work focused on the components of games and the gaming experience—will prove, I believe, to be some of the most valuable work of the new field.  This chapter will not investigate them in any depth, however, as they are beyond its scope.  The key ideas I want to borrow from ludology is its definition of games and texts.

Theorizing the Digital Game

My conceptualization of digital games rests on contemporary and historical ludological writing—albeit with some caveats.  First: what is a game?  Juul’s (2003) recent definition of games is representative and carefully thought-out:

A game is a rule-based formal system with a variable and quantifiable outcome, where different outcomes are assigned different values, the player exerts effort in order to influence the outcome, the player feels attached to the outcome, and the consequence of the activity are optional and negotiable. (p. 35)
In short, games are systems of rules we can manipulate for the purpose of competition and enjoyment.  As I explain in Chapter Four, our understanding of the character of digital games—especially digital FRPGs—needs to be tempered by the very real presence of story and the possibilities and limitations of the computer medium.  But this definition clearly gets at some of the key features of the items we call games, especially the attention to manipulable systems of rules.
I will also be referring to FRPGs as texts.  Clearly, I am using this latter term to signify something greater than just written language.  For the purposes of this dissertation, I want to define the word “text” in a broad sense: I think of it as a recorded communicative artifact. According to this definition, then, a book is a text, a stone with hieroglyphics is a text, a t-shirt with a happy face is a text, and a digital game is a text.  But more than this, a digital game is a cybertext.  Espen Aarseth’s (1997) enormously influential book Cybertext conceptualizes certain texts as cybernetic systems or feedback loops that provide information in response to their manipulation by users.  This “ergodic literature,” requires “nontrivial effort… to allow the reader to traverse the text” (p. 1).  His explanation of nontrivial effort distinguishes ludology from reader-response theory or Fiskean Cultural Studies.  According to Aarseth’s theory, “interactivity” does not mean “active reading”; rather than just having interpretive leeway that allows for multiple understandings, the cybertext user literally plays with, or configures the stuff of the text itself.  

Games are information feedback loops: they are inscribed systems of symbols that players manipulate in a meaningful way, and continue to manipulate based on the information they get back while playing.  Monopoly, for example, has property title deeds, game pieces, money and dice—all symbols.  These symbols are parts of a system constructed via the rules, and as players play, their input (dice rolling, purchasing decisions, trading, etc.) affects the arrangement and meaning of the symbols.  This applies just as much to a digital game as simple as the arcade-puzzle Tetris (AcademySoft, 1986) or as complex as the city building game SimCity (Maxis Software, 1989).  So while games are systems of rules, they are also systems of symbols and meaningful texts.
Questions of Method and Chapter Summaries
I have many potential ways I could investigate these games and how they work as mediation points: I could, for example, primarily work from interviews or some kind of participant-observation study of game-makers and players, or I could study published discourse surrounding these artifacts.  While certainly valid methodologies, I have chosen, for several reasons, to focus on textual analyses supplemented by various other kinds of research.  Because I am interested in the medium as a mediation point, the digital game text seemed like a logical place to start:  the individual game is where the forces of producer, medium and user all come into play.  The text is the meeting point of the game-maker and the player, and looking at the process of communication from just one side or the other is more likely to produce an analysis that sees everything from one point of view.  This does not mean, however, that I will ever treat the text as an item isolated from producer and user, for it is in the making and the playing that the game gains meaning. 

But what do I mean by textual analysis, and what supplementary methods will I employ?  This will vary somewhat from chapter to chapter, but essentially, I want to look at socio-cultural forces that impact the digital FRPG and then look at how the construction of the medium mediates those forces.  My goal, then, is to draw connections between features of the text—the presentation of sound and graphics, the choice of rules and story elements, the interface with the player, and more—and the socio-cultural forces the text mediates.  Of course, understanding what is being mediated, and discovering the background and historical trajectory of the text itself takes more than just an examination of the actual games.  This means I turn to a broad array of sources that are appropriate to the topic in question, such as the published discourse of game professionals, fan-oriented game review magazines and more.

I dedicate Chapter Two to explaining the games that are at the heart of this dissertation.  I start with a historical overview of fantasy literature, role-playing gaming and digital gaming to give a sense of the roots of my selected texts.  I then consider the history of computer FRPGs more specifically and spend some time talking about the actual games I refer throughout the rest of the dissertation: the Forgotten Realms series of digital Dungeons & Dragons games.
Chapters Three through Five seek to explore different ways this mediation occurs.  The third chapter looks at the digital FRPG from the perspective of the games industry.  Drawing on a wide array of games-business-related publications and interviews with game-making professionals, I single out several important demands that publishers and developers face and then point out ways in which the features of the digital FRPG help negotiate those forces.  I argue that games like the Forgotten Realms series are ideally suited to relieving several economic, technological, political and cultural pressures that game-makers routinely experience.

The fourth chapter focuses on the text itself and the relationship between narratives and games.  After surveying the literature on this subject, I argue that the combination of cultural and technological features of the digital FRPG have helped to readjust both of these forms.  In other words, in the medium environment of the digital game, stories become more game-like and games become more story-like.

The fifth chapter moves on to the players, although it is truly an argument focused on audience address, rather than audience research.  I look at the overtly masculine nature of digital FRPGs and argue that these games are an ideal site for men to negotiate the conflicting demands of the various masculine ideologies that (male) players might experience.  Specifically, the combination PC technology, digital game form, and the Fantasy genre provide an opportunity for men to live out ideals of manhood that would normally be incompatible.

The concluding chapter tries to draw these three strands together by reviewing the chapters in light of the framework established in this chapter.  I try to remedy the academic artificiality of separating producer, text and audience by demonstrating two examples of all three communicatively interacting with each other.  I conclude with some considerations of possible future research: where the Fantasy worlds of the Forgotten Realms could lead us, and what they might teach about media and communication.
Chapter Two 
Fantasy, Game, Computer
To properly understand the computer FRPG, we need to put it in some perspective, which involves a look at each one of its forbears: the Fantasy genre, pencil-and-paper role-playing games (RPGs), and digital games.  All three of these are relatively new phenomena, and in spite of their impressive economic clout and generally growing and diversifying audience they still qualify as niche cultural commodities.
   Certainly they are relative newcomers to academia.  Studies of (commercial) Fantasy literature are hardly ancient: they started in the 60s and 70s and have reached a respectable size today (Wolfe, 1999).  Digital games, on the other hand, have (as already mentioned) received only scattered bits of scholarly attention since the 80s, and it is only in the last half-decade that a group of theorists have tried to construct a separate academic discipline of game studies (which, for many, includes pre-digital games).  In the past several years, however, a large number of scholars from multiple disciplines have started to publish research on computer and video games.  Role-playing games, however, have been largely ignored by academia, primarily garnering scattered psychological attention that focuses on the games’ supposed anti-social nature.

Importantly, Fantasy literature, RPGs and digital games have a great deal in common.  For example, they often feature similar themes, such as the heroic struggle of an individual against hordes of opponents and the creation of fantastic imaginary spaces.  Their core audiences also tend to overlap.  Each has an increasingly diverse group of fans, but all three took root in a culture that was predominantly white, male, highly-educated and middle class—and this demographic is still arguably exceptionally important (Dancey, 2000; Douse & McManus, 1993; Essential Facts about the Computer and Video Game Industry, 2004).
   And finally, each shares a remarkably similar history.  Although Fantasy is certainly the oldest of the group (with a very indefinite beginning, as I indicate below), all three either started or gained critical mass in the 1970s and solidified as important cultural phenomena in the 80s.  These and other connections will become apparent as I look at each in turn.
A Brief History of the Fantasy Genre

Sam was the only member of the party who had not been over the river before.  He had a strange feeling as the slow gurgling stream slipped by: his old life lay behind in the mists, dark adventure lay in front.  He scratched his head, and for a moment had a passing wish that Mr. Frodo could have gone on living quietly at Bag End.


- J.R.R. Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings 
Fans generally do not have trouble deciding whether something counts as Fantasy or not.  And most people associate the Fantasy genre with a set of stock images: wizards, elves, goblins, dragons, castles, warriors and so on.  But that is not the same thing as saying that everyone agrees on the details of what the designation means.  Defining the Fantasy genre is difficult (to say nothing of its subgenres), and describing its history is messy.  Each commentator focuses on different aspects of Fantasy literature.  Some commentators see magic as the only necessary ingredient in a Fantasy story (Buker, 2002).  Others have careful and complex wordings (Searles, Meacham, & Franklin, 1982).  For the publishing industry, Fantasy starts with Tolkien, but many academics start their discussions of Fantasy in the 18th century (Barron, 1999).  John Clute and John Grant (1997) sum it up best in their introduction to The Encyclopedia of Fantasy, when they cite the ideas of Brian Atteberry: Fantasy is a “fuzzy set… which cannot be defined by its boundaries but which can be understood through significant examples of what best represents it” (p. viii).

So what do people agree on?  There seems to be no question that the publication of Tolkien’s (1968/1991) The Lord of the Rings was a watershed moment.  Although sales were not amazingly good immediately following its release in the mid-50s, the massive tome caught on in the US during the 60s, encouraging publishers to try to capitalize on its sudden popularity by publishing stuff like it—often older literature that had languished ignored for several decades (Pringle, 1996; Wolfe, 1999).  As Darren Harris-Fain (1999) puts it, before this time, authors had written stories we would today consider part of the Fantasy genre, but it was only after the popularization of Tolkien that people started to think of this kind of literature as a distinct and identifiable genre.  A relatively small set of other authors also receive wide recognition as parents of the genre, with varying degrees of emphasis placed on their importance.  Robert E. Howard, who wrote the Conan the Barbarian series is generally recognized as exceptionally important to Fantasy.  Other important writers are the early 20th century writers H.P. Lovecraft and Lord Dunsany, Tolkien’s friend and fellow Inkling C.S. Lewis, and mid-to-late 20th century authors Fritz Lieber, Poul Anderson, Michael Moorcock, and Ursula K. LeGuin.

Various commentators also recognize that Fantasy comes in many different flavors.  Common subgenre distinctions are: heroic or epic fantasy, which features high-minded heroes on serious quests; sword and sorcery, or tales of Conan-style battles and wizardry; horrific Fantasy, focusing on ghosts, demons and the macabre; and humorous Fantasy, which parodies or satirizes the well-established conventions of Fantasy literature.  It is clear that the different kinds of Fantasy draw on different related genres.  Science-fiction is in many ways the closest relative, although many commentators also focus on Horror literature as well.

Finally, it is quite clear that while Fantasy has a great deal of popularity, many literary critics (and others) treat it with contempt.  In some cases, people perceive the literature as childish and immature (Harris-Fain, 1999).  In many more cases, writers and scholars see the mass of published Fantasy as boilerplate crap.  Harris-Fain cites a representative quote from well-respected science-fiction author Arthur C. Clarke: “I sincerely hope that the current plague of Tolkien clones will eventually go the way of all population explosions, before ruining the environment.  I am heartily sick of reading advertisements for the ‘eagerly awaited’ 156th volume of the ‘Plastic Swords’ trilogy.  No one could unwait it more eagerly than I do.”  Even Fantasy literary theorists like Maxim Jakubowski (1990), see the Tolkien look-alikes as so much commercial slag to be waded through in order to get to the few nuggets of gold.  More generous critics like Harris-Fain see the repetitive nature of the genre as indicative of a deeper significance of the literature.  

But what literary features does most Fantasy have in common?  One key aspect of these stories is that they feature an escape from everyday reality—or, alternately, a construction of some imaginary world or place.  As has already been noted, magic is usually a part of this different reality—as opposed to science-fiction, which employs futuristic technology or pseudo-science.  The imaginary worlds also often—though not always—feature imaginary people and creatures, including many well-known standards: magic-users and sword-wielders, orcs and giants, basilisks and wraiths.  And most Fantasy also features fantastic and adventurous journeys and quests, different from what most moderns would ever be likely to experience outside of a wilderness survival trip.

A good deal of the genre seems also to mix time periods.  The settings, the characters and implements of daily life seem distinctly ancient or medieval.  Some Fantasy is set in contemporary locales, and so this does not apply to those kinds of stories.  But the classic epic Fantasy and the swords-and-sorcery types take place in lands where most of the technology, lifestyles and occupations would not be from later than late Middle Ages or Renaissance Europe.  Yet the kind of personalities of many characters, their sensibilities and the issues they face often seem distinctly modern.  They may grapple with questions of individuality, and take the equality of different genders for granted.  In fact, many stories are ill-disguised attempts to grapple with contemporary issues.  And at the same time, much of Fantasy is infused with a kind of romanticism.  This is most obvious in the root-for-the-underdog themes that pervade much of popular culture.  But overall, the description of these imaginary worlds seems to stress the joy of simpler, pre-industrial times.  This is a clear theme of Lord of the Rings: many people have noted, for example, Tolkien’s revulsion at the destruction of wild land and other consequences of advanced machinery.  Harris-Fain argues that Fantasy literature displays “a longing for a sense of transcendence—not just a feeling of nostalgia for an earlier, simpler time (though this may indeed be an important reason behind the genre’s continued success in the postwar era), but also a desire for something out there greater than ourselves and more magical than our all-too-human, all-too-mundane lives” (p. 350).

Even deeper than this romantic tone, though, is a tendency in much—although once again, not all—Fantasy to present struggles between a pure good and a pure evil.  Even in stories where individual participants have mixed or fractured motives, like the temptation-wracked hero Boromir and not-quite-completely-corrupted Gollum in Lord of the Rings, the actual principles and deepest reality of right and wrong are distinct.  The evil, although perhaps disguised, is in the end hideous and monstrous, bent on nothing more than hate and destruction.  The good, although often compromised and corrupted, is essentially just, safe and peaceful. 

This magical, alternate world with clear morality and modern-romantic-medieval appeal is common to much Fantasy literature and it carries over to FRPGs, a point I will touch on in Chapter Five.  Although even popular Fantasy writing has headed in many different directions, its core of epic sword and sorcery tales form a great part of the backdrop against which both pencil-and-paper and digital FRPGs exist.
Brief History of Role-playing Games
DUNGEONS & DRAGONS.  Rules for Fantastic Medieval Wargames.  Campaigns Playable with Paper and Pencil and Miniature Figures.
- From the cover of the original one thousand copy publication of D&D
The niche status of the RPG within the broader scope of popular culture is evidenced by the difficulty of finding out anything about its past.  Historical accounts of RPGs are problematic from an academic point of view.  There are very few published accounts of the industry’s origins and pattern of development, and nothing in print which discusses anything that has occurred in the last ten years.  This leaves the game historian reliant on two sources.  On the one hand, a determined researcher might be able to cobble together a very scattered and scarce group of primary sources: the actual games in question, promotional magazines and fanzines—virtually no statistical data is available, nor reports from extra-industry sources like business analysts.  The second source is the plethora of RPG enthusiast material on the web: discussions on forums, fanzine histories, FAQs, individual biographies and the occasional comment in essays dedicated to some other topic.  Because this project is not about RPG history, this brief account relies on this last type of source, realizing that this is not always the most rigorously researched material.  That having been said, the fans and game-makers who write their own accounts care passionately about their subject and often have direct knowledge of it.

Role-playing games are essentially exercises in collective imagination.  In the face-to-face or pencil-and-paper versions (as opposed to digital game versions), each player constructs and controls at least one imaginary character (often referred to as a player-character), a person who travels through an imaginary world.  Although not strictly necessary, most games require the player to describe and keep track of the status of their character on some form or sheet of paper: thus the label “pencil-and-paper” RPG.  A Dungeon Master or Gamemaster maintains and describes to the players the imaginary world that is the setting of the game.  

In theory, most games require that the Gamemaster makes his or her decisions (about what happens in the imaginary world) based on a rule-book.  These rules can determine a great deal or very little, depending on the game.  Many RPGs have guidelines for how combat works, for classes of characters, and for some broad, outlining features of the imaginary world.  Some games dictate guidelines for weather, define what kind of skills a player-character can have, how likely a group is to encounter something out in the wilderness, how much damage a fall can cause, etc.  In reality, however, the rules of an RPG session are a social contract in the truest sense of the term: they only have force inasmuch as the gamers agree to them.  Many groups modify or ignore rules, and disputes can occur frequently.  Gamemasters are given enormous power, and may regularly depart from prescribed courses of action.  Play normally takes the form of the players informing the Gamemaster of what their characters intend to do, and the Gamemaster relating back to the players the results of those actions and any other events that are beyond the players’ control.  Although in theory a pencil-and-paper RPG needs only two people, usually a Gamemaster guides a group of more than one player.  

The earliest roots of RPGs lie in the wargaming community of the 1960s.  Pretty much every account of role-playing starts with Chainmail.  A group of wargamers in Wisconsin started to experiment with this home-made medieval combat simulation by focusing on individual characters rather than whole armies.  This role-playing/wargaming hybrid eventually shifted into true character and story-focused play (although the cover inscription quoted above indicates that the transition was still only partway), and in 1974, Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson and their new business TSR (standing for “Tactical Strategic Rules,” although this extended title was swiftly forgotten) self-published the first set of rules for Dungeons and Dragons (D&D) (Astinus, A History of Role-Playing.  Part I; Fine, 1983).

This version was, by all accounts, quite obviously a new product: by today’s standards, the instructions were confusing and often incomplete, and the gaming culture (which probably would have done so anyway) pretty much had to improvise their own homebrew versions (Edwards, A hard look at).  This constant percolation of new ideas, coupled with the relatively swift rise to reasonable levels of profitability by D&D meant that a profusion of RPGs appeared in the second half of the 70s, and the new hobby became more solidly established.  Traveller was the first successful science-fiction themed RPG.  RuneQuest, a widely-praised game by RPG aficionados, was the first really successful game to create a very different system of rules.  Other games experimented with different settings and rules, resulting in dozens of systems, and gameworlds set in cyberpunk landscapes (Shadowrun), futuristic Big Brother societies (Paranoia), communities of rabbits (Bunnies and Burrows), bizarre cartoon realities (Toons), and superhero cities (Champions) (Astinus, A History of Role-Playing.  Part Three; Darlington, A History of Role-Playing.  Part V; Darlington, A History of Role-Playing.  Part VIII).

In spite of the increasingly diverse array of products available, however, the 80s was a decade in which TSR and its D&D products solidified its power in the ever-growing industry.
   In 1977, it released the first edition of Advanced Dungeons and Dragons, establishing a kind of industry standard (Edwards, A hard look at; Dungeons and Dragons).  It further updated this material with the release of a second edition in 1989, which incorporated a sweeping series of modifications.  It also started to supply players with pre-created playable worlds by introducing series of novels and game modules in newly-created imaginary lands: the Dragonlance series starting in 1984, and the Forgotten Realms series starting in 1987 (Dungeons and Dragons; Ed Greenwood; Product List).  Practically all of this material sold phenomenally well, even as many purist gamers and Fantasy fans derided TSR’s products as particularly derivative and over-commercial.  Already by 1981, the corporation’s revenues had reached $16.5 million (Gygax).  Although other RPG companies were profitable, TSR was a giant among halflings.

During this period, the RPG industry faced the kind of bad press that would dog the digital game industry as well.  Several well-publicized incidents linking D&D and teen suicide, brought on by questionable news coverage (Dungeons and Dragons; Astinus, A History of Role-Playing.  Part Four), encouraged a public backlash.  Critics argued that RPGs had connections with Satanism, the occult, identity confusion, suicidal depression and other moral/psychological problems.  Although active campaigning against the game ceased by the end of the 80s, the controversies left pockets of the populace deeply suspicious of D&D (and its ilk), many people mildly unfavorably disposed to the games, and many gamers angry and defensive (Astinus, A History of Role-Playing.  Part Four).

Although TSR entered the 90s as the undisputed heavyweight of the gaming industry, it exited as the property of a new upstart.  Newcomer White Wolf’s Vampire: the Masquerade and related series grabbed a large portion of the RPG gaming pie.  In addition, in the mid-90s, a new gaming phenomenon grabbed gamers’ dollars: the collectible card games.  Magic: the Gathering, the first collectible card game (and still the most dominant) propelled its publisher Wizards of the Coast (WotC) practically overnight to the top of the heap.  The final nail in TSR’s coffin was an industry-wide decline in RPG revenue (possibly caused by the booming collectible card game market).  In 1997, it declared bankruptcy and suffered the ignominy of a buyout by WotC (Darlington, A History of Role-Playing.  Part VIII; Darlington, A History of Role-Playing.  Part IX).

Nevertheless, in spite of a decline in fortunes, TSR products continued to have a large and faithful following.  Their fantasy novels—unlike their licensed feature films and television shows—were financially successful, and Forgotten Realms maintained a strong presence.  This was further enhanced by the phenomenally successful Bioware Baldur’s Gate series of computer games.  In 2000, WotC released a third edition of D&D, remarkable for its industry standard non-proprietary “d20” game system.  It followed shortly with a re-vamped line of Forgotten Realms campaign and adventure modules.  The revitalized image coupled with WotC’s marketing might has put D&D back on top of the industry (Dancey, 2000; Dungeons and Dragons). 
Brief History of Digital Games
Avoid missing ball for high score.
- Complete set of instructions for Pong, the world’s first successful commercial digital game
While today RPGs and digital games exist today at completely different economic levels (the latter dwarfing the former), they have had many historical similarities.  This is especially true of games made for home or personal computers.  Both these and RPGs started as hobbies before they were profitable businesses, and both occupied a relatively small niche in the overall popular culture of the Western world.  And, as will be discussed in greater detail in Chapters Three and Five, both drew many of the same kinds of enthusiasts.

Nobody heralded the earliest digital games with much fanfare.  Willy Higginbotham programmed a simple Pong-like tennis game for two players on a Brookhaven National Laboratory oscilloscope in 1958, but did not patent it and took it down from display a couple of years later (DeMaria & Wilson, 2002).  Most people point to SpaceWar! (Russell, 1962), created in 1961 by some MIT students, as the first popular game made for a computer (Kent, 2001).  Once again, however, it was not patented, and spread through the computing community like a virus only due to enthusiasts sharing it.  Nevertheless, it inspired the first commercial video game, a cabinet arcade rip-off called Computer Space (Bushnell, 1971) by young entrepreneur Nolan Bushnell in 1971 (DeMaria & Wilson, 2002).

Although the early pre-history of digital games is somewhat murky, many, many different accounts cover the rise of both video arcade games (often called “cabinet games”) and home video game systems.  Although Bushnell’s first game was a commercial failure, he followed it up with his new company Atari’s first smash hit: the ultra-simple Pong (Alcorn) in 1972.  Not coincidentally, as a later lawsuit determined,
 defense engineer Ralph Baer had been developing a simplistic home video game system (often called “consoles”) with bouncing-dot games since 1966 (Kent, 2001).  Released by Magnavox in 1972 as the “Odyssey,” it was the first home product of its kind.  It was Atari’s home Pong system, however, that became the first widely popular and profitable home video game.  When home video-game consoles with removable cartridges appeared in the mid-70s—allowing the system to play more than just games built into it—Atari also overtook a few early contenders with its VCS (or Video-Computer System, later re-titled the Atari 2600), to emerge as the giant in both the arcade and the home.

Since the 70s, the home console market has dominated the digital games industry, although it has experienced some major hiccups and changes of personnel.  A glut of poor-quality games, among other factors, destroyed the home console market in 1983 (often called the “Great Crash”), and it was not until the Nintendo NES (Nintendo Entertainment System) landed in the U.S. in 1985 that the business began to revive.  The Japanese corporation made the bulk of its profits not through sales of hardware but through selling games it made itself and the licensing fees it charged third-party game-makers to make games for its proprietary system, a model that has weathered lawsuits and persisted in the business to this day.  Through the late 80s, Nintendo had near-monopoly control of a booming business and controlled game quality and supply with an iron fist, faltering only a little with the arrival of Sega’s Genesis console in the U.S. in 1989.  A less-catastrophic downturn of sales in 1994 (Kline, Dyer-Witheford, & De Peuter, 2003) preceded the next major transformation of the industry, the arrival of powerful electronics manufacturer Sony and its now-dominant Playstation console.  Although Nintendo has survived this onslaught, Sega, in the end, did not, pulling out of the console-manufacturing business in 2000; it was replaced by Microsoft.  Today, Sony’s Playstation 2 completely dominates the three-way race with Nintendo’s Game Cube and Microsoft’s X-box to grab huge shares in a seven billion dollar annual software market.

It is against this backdrop that PC gaming developed.  Although hobbyists played with creating homebrew personal computers throughout the 1970s—a development made possible by the appearance of the microprocessor in 1971—most historians date the beginning of the commercial PC industry to the release of the Apple II in 1977.  By the early 1980s, various corporations had released incompatible systems onto the American market: Texas Instruments, Commodore, Coleco, Atari, IBM, and of course Apple, just to name a few.  Some of the most important and practical applications also appeared or gained wide currency in this era: the word processor, the spreadsheet, and home dial-up networking to name just a few.

PCs (or home computers, as they were often called during their heyday in the 80s), however, had several disadvantages as gaming platforms when compared with video-game consoles.  First, PCs were far more expensive: a VCS might cost a couple hundred dollars, while a home computer system would be closer to two thousand (King & Borland, 2003; Kushner, 2003).  Second, most of the home computer systems were inferior to the consoles in terms of their audio-visual capabilities (Kushner, 2003).  Finally, PCs were culturally situated as serious machines, while game consoles were toys, even though in terms of their circuitry they were similar (Herz, 1997).  Nevertheless a small-scale hobby economy of home computer game-making had sprung up by the early 80s already.  Many of the programmers involved had some kind of connection with the hacker culture
 surrounding computer work in military institutions, commercial corporations and universities across the States (King & Borland, 2003; Kline et al., 2003).  Between these enthusiasts and some new home computer owners, a large enough public was interested in games to create relative bestsellers: Richard Garriot’s (1980) first game Akalabeth, for example, sold thirty-thousand copies (King & Borland, 2003).  

The PC games industry did not take a significant hit with the crash of 1983, and the huge sales of some computers, such as the Commodore 64 (perhaps more than twenty million sold over the space of a decade [DeMaria & Wilson, 2002]) helped build the business of making games to respectable levels by the late 80s.  It was the early 90s, however, when computer games went big-time: Doom (id Software, 1993), released in 1993, and Myst (Cyan, 1994), released in 1994 (for Windows), were the first multi-million selling PC games (Kline et al., 2003).  Technologically, several things started to change at about this time.  First, the incompatible home computer platforms started to disappear, as the less successful computer makers started to pull out of the business, meaning game-makers only needed to focus on programming for a Microsoft-based IBM-compatible machine.
  Second, the Internet appeared, introducing a new way to distribute games, build gaming communities, promote new products and (toward the later 90s) allow for multiplayer gaming from a distance.  Third, the arrival of the CD-ROM allowed for digital games of unparalleled scope and data-heavy audio and visuals—video game consoles took a few years to integrate CD drives.  In the mid to late 90s, two other technological developments further encouraged PC gaming: the introduction of Direct X, Microsoft software that streamlined programming for the enormous variety of computer components in IBM-compatible machines, and the appearance of 3D graphics accelerator cards.  The upshot of all these changes was that developing games for PCs was much easier than in the past, and produced audio-visual quality equal to or better than video game consoles.

This is not to say that PC gaming has overtaken console gaming in number of units shipped or revenue.  In 2003, the former raked in 1.2 billion dollars, while the latter generated 5.8 billion (Essential Facts about the Computer and Video Game Industry, 2004).  It is not surprising, then, that video games (played on consoles) get far more attention in the news media than computer games (played on PCs).  The point is, however, that PC games are no longer small business, no longer a boutique industry, which is almost a fair characterization of the RPG business.  Even into the early 90s, a popular computer game might only need a few programmers and artists on a shoestring budget.  Today, top quality computer game production involves millions of dollars and a development team that may near or even exceed a hundred people. 

Surprisingly, however, for all this change, in some senses digital games have changed very little over the last several decades.  Most of today’s genres appeared for the first time in the 70s or 80s.  Only a very few games created over the last decade are truly ground-breaking in terms of themes and gameplay.  War and strategy games (often the same thing) were and are modeled on the well-established war-gaming genre, which dates back to the 19th century (Fine, 1983; Wargaming).  Sports games are arguably the oldest kind of digital games (dating back to Higginbotham’s in the 50s), while digital RPGs are also well-established, with some non-commercial games appearing in the early 70s.  Even some of the most popular games today owe debts to predecessors of over a decade ago: the world (or large-scale) simulator appeared with Sim City (Maxis Software, 1989) in 1989, and the first-person-shooter moving through a fully-animated 3D space appeared with Wolfenstein 3D (id Software, 1992) in 1992.  

What have changed a great deal are audio and visuals—and these changes have sometimes resulted in new gameplay.  Sound was always a limitation for early computer games, but in the early 90s, a number of hardware manufacturers started developing add-on PC cards that would allow better sound programming.  Although sound developments have rarely driven game development, a good musical score, sound effects and voice acting were and are likely to garner a good game both critical praise and gamer loyalty.

Without question, however, the most obvious change in gaming has been visual.  Early graphical games (as opposed to text-based games) like Pong and Space War! represented space as an immobile two-dimensional map.  In the 80s, popular scrolling games like Super Mario World (Nintendo, 1990) or Double Dragon (Technos Japan, 1988) allowed the player to move the map side-to-side or up-and-down.  Some of these games even tried to provide a sense of screen depth via background art scrolling at different rates than the foreground, a technique called parallax scrolling (Poole, 2000; Wolf, 2001a).  But the holy grail for graphical games was a three-dimensional representation of space: the creation of a virtual world with traversable height, width and depth and perspectives to make it look real.  Technological limitations made this extremely difficult until the 90s, and most attempts at it were some kind of compromise.  Many RPG games through the end of the 80s used movement between static pictures from a first-person perspective, resulting in a clunky, block-by-block sense of movement.  No animation also implied a turn-by-turn approach to time: nothing happened until the player took an action.  Another early technique that became highly developed by the late 90s was the isometric perspective.  This was a real-time environment in which the screen displayed a fixed player perspective (from above and slightly to the side of action) to provide the illusion of three-dimensional space: the use of geometry and shading made the space look 3D (Poole, 2000; Wolf, 2001a).

However, true 3D requires that the game model each object in each dimension, and that a virtual change of perspective will modify the presentation of objects according to their position in virtual space—and that all of this can happen at full, real-time speed.  Some early 80s games, such as Battlezone (Rotberg, 1980) used vector graphics, which showed outlines of items (without any fill) to represent provide a 3D perspective.  The first richly detailed graphical games with a more photorealistic presentation of 3D space, however, did not start appearing until the early 90s.  The breakthrough games were the frenetic shooter Doom and the slow-paced art-fest Myst.  Today’s highly-developed 3D technology allows game-makers to create detailed and rich imaginary worlds.  Old genres and games have had their space, and thus their gameplay transformed by this change.  Although players were excited by the arrival of the enormous world of the side-scrolling two-dimensional Super Mario Brothers (Nintendo, 1985), 3D technology allowed Nintendo to radically transform this virtual space with the arrival of 3D graphics in Super Mario 64 (Nintendo, 1996).  Up, down, left, right, forward and backward: all of the options present in life outside the computer are now available within.

This is one of the big promises of today’s computer and video games: the creation of alternate worlds that we, as players, can traverse and experience as we wish—not led around by an author or director.  The historical trajectory just presented, however, makes it clear that these are not just interactive spaces: they are games first and foremost.  It is perhaps this combination space-making and game-playing that is part of what makes this medium so unique and interesting.  Surely the masters of earlier media were able to draw their viewers or readers into their imaginary worlds, but they had to give a guided tour; digital game-makers create boundaries and drop their players into the playland—an idea to which I will return repeatedly.  In any case, both of these spatial and gaming characteristics of the digital game are utilized heavily in the computer RPG (CRPG), whose specific history I will investigate next.
Brief History of Computer Role-playing Games
You face death itself in the form of 1 Grey Dragon.  Will your stalwart band choose to Fight or Run?

- An information box from the 1985 computer RPG classic The Bard’s Tale
Computers and RPGs merged early.  Shortly after D&D started exploding through the gaming community, hackers tried to port something of the experience to digital media.  Colossal Caves was a text-based game programmed by D&D fan Willie Crowther in 1972 that allowed the player to simply explore imaginary caves modeled after Mammoth Caves.  This was adapted by Don Woods into the famous Adventure, which incorporated some Tolkienesque items and the ability to find and recover treasure (King & Borland, 2003; The Crowther and Woods; The Dot Eaters Player 4 Stage 1).  Other early D&D-like text-only games included Gregory Yob’s Hunt the Wumpus (1972), the first successful commercial text-based adventure game called Zork (Blank & Lebling, 1980) by Infocom, and MUD (Bartle & Trubshaw, 1980).  This last was a ground-breaking persistent-world multiplayer game: the imaginary world would last longer than an individual gaming session, because other players would be playing before, during and after any given gamer, and the computer system maintained the world whether players were logged on or not.  Regardless of the variations, the essential game setup and interface w pretty much the same.  The player would read a description of a space and any objects or characters therein, such as this one from Zork:
You are in the kitchen of the white house. A table seems to have

been used recently for the preparation of food. A passage leads to

the west, and a dark staircase can be seen leading upward. To the

east is a small window which is open.

On the table is an elongated brown sack, smelling of hot peppers.

A clear glass bottle is here.

The glass bottle contains:

A quantity of water.

> 

(Blank & Lebling, 1980)
Then the game would give the option of typing in actions in simple English, such as “Go North,” “look medicine cabinet,” or “pick up sandwich.”  The games that were most influenced by RPGs allowed for some kind of (textual) combat.  Many did not, however, and these eventually became known as “adventure games,” which usually stressed exploration, story and puzzle-solving.

RPGs started to evolve into graphical games in the early 1980s.  A very important game in this regard was actually not made for a PC, but for the Atari 2600.  Warren Robinnet’s 1978 Adventure was a graphics-oriented re-make of Crowther and Woods’ computer game of the same name.  While famous for being the first game to contain an “Easter Egg” (a hidden feature or space in a game), Robinnet’s game turned the caves of Adventure into a graphical world for the first time.  It also pioneered graphical interface with a game world: players could pick up and manipulate objects in the world with their joystick (Kent, 2001; Robinnet, Adventure for the Atari).  Teenager Richard Garriott brought the same kind of graphically-represented world but also added more complex D&D-style rules and text-based interface (befitting the keyboard input of the home computer) with his 1980 Akalabeth.  He then moved on to start his famous Ultima (Garriott) series in 1981.  Garriott was particularly focused on creating immersive worlds with good stories, something which became more apparent in later installations of his games.  Ultima IV (Origin Systems, 1984) is widely recognized as a game that pioneered integrating a deliberate system of ethics and morality into FRPGs.  Other important FRPGs of this time period were the Wizardry (1981) (Sir-Tech Software, 1981) series, The Bard’s Tale (Interplay, 1985) series, and the Might & Magic (1986) (Computing New World, 1986) series.

Surprisingly, TSR came late to the party.  With the exception of a couple of Intellivision console games released before the 1983 crash, the first licensed D&D product did not come until 1988, when TSR allowed computer war game publisher SSI (Strategic Simulations Incorporated) to use their famous brand.  SSI would go on to publish more than two dozen official Dungeons and Dragons
 products over the next seven years.  Perhaps the most famous and critically-praised set of products was the “Gold Box” line (named, appropriately enough, for the color of the box), most of which employed essentially the same program with different incarnations incorporating only modest tweaks.  This was not their only system, however: they released some D&D strategy games and at least one series of primitive quasi-first-person shooters (the Eye of the Beholder series, described below).  While the bulk of the games were set in the Forgotten Realms world, SSI also produced a fair number for the Dragonlance campaign setting and scattered games for several of TSR’s less popular lines (namely the worlds of Dark Sun, Al-Qadim and Spelljammer) and some truly generic Fantasy worlds.

By the mid 90s, however, computer FRPGs had fallen on hard times.  The first-person shooter, made popular by Doom and Quake (id Software, 1996), was the flavour du jour, and SSI released a string of weak titles.  TSR itself was in trouble, and in 1995, it pulled SSI’s license (Park & Chin) and awarded it shortly thereafter to Interplay.  Even this did not seem to help much, as the first couple D&D titles the new publisher released were critically panned, and sold very poorly.  Several other well-established series, like Ultima, Wizardry, and Might and Magic went on a kind of hiatus in the mid-90s as well.  In short, it was beginning to look like the graphical computer FRPG might go the way of King Arthur, fading away into the mists of Avalon.  

In light of this situation, the FRPG renaissance of the late 90s seems like something of a miracle.  Three crucially important titles came out in quick succession and reestablished the genre as a key player in PC games.  Diablo (Blizzard Entertainment, 1996), released by developer Blizzard at the end of 1996, was an exciting, story-lite, fastpaced action-packed fight fest that featured high-quality isometric graphics, and was a multimillion-copy seller.  Richard Garriott’s Ultima Online (Origin Systems, 1997), released less than a year later, effectively pioneered the Massively-Multiplayer Online Role-playing Games (MMORPG), which consisted of a sprawling, open-ended world which players could log onto at any time and hunt monsters, fight other players, or perform economic work like baking and furniture-making.  Although graphically simplistic, it quickly gained over two hundred thousand monthly subscribers (Woodcock, n.d.).  Finally, in 1998, developer Bioware revived the D&D license with Baldur’s Gate (Bioware, 1998).  Slower-paced and more strategic than Diablo, it was also heavily story-oriented and provided players with an enormous, graphically detailed isometric world to explore.  In the short space of about a year, these three titles lifted the computer FRPG back to significant prominence.

Today, several companies produce games of this genre.  MMORPGs alone are a huge industry, with EverQuest (Verant Interactive, 1999), Ultima Online, and Dark Age of Camelot (Mythic Entertainment, 2001) combining for between a half a million and a million subscribers (Woodcock, n.d.), while the Korean-based Lineage (NCsoft, 1998) series is widely reputed to have in the multiple millions of players.  But even the more traditional single-player digital FRPGs are doing well.  Hack-and-slash Dungeon Siege (Gas Powered Games, 2002) has a significant fan following, and Bioware’s Neverwinter Nights (2002) (discussed extensively in this dissertation) is also extremely popular.  I will examine the current industry situation in greater detail in Chapter Three, but for now, suffice it to say that high-quality digital FRPGs have a significant presence on the PC games market.
The Forgotten Realms Games
Given this background, then, I want to consider the texts I have selected for this dissertation.  Clearly, computer FRPGs, in spite of their generic similarities, are not identical, and I could have chosen a number of prominent series to investigate the intersection of communication, technology and culture.  In the end, however, I decided to focus on licensed D&D products for several reasons.  First, this set of games boasts the biggest list and range of products, with only the Ultima series coming close.  This gives me a lot of material with which to work.  Second, they are one of the few RPG products that appear in multiple media, allowing comparisons between novels, pencil-and-paper games and digital games.  Third, at least thematically, these games are hardly original.  D&D games—especially the Forgotten Realms setting on which this dissertation focuses—feature practically every stereotypical sword-and-sorcery, epic Fantasy character and setting.  This permits me the opportunity to bring in other Fantasy material (games and books) for comparison, and for me to project outwards from this study to other games.  Finally, D&D games—both pencil-and-paper and computer—are generally bestsellers, albeit for a culture that is admittedly not overwhelmingly huge.  While studying niche cultures are worthwhile, I hope to make some of my observations from this paper as broadly applicable as possible, and D&D material will get me as close as possible.
The Forgotten Realms
Dark Perils and Great Deeds Await!  Welcome to Faerun, a land of high magic, terrifying monsters, ancient ruins, and hidden wonders.  From the forbidding forests of the Silver Marches to the teeming cities of the Inner Sea, Faerun encompasses shining kingdoms, monster-infested wastes, endless caverns, and sinister citadels.  The Forgotten Realms Campaign Setting presents the most comprehensive fantasy world ever described!

- From the  back cover of the Forgotten Realms Campaign Setting
The Forgotten Realms is not the only imaginary world that TSR has created to supplement Dungeons & Dragons.  The Ravenloft series is set in a world that prominently features vampires.  The Dragonlance series quite appropriately focuses on dragons, and features dragon-riders.  The Al-Qadim world is a Westernized Arabic-flavored desert setting full of genies and nomads.  Spelljammer even departs the normal medieval setting and takes D&D into outer space.  Of all these, however, the Forgotten Realms is the best-selling, largest, most varied, best developed and (except for the popular Dragonlance and the barely-used Greyhawk worlds) the longest-running of TSRs campaign settings.  But what, exactly, does it mean in this case to create an imaginary world?

A role-playing game takes imaginary characters and places them in an imaginary world with imaginary settings and imaginary creatures.  The Dungeon Master may create these imaginary people and places and many campaigns are home-made, but this takes a great deal of work, and the quality of detail and interest of this creation varies according to ability and time available.  By the end of the 70s, several role-playing games did not just provide the rules and general, generic sort of world components (such as a list of monsters): they also provided detailed descriptions of cities, country-sides, political structures, important personages, and other details describing established imaginary worlds.  Starting in the mid-80s, TSR began to release a string of such places in adventure modules (short publications designed to help a Dungeon Master run only a few adventures) or campaign setting modules (larger publications that described wide areas of imaginary worlds).  The Forgotten Realms, therefore, is an imaginary world featuring the continent of Faerun that TSR has described in enormous detail.

Faerun, according to this published material, is thousands of miles across, both east to west and north to south.  It contains an enormously varied set of ecosystems, from forest to desert, from mountain to low-land swamps, from freshwater to saltwater.  It contains numerous societies: kingdoms, city-states, anarchic no-man’s lands, enormous underground communities, secret organizations, guilds of all types, and much more.  Millions of very different humanoids, such as dwarves (two kinds), gnomes (two kinds), halflings (three kinds), elves (six kinds), and of course numerous kinds of humans populate the lands of Faerun.  They have numerous occupations, but even discounting mundane careers, adventurers have numerous options like fighter, barbarian, rogue (thief), wizard, sorcerer, and bard—most of which come from the core D&D rulebooks, although some professions are unique to this campaign setting.  Faerun also has an enormously crowded pantheon of good, evil and neutral gods, each responsible for different jobs, and each with their own body of followers and temples at which to worship them.  Finally, the Forgotten Realms have a long and detailed history that is well-documented and stretches back thousands of years.

This information is given as a setting, as a background upon which players may now act.  In The Forgotten Realms Campaign Setting (Greenwood, Reynolds, Williams, & Heinsoo, 2001), for example, information appears as it might in an encyclopedia or almanac.  Regions are described with population statistics and one-line categorical descriptions (such as “government,” “religions,” “imports,” and “exports”) as well as extensive descriptions of their people, “major geographical features,” “important sites,” “regional history,” and “plots and rumors.”  All of these are open-ended, as if to say, “this is how it has been to this point in time, but you will have to decide what will happen next.”  Many important characters are provided with detailed statistics—making them fully-fleshed, realistic people.  All over Faerun, apparently, danger lurks and adventure waits—even in the blessedly peaceful regions (of which there are precious few)—and therein lies the invitation to role-play.

This wealth of information is further enhanced by the almost 150 Forgotten Realms novels that TSR  published between 1987 and 2003 (with at least another twenty-five planned through 2006).  One popular author named R.A. Salvatore, for example, has managed to produce well over a dozen novels that primarily follow the exploits of the heroic dark elf ranger Drizzt Do’Urden, a character who makes at least one appearance in the Forgotten Realms computer games.  The wizard Elminster, a Gandalf-like figure developed by Forgotten Realms creator Ed Greenwood, appears in several games and novels.  This is clearly pulp fiction that does not try to pass itself off as elite-culture literature.  It is also quite obviously not interactive: the reader cannot really change the story in the same way an RPG player can in a gaming session.  Nevertheless, the novels populate Faerun with more detailed characters, locations and plots with which players can involve themselves in their own campaigns.  The books also give a sense of historical trajectory, of a larger sense of meaning or purpose that the players can engage in their gaming.  

While none of this background knowledge is necessary for understanding how to play the Forgotten Realms digital FRPGs, many players will know something about this world.  And just as importantly, designers quite consciously use this material—they have paid a licensing fee to show off the brand, and need to maximize their investment.

The Forgotten Realms Computer Games
The games I will be examining for this dissertation are based on this Forgotten Realms setting.  Since I will be referring to them constantly, I want to give a brief overview of some of the key texts for my arguments.  As has already been mentioned, the licensed Forgotten Realms games have primarily come in two waves: 1988 through 1995 with SSI, and 1998 through the present mostly (although not exclusively) with the developer Bioware (first with Interplay as a publisher and now with the reborn Atari).  The former set includes over two dozen games and the latter set comprises almost another dozen titles, which makes for a rather bulky list of texts, some of which are rather atypical.  I have chosen to narrow down this list to the most popular series.  

SSI released two “Gold Box” series: the Pool of Radiance games, including Pool of Radiance (1988), Curse of the Azure Bonds (1989), Secret of the Silver Blades (1990), and Pools of Darkness (1991); and the Savage Frontier games, including Gateway to the Savage Frontier (Beyond Software, 1991) and Treasures of the Savage Frontier (Beyond Software, 1992).  All of these games were based on the same basic program, meaning that the interface and gameplay is pretty much the same in each.  A player creates characters for an adventuring party of up to six members—or alternately, he or she can import a party from a prequel game.  Once established, the party is thrown into the game world with varying degrees of guidance.  The player receives orientation from the manual and at least one of the games starts with a guided tour of the town, but usually figuring out what needs doing means walking around and bumping into story events, fights or non-player characters (NPCs) who can give direction to the game.  Game activities include: exploration, one-sided conversation (the party is unable to speak back to the NPCs—aside from choosing very simple options like “Greet”), combat, recuperating from battle, finding treasure (usually as a result of killing monsters), spending treasure on weapons and armor, and using accumulated experience points at a training hall so that the party becomes more powerful.  Some of the games have carefully planned events that essentially force the character into a very linear story, while a few, like Pools of Darkness, are very open-ended, with the player being able to go and do whatever he or [image: image1.jpg]


she wishes in whatever order.
Figure 2.1 Game Box Cover.  This is an image of the front of the box for SSI’s Pools of Darkness, released in 1991, near the end of the Gold Box series.  All of the Gold Box games had a similar layout.
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The main game screen consists of three sections: one window showing a graphical representation of the location of the party, another window showing a list of the party members and their status, and a final window presenting any event-based information, such as descriptions of the area, speeches by non-player characters (NPCs), and notifications of impending combat.  If the party has a fight, the screen changes into an overhead schematic map, with characters and enemies represented as two-dimensional 
Figure 2.1 Game Screen.  This is the screen used for moving around in the game Pools of Darkness, from 1991.  The picture of the world is static (it has no animation) and the words below provide descriptions of the world.

icons in square boxes.  The player can choose activities for each of the characters, such as moving, shooting a missile weapon or casting a spell, but has unlimited time to do so, as all activity is turn-based (the next event cannot happen until the current character takes—or purposely skips—his or her turn).  In either kind of screen, a bar at the bottom of the screen informs the player of the possible commands that can be given at this time.  All commands given throughout the game are text-based, and are usually accomplished by pressing a corresponding letter (such as “M” for Move or “E” for Exit).  Most of the games allow for mouse or joystick input, but this consists of maneuvering the icon over the desired command word and clicking.  A final game area is the character description screens, which allow the player to see statistical descriptions of a given character as well as a list of items they carry and use and spells they can cast (if any).  All of this is completely text-based—both information and input.  
Another set of SSI games I will refer to occasionally is the Eye of the Beholder series, which consists of three games released between 1990 and 1992: Eye of the Beholder (Westwood, 1990), Eye of the Beholder II: The Legend of Darkmoon (Westwood, 1991), and Eye of the Beholder III: Assault on Myth Drannor (SSI, 1992).  Although these are also based on D&D, they are significantly different games, as they consist of interactive, real-time,
  first-person, graphic environments.  Although movement is jerky (especially in comparison with the first-person shooters that id Software started putting out in 1992 [Kushner, 2003]) and still proceeds block by block of the dungeon, the player can see and click on doors, sewer openings, or other objects, and can see animated creatures to fight.  The player also interacts with his or her own characters (only four, in this case) graphically, being able to click and drag icons onto the character maps (the text-based character screens are replaced with graphic images of the character and spaces for equipment) and perform actions with the click of a mouse button.
The later set of games I refer to in this dissertation was released between 1998 and 2002.  Canadian developer Bioware created Baldur’s Gate and Neverwinter Nights (NWN), while Icewind Dale (2000) was developed by Black Isle Studios using Bioware’s game engine.  These games carry over many of the features of the earlier D&D games, as might be expected in light of the similar license, but they also innovate significantly.  Baldur’s Gate and Icewind Dale, which share the same software technology, are very similar games.  The basic rules and activities are much the same as for the SSI games 
Figure 2.2 Cover Art.  This is the artwork from the cover of Icewind Dale, released in 2000.  Unlike the SSI series, which featured depictions of people and monsters on their boxes, the newer Forgotten Realms games feature icons on their covers.
described above: the player controls a party of adventurers as it travels around different regions of Faerun and fights the forces of evil, exploring, talking, buying and selling, and [image: image3.jpg]


so on.  Some of the gameplay has also changed in noticeable ways: for example, in Baldur’s Gate, the player only creates one character, and fills out the party with characters who offer to join (Icewind Dale, however, allows the creation of the entire party); increasing character skills and strengths no longer requires a training hall—any time a character gains enough experience to increase a level, the player can simply do so.  
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The most significant changes, however, are in terms of visuals, interface and scope.  Baldur’s Gate and Icewind Dale play out on interactive maps that dominate most 
Figure 2.3 Game Screen.  This is a shot of the main playing screen in Icewind Dale.  The action takes place in the center and the interface for accessing characters, giving commands, and getting information are on the sides and bottom of the screen.
of the screen with beautiful third-person isometric graphics—more than a half decade after the release the visuals stand up well against current games.  The animation is relatively fluid and lifelike, and the detail of images puts all of the SSI games to shame: it is actually quite astounding how much PC graphics improved between 1992 (Treasures of the Savage Frontier) and 1998 (Baldur’s Gate).  The interface is also fully graphical—the player can do everything with a mouse (like the Eye of the Beholder series)—and very detailed.  All of the characters have visually impressive portraits and reasonably detailed 3D bodies.  In addition, conversation in the Bioware games is closer to actual conversation: the player can choose statements from a menu when talking to NPCs.  This is not complete freedom to chat, but it allows for a lot more involvement than the Gold Box games.  Just as importantly, the size and detail of the Baldur’s Gate and (somewhat less so) Icewind Dale’s virtual world are absolutely incredible.  Some installations of the SSI games were also fairly large (Pools of Darkness, one of the later Gold Box games, would take many dozens of hours to complete), but all of the extensive space in the Bioware games is visually represented in great detail, and practically all of the myriad NPCs are willing to converse with the party.

NWN has at least three big changes from the earlier games: the game system, graphics and the opportunity to edit.  First of all, WotC, after taking over TSR in the late 90s, decided to update the venerable D&D franchise with a third edition of the rules, significantly re-writing the game system.  NWN was the first licensed digital game to incorporate these changes, and it means that players need to relearn the game to a certain extent.  Because the rules are integrated into the gameplay, of course, the player does not strictly need to know the rules to play: the game either allows or does not allow certain actions.  Nevertheless, the play experience has been altered—with changes too numerous to list here.  Another big change in game system is that the single-player version of NWN only allows the player to control one character; the hero may have a single henchman and summon creatures to which general commands can be issued, but the player only directly controls the actions of the main character.  The graphics have also changed significantly: NWN is fully 3D.  The player’s point-of-view (often referred to as “the camera”) cannot go anywhere, but it can swing in a 360-degree loop around the character as well as zoom 
Figure 2.4 Game Screen.  This is the playing screen of the fully three-dimensional Neverwinter Nights.  Practically the entire screen is taken up by the imaginary world, and most of the interface sits translucent overtop of the action.
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in or out.  And of course, all the objects are three-dimensional models.  Finally, a huge change, but one that I will not be analyzing, is the fact that NWN allows players to edit and create maps, creatures and their own campaigns and adventures that other players can log onto and play together.  This raises the promise of returning computer role-playing back towards the original face-to-face setting—at least in terms of social interaction.  However, as it does not impact the play of the in-game single player campaign, I have chosen to leave it out of my considerations.
Each of the next four chapters take up these texts in different ways, but in each case, I will be focusing on specific features of the games to make my points.  Although the earlier Forgotten Realms games are from a different era in computer gaming, the remarkable continuity of many features means that I will be able to cite examples that span almost a decade and a half of games—a considerable span for such a young medium.
Chapter Three 
The Digital Games Industry and the digital FRPG
The creation of art is often presented in our popular press as an almost magical process.  “Behind the Music”-style artist biographies give the impression that creative popular culture is the result of hard work and/or driving vision of a talented individual (and a little luck).  Popular computer game histories—which are usually biographies of game-making-gods, or the famous founders of the field—tend to do the same kind of work.  The better books, like David Kushner’s (2003) Masters of Doom or Brad King and John Borland’s (2003) Dungeons and Dreamers occasionally refer to the broader context in which their heroes worked (especially the latter book).  But in the end, they are made for an easy read, and that means clear protagonists working in an individualist mold.

Almost as common is a tendency to reduce explanations for media industry actions to the actions of one major force.  For many moral reformers and parental advocates, offensive songs, television and games appear at the behest of degenerate marketers.  Theorists in the Frankfurt School mold, on the other hand, seem to imply that all media ills stem from overly concentrated corporate ownership.  Marketers and salespeople—of the stereotypical mold—think they think they can explain media industries in terms of buying and selling: a commodity is a commodity; give it to them and they can sell it.  And of course some people see media production as simply an outgrowth of technology: that, for example, fast-paced photorealistic games appeared because of advances in hardware and software.

The problem with all these approaches is that they mask or ignore the complex process of negotiation that characterizes game-making.  Of course, on one level, everything is very simple: game developers literally construct the game program.  This is not the same thing, however, as saying that game makers are free to do whatever they wish.  The reality is that media production is something of a balancing act: a considerable complex of forces constrains and channels the act of creating commercial games.  What I want to do in this chapter is to conceptualize the digital game medium as a mediator of these industry pressures.  The Forgotten Realms games do a good job of illustrating this idea.  A series of computer FRPG features make these games texts that are uniquely well-suited to the negotiation of the diverse technological, economic, political and cultural demands the game industry faces.
The Role of the FRPG in the PC Games Industry
Today’s digital FRPG is a staple of the game industry, even if it is not the most popular genre.  For the last three years the Entertainment Software Association (ESA),
 the digital game industry’s lobby group, has reported that around eight to nine percent of PC game sales have been RPGs (Essential Facts about the Computer and Video Game Industry, 2002; Essential Facts about the Computer and Video Game Industry, 2003; Essential Facts about the Computer and Video Game Industry, 2004; State of the Industry Report 2000-2001, 2001).
  Several other indicators point to the importance of digital FRPGs.  For one thing, several best-selling hits over the past seven years have been from this genre.  Although FRPGs do not crack the annual top twenty best-sellers list every year, many of the important ones have.  Diablo 2 (Blizzard Entertainment, 2000), for example, was the fourth best-selling game of 2000 (State of the Industry Report 2000-2001, 2001), while both Neverwinter Nights (NWN) and Dungeon Siege (Gas Powered Games, 2002) made the top twenty for 2002 (Essential Facts about the Computer and Video Game Industry, 2003).  Many more make the weekly best-sellers charts and have significant followings.  In addition, massively-multiplayer online RPGs (often referred to as MMORPGs), while not examined in this dissertation, are in many important senses exactly like the games I look at—and they are enormously popular and huge revenue-generators.  Everquest (Verant Interactive, 1999), Ultima Online (Origin Systems, 1997), and Dark Age of Camelot (Mythic Entertainment, 2001), the three most popular Fantasy MMORPGs, have between the three of them over 850,000 monthly subscribers (Woodcock, n.d.).  Perhaps a slightly less telling indicator of the cultural clout of FRPGs—but an important sign nonetheless—is the profusion of crossover games, or different genres with Fantasy themes.  The popular Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 1994) series is a real-time strategy game, but is set in a very D&D-esque world, while the movie spin-off Lord of the Rings games of the previous couple years (Storm Front Studios, 2002) are arcade-like action games.

Digital FRPGs also get a lot of attention in the culture surrounding PC games.  For one thing, myriads of fans have created websites of all levels of quality, complexity and popularity to supplement or promote their Fantasy-gaming habit.
  Many of these pages have news and rumors, discussion boards for anything even tangentially related to the games, game mods (elements that can be downloaded and used to modify the game in question) and alternate artwork, hints and walkthroughs, and much more.  The digital game promotional publishers also devote significant attention to FRPGs.  Previews and releases of major Fantasy games regularly make the cover of PC Gamer, for example, and major websites like Gamespot.com and GameSpy.com have entire sections devoted to the RPG genre.

Clearly, then, these games are important to the industry.  But why do they invest so heavily in FRPGs?  Political economy has made clear that media production is never as simple as: “we make it because that’s what customers want.”  The idea of an all-powerful market has limited truthfulness in all media industries—and it is certainly the same for digital games.  For one thing, consumer desire does not appear out of thin air.  Customers do not enter a level playing-field when they walk into a retail shop: with so many games released each year, they cannot know equal amounts about all of them.  The gaming news media, as a gate-keeper, has a great deal of influence and power.  More importantly, a whole raft of important decisions occur before the consumer gets to make any choice.  For example, developers may approach publishers with interesting and potentially popular game ideas, but the project will not get a green light for production, and will never reach a market where consumers can decide to buy or not.  Recently, for example, LucasArts cancelled the highly anticipated Sam ‘n Max 2 in spite of the bitter protests of the adventure game fan community.  So why, then, do so many FRPGs make it to market?  Why do they fit well with the industry?  To answer that question, we first need to look at the industry, and then look at the features of the games themselves.
Studying the Digital Games Industry
Where can we look to understand how the digital games industry works?  I have looked into several sources.  On the one hand, I have examined a range of academic literature, most of which only tangentially deal with the making of computer and video games.  A better source of information and criticism has been a range of more practical literature, primarily written by people within the games industry.

Although the digital games industry has raked in billions of dollars annually for over two decades (Essential Facts about the Computer and Video Game Industry, 2004; Herz, 1997; Kline et al., 2003), very few academics have taken the time to critically examine it.  Sometimes this is a function of the orientation of some theoretical perspectives: although I appreciate and use various kinds of Cultural Studies and Medium Theory, scholars from these traditions tend not to look very closely at the business of making mediated communication.  But even theorists who are interested in culture industries have tended to overlook the making of digital games.  Television, of course, has been analyzed to death, and even the political economy of the Internet has gained a great deal of attention.  But only scattered articles have addressed game developing and publishing, and until recently, no academics have treated the subject at book-length. I have drawn on works about culture industries in general—from a political economy perspective (Lee, 1993) and a sociological perspective (Becker, 1982) (Turow, 1997) (Bourdieu, 1986)—but this is not the same as writing focused on games.  
 One very recent publication has finally broken ground for the critical academic analysis of the games industry: Digital Play, by Stephen Kline, Nick Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter (2003).  For the first time, these scholars have managed to apply the broader insights of political economy along with Medium Theory and Cultural Studies to provide an incisive look at how the games industry produces its product.  The first important move by Kline et al. is to conceive of the media production process as a circuit (with feedback) of production-commodity-consumption.  This loop is driven by three other intersecting sub-circuits of technology (programmers-computers-users), culture (designers-games- players), and marketing (marketers-commodities-consumers).  While these particular divisions are not exactly the same as those that I employ, the key move is to recognize that digital game production (like all media production) is not simply determined by economics or culture or technology, but that a complex mesh of many social and physical forces shape how the industry goes about its work.  I hesitate to employ their terminology because I think the term “marketing” is an inaccurate label for some economic forces, and “culture” is a bit too vague in some situations.  However, I strongly appreciate the multi-pronged approach they take (and, in fact, emulate it in many ways).

They also take other major steps.  One is to integrate three very different bodies of theory—Medium Theory, political economy and Cultural Studies—into a useful whole.  By mixing academic thought on culture, economics and technology, they do an excellent job of addressing the complexity of the games industry.  Another crucial move this book makes is to provide a critical history of game-making.  The world needs more of this: almost all of the historical work to this point has been either a regurgitation of dates and events or semi-hagiographies of the Great Men of game-making.
   Kline et al. do not produce new historical information, but they re-examine what has been written with an eye to the social and economic implications of key moments in game production.  In the analysis below, then, I will draw heavily on both their comments and their approach.
Demands the Industry Faces
To understand how an FRPG can fulfill the demands the industry faces, we need to first understand what some of those demands are.  But even before creating such a list, it is necessary to first understand the basic workings of the game-making process.  Broadly speaking, five parties are involved the creation and sale of digital games: developers, publishers, distributors, retailers and promoters.

Developers are the companies that literally construct the games.  They can range in size from just a few employees to big businesses with well over a hundred employees.  Increasingly, developers will hire workers on a per-project basis and sometime sub-contract out part of the work to specialized labor (this is very common with music, for example), but this is still part of the development process (Bethke, 2003).  Publishers are the companies that are responsible for printing and boxing the physical games (often farmed out to printing companies [Bates, 2001]) and for promoting and marketing them.  Distributors (either the publishers themselves or wholesalers [Bates, 2001]) get the games to the retailers and retailers sell them to customers.  By promoters, I mean the large game culture publication industry, such as gamers’ websites such as GameSpy.com or fan magazines such as PC Gamer.

The key cog in the production process is, in many ways, the publisher.  Today, these are almost all huge corporations, and are ever-fewer in number due to bankruptcies, buyouts and mergers.  The publisher almost always supervises the work of developers to greater or lesser degrees because it is the publisher that provides funding for work on a project.  Some developers are independent companies who work contract-by-contract with publishers, usually receiving enough money for development and taking a small percentage of sales—say fifteen percent
—and surrendering most intellectual property rights to the publisher.  Other developers are partly or wholly owned by publishers (these are usually described as “in-house developers”).  A developer can fund its own production and then seek out a publisher for publication, promotion and distribution, but given the high costs of development, most companies cannot afford to do this.  The deeper pockets of the publisher, then, give it the greater share of the publisher-developer power ratio.

Publishers’ relationship with retailers is also crucial to the industry.  Because physical retail outlets, such as at WalMart or other big chains, represents such a huge portion of sales and the physical placement of game boxes is so important, retailers can demand placement fees from game publishers.  Only very large publishing corporations with large stables of titles—including the best-sellers—have the clout to negotiate favorable deals for whole sets of games (Bates, 2001).

Finally, promoters occupy an interesting position.  Some of these are outright owned by publishers, who use them as marketing tools.  Nintendo Power, a magazine devoted exclusively to the discussion of Nintendo-created games, is one of the earliest and best-established examples of this.  More common, however, are independent magazines and websites that feature previews of upcoming games, reviews of recently released titles, interviews with game celebrities, fan discussion and critique, and more.  Publishers still manage to influence or direct many of these via special inside looks at products, lavishing gifts on reviewers and editors, and generally cozying up to them (Bates, 2001).  Smaller, not-for-profit fanzines are less likely to receive such special treatment, but anyone that a publisher views as key to successful sales will get some kind of attention. 

Given this structure, what kind of pressures do game makers face?  I have broken them into four broad groupings: economic, technological, political/legal and the culture of production.  Obviously, such concepts are abstractions, in the sense that lived experience rarely divides into such nice, neat categories.  But they are useful tools for organizing and talking about the forces involved with game production.
Economics
The volatility of the games industry is its key economic feature.  Although all media industries experience a certain degree of unpredictability, the game-making business is extreme.
  Since its beginnings, more than a few companies have gone from tiny start-ups to enormous giants to blasted shells bought out by competitors in remarkably short succession.  A classic example of this is John Romero.  Along with programming genius and workaholic John Carmack, his company id was responsible for creating some of the best-selling games of the 90s, such as Wolfenstein 3D (id Software, 1992), Doom (id Software, 1993), and Quake (id Software, 1996).  Flying high on his amazing track record, he went solo in 1996 to found development studio Ion Storm, and signed an amazingly generous publishing contract with Tomb Raider (Design Core, 1996) publisher Eidos.  Romero’s dream game project, however, hit numerous roadblocks, and when Daikatana (Ion Storm, 2000) was released after a three-year production, it sold abysmally and critics labelled it one of the worst games of all time.  Eidos, which had eventually purchased a majority share of Ion Storm, fired Romeo at the conclusion of the project (Kushner, 2003).  

In today’s environment, it is difficult to strike it big overnight, but it is very easy to crash in a short space of time—especially as a developer.  Even giant publishers, however, are prone to constant instability.  One example should make this clear.  80s PC game publishing giant Microprose made an ill-advised venture into arcades and financial problems forced them to sell out to Spectrum Holobyte.  Hasbro Interactive purchased Spectrum Holobyte in 1998, and then sold out to the giant French conglomeration Infogrames in 2001.  In the spring of 2003, Infogrames reached into its enormous bag of acquired labels and renamed itself Atari—although it had absolutely no cultural continuity with the old game-maker, just a legal right to the title (Company Overview).  Such tales are surprisingly common in the games industry.

The fact that nobody is immune to financial failure is particularly ironic in light of the overall rise in industry revenues—minus a few important hiccups—since 1983 (Essential Facts about the Computer and Video Game Industry, 2004; Herz, 1997; Kline et al., 2003).  Everyone has their own explanation, of course.  A common complaint is that the suits are dumb with money: executives that are bloated with pride or lacking understanding of their product or just downright incompetent throw heaping wads of cash at all kinds of unnecessary things.  Stories of lavish parties and ridiculous perks, dysfunctional management and overconfident marketers are very common in the developing community (E. Sidran, personal communication, October 23, 2001).  Another common tale is that of the developer with unrealistic plans.  Hoping to put every feature under the sun into their blockbuster-to-be, their project runs overtime and badly over-budget, causing knee-jerk last-minute changes that result in a late release of a half-finished product that players hate.  In such cases, both developers and publishers can be severely wounded or destroyed.  Some developers also point to poor publicity or distribution as a reason for the demise of a good game-making company.  
Regardless of the culprit, what comes out of all of this is one driving economic demand: predictable profits.  This is exactly what Todd Gitlin (1983/2000) described as the driver of TV network policy twenty years ago, and it is certainly true of the contemporary digital games industry.  Today’s successful publishers—especially first-place giant EA—have managed to survive decades of tribulation usually because they play things safe.  Predictable profits mean security.  What this means in practical terms for game-makers is three things: predictable revenues, predictable costs, and choosing the right audience.

A demand for predictable revenues means that a publisher needs to be able to guarantee a reasonable minimum stream of income from one of three things: selling games, selling subscriptions to MMORPGs, and selling intellectual property to other media (such as the Tomb Raider icon Lara Croft).  Since this last is still a rare occurrence, most companies count on revenue from game sales and subscriptions.  Making this income predictable requires proper distribution, good promotion and bankable product (i.e. games worth buying).  Good distribution and promotion can overcome bad games: the recent example of the critically-panned but best-selling Enter the Matrix (Shiny Entertainment, 2003) is telling.  However, buyable product is very important.  Ensuring that a given game is something consumers want to purchase is a design issue (and an execution of design issue).

A demand for predictable costs means that the publisher needs the developer to deliver a game on-budget and on-time.  The latter is really a contributor to the former: promotion campaigns are set months in advance, and delays in production mean publishers can waste large amounts of money through poorly-timed ads and loss of sales to disgruntled gamers.  Making the cost of production predictable, however, has little to do with promotion and distribution (which are crucial to predictable revenues).  Instead, keeping expenses under control are issues of design (too ambitious or too new means indeterminate costs) and production management.

Key to both of these considerations is choosing a profitable audience.  Most games are strongly targeted at some specific demographic, and extra customers are a bonus.  Nintendo, for example, has built its brand around high-quality children’s games.  By contrast, Rockstar Games, publishers of the Grand Theft Auto (DMA Design, 1997) series, target most of their games at an adult male audience.  The kind of market a game-maker shoots for heavily determines design and business strategy.  Excessive blood and gore will drive off many family purchases, but potentially attract the adult male.  Frequent game-players are more likely to demand higher-quality visuals than casual gamers.  

A key audience for many game-makers is the compact mass of “hardcore” gamers.  This is a term widely used, but ill-defined.  While perusing web discussions and definitions, I found a great deal of disagreement over what qualifies as hardcore.  Practically everyone agrees that a hardcore player is a frequent player, but the term also might denote someone fascinated with hardware, someone who has or buys a lot of games, or someone who is into specific genres (usually something masculine and violent).  What is clear is that people talk about hardcore players in very masculine terms, meaning that even if there are female hardcore gamers, material targeted at this segment is going to tend to reflect masculine ideals.  Hardcore players are going to demand high quality audio-visual standards and probably violent or action-oriented material.  Regardless, these heavy-use players have a disproportionate influence, as they often do a better job of selling a game than any kind of marketing campaign (C. Morris, 2004).  And since the PC game market is even more limited in size and variety than the console market, hardcore gamers tend to be even more influential for computer games.  They are a force that digital FRPG makers need to keep in mind when designing games.
Technology
Technology has always played a role in shaping digital games, of course.  Sometimes, the intervention seems blatant.  For example, in the 80s, animator Don Bluth wanted to create cartoon-quality visuals in arcade games.  Computer graphics technology, however, was nowhere near powerful enough to handle such demands, and so the games he created, Dragon’s Lair (Cinematronics, 1983) and Space Ace (Cinematronics, 1984) were essentially interactive laser-disc movies: short animated clips strung together by player actions.  Because of the technological demands of the graphics, however, the player interaction with the game was exceedingly simple: either players moved the joystick at the right time or they died.  Other examples of technology shaping games usually involve the superiority of one product over another.  For instance, the Sega Genesis started outselling the Nintendo NES because the former had significantly better graphics and sound.  Newer first-person shooters have overtaken older ones often simply because they look better or they have better multiplayer programming.

But for every such example, we can find exceptions.  Technologically inferior systems often hold out against new ones for surprisingly long amounts of time.  For example, although graphical MMORPGs have been available since 1997, many people still play text-only MUDs.  In addition, technologically superior systems often fail to gain adherents.  In the mid-90s, several new, technologically advanced gaming consoles appeared after the arrival of the Sega Genesis and Super Nintendo, yet failed to gain popular followings (DeMaria & Wilson, 2002).  In the mid-80s, many home computer users assumed were quite adamant that the simplistic and graphically inferior IBM PC and its clones were unlikely to beat the Apple II for the position of dominant personal computer, a concept which is quite amusing in retrospect (King & Borland, 2003; Kushner, 2003; E. Sidran, personal communication, October 23, 2001).

Such cases remind us that technology is malleable and socially constructed, that it does not influence culture in a simplistic manner, nor does it do so as an independent, entirely extra-human force: as Kline et al. (2003) argue, the marketing and culture circuits in the industry matter (Bijker et al., 1987b).  Technology can be changed, shifted, and stretched in many different and unpredictable manners.  The computer limits or impedes certain things—there are some things a person cannot do with a computer—but it rarely sets hard, inflexible boundaries.  Just as importantly, what digital technology enables or facilitates is quite flexible.  So the technological demands I outline below (just like economic, political or cultural demands) are not deterministic in an inflexible or simplistic manner. 

One major technological consideration for PC game makers is an issue I call “techno-balance.”  Every four to six years, console makers present a new round of machines to the public, and the hardware stays pretty much exactly the same until the next generation appears.  The state of the PC market, on the other hand, is much more fluid.  Hardware manufacturers are constantly updating computer components, so each machine has slightly different capabilities.  Although cross-industry standards have reduced compatibility problems between PCs and programs, the overall gaming power of any given computer owned by a potential customer varies greatly.  Thus, game makers have to make a choice.  Should they program for the cutting edge machines, trying to create the most technologically advanced gaming marvel?  Or should they tone down the technical demands of their product so they can reach the largest possible audience?  Or can they find a situation where the low technological development is acceptable, such as is the case with retro-games or puzzle games?  The bottom line is that if the game is too advanced, not enough machines will be able to play it.  Too simple, on the other hand, and the game maker loses its hardcore appeal.

A second technological factor is what I call the “audio-visual wonderland complex.”  The 1990s was a time of enormous emphasis on the aural and visual aspects of games.  The digital game medium, of course, has always been a visual medium (printed text is as visual as artwork), and usually an aural one as well.  However, a series of hardware and software developments, such as affordable sound cards, CD-ROMs, 3D graphics programming, and 3D graphics cards significantly upped the audio-visual ante.  Games with beautiful or impressive sound and visuals, such as Doom and Myst (Cyan, 1994), were huge bestsellers.  Today, graphic card research is a booming field.  Cutting edge game-makers may have pushed the edge of graphics development (and are still pushing it), but today, many are running just to keep up with the ever-rising minimum standards.  In practical terms, not every new release has to be Doom 3 or Half-Life 2 (two releases from the second half of 2004 that practically invalidate the game-playing capabilities of an enormous quantity of existing PCs), but it cannot be 1993’s Doom or even 1998’s Baldur’s Gate (Bioware, 1998).  Nothing dates a game more than its appearance: the gameplay, the rules, the iconic themes can be as old as the hills, but if the graphics look five years old, the game is unlikely to sell terribly well.  What this means in practical terms is that today’s game-makers must upgrade the quality of their graphics in each successive game, and they will do better if they choose gaming themes that lend themselves to rich visuals.

Another major technological factor for game-making is that computers open up the possibility of interactivity.  Computers, of course, can display non-interactive media products, such as film, but they always allow for humans to do something that affects play.  Of course, non-digital games are always interactive, so this may seem a stupid observation.  The fact is, however, that many texts marketed as games have been little more than interactive films.  An emphasis on graphics and sound can translate into inadequate levels of interactivity.  The Don Bluth games cited above (Dragon’s Lair [Cinematronics, 1983] and Space Ace [Cinematronics, 1984]) are classic examples of this: fun to watch, but they do not allow for the player to have much input.  The practical upshot of this is that game makers need to create products where the player’s decisions make an impact, where input and interactivity are worthwhile.

A final technological consideration is the unpredictability of software engineering.  What this means is that software projects are hard to budget because programmers and managers have a hard time determining the amount of time necessary to achieve the completion of a program (Bethke, 2003).  The essential technological issue is this: programmers really have a large (perhaps approaching infinite) set of ways in which they can achieve their goals.  More than one program can produce the exact same image on a screen.  What complicates this is the fact that the software tools programmers use and the PCs they are creating programs for are always changing.  The practical implications of this uncertainty means that a developer must choose at least one of the following options: purchase prepared code for certain parts of the program (for example, the main program from a game is called a “game engine” and can usually be adapted to another game with a minimum of time and effort), stick as much as possible to tried-and-true strategies and constrain innovation, or ask for an unlimited budget and/or unlimited amount of time.
Politics and Law
Politics obviously does not have the same kind of effect on the games industry as it does in a regulated media industry like TV or radio.  Rather, game-making is closer in legal status to other media businesses that produce discrete or non-serial entertainment products, like the music or film industries.  This is not to say, however, that politics or the law has no effect on game makers: quite the opposite is true, in fact.  Any game history worth its salt has a segment describing the infamous Senate committee hearings of 1993 chaired by Senators Joe Lieberman and Herbert Kohl.  Convened to consider the apparent wave of violent games sweeping the market, including the notorious Mortal Kombat (Midway, 1992), the meetings gave the opportunity for the outraged Senators to threaten legislation of the game market if the industry did not clean up its act.  The Columbine shootings prompted the formation of another committee in 2000, although this also failed to produce any legislation.  In addition to Congress, the courts have also had significant impact on the games industry, as numerous copyright and patent battles have wracked the business (Kent, 2001).  So while politics and law do not intrude into everyday production in the same way as economic and technological concerns, the force of intellectual property law and special interest groups’ moral outrage make real demands on how game makers conduct their business.

Intellectual property has been of crucial importance to the games industry since the early days of the business, partly because of its profitability, and partly because of the constant lawsuits resulting from chasing those profits.  Well-established characters or popular technological systems can be huge money-makers: Pac-man or Mario are examples of the former, while home video game consoles and 3D graphics cards are examples of the latter.  If a company can monopolize the use of profitable intellectual property, it stands to rake in huge revenues; conversely, other companies are eager to get a piece of any such successful business.  The upshot of this in the first two decades of the games industry was constant struggle over intellectual property: both large and small corporations have been on the winning and losing end of crucial of legal struggles.  These expensive conflicts occur frequently in part because of the difficulty of defining intellectual property, and often it is only the skill of lawyers that determine the line between justifiable use and copyright or patent violation (Kent, 2001; Sheff, 1993).  To maximize revenues and reduce the cost of production, then, it is imperative for companies to have clear rights to clearly defined intellectual property.  What this means in practical terms is that game makers either have to license brands and characters (and sometimes software, like game engines) from another company (such as a movie studio or a professional sports league) or they have to develop and copyright (or patent) their own.

Moral alarmism is a completely different kind of political pressure, but it is still important.  In a sense, there is nothing new in this type of criticism.  The public fear of popular media was well-established before the arrival of video games: numerous moral alarmists had already drawn dire connections between film, comic books or television and juvenile delinquency, such as the famous Payne Fund studies from the early 1930s.  This kind of criticism moved quite easily over to video games.  Already in the 70s, social critics were starting to single out certain games as disturbingly violent (DeMaria & Wilson, 2002), such as the graphically simple Death Race 2000 (Exidy, 1976), and this is the line of attack that has turned out to have the most telling effect.  With the advent of increasingly photorealistic games in the early 90s, however, themes of graphic violence (and, to a lesser extent, sex) have continually drawn the ire of politicians and parents.  The fact is that if you hear about games on the nightly television news, the story is almost certain to have something to do with shocking new low standards.  The threat of regulation always hangs over industry heads, provoking frequent commentary by industry circles (Olsen, 2002, 2003).  Practically speaking, this is not an issue that game-makers as a whole can ignore (as it will not go away by itself), especially if a developer makes games with violent themes.  What this means for game-makers in practice is one of three things: either modifying game content to avoid pressure, monitoring and clearly labelling content so consumers know what they are getting, or changing public opinion on the issues.  

The reason the moth keeps returning to the flame, however, is that the hardcore gaming market frequently wants these socially transgressive products.  As discussed in Chapter Five, the masculine appeal of violence and sex-drenched games can be a great magnet to many players.  This means in practice that makers must constantly balance the demands of one part of its market with the political pressure described above.
Culture of Production
Economic development and labor—for all our Enlightenment training otherwise—is not really an expression of abstract principles of reason and/or science, it is a particular form of culture.  The digital game workplace is not simply a gesellschaft of self-interested rational individuals working for their maximum self-benefit.  Office politics, interpersonal relationships, company histories, personal experiences, division of labor and much, much more all impact the production of games.  I will refer to this complex of human factors as the “culture of production.”  

The culture of production has had a noticeable effect on game-making.  The already-mentioned Daikatana fiasco is a good example of this.  Part of the reason the game sold so terribly is that company morale tanked and crucial personnel were fired or quit at extremely inopportune moments.  The poisonous atmosphere of Romero’s dream company is still legend, and it shows in the one product it managed to release before being shut down (Kushner, 2003).  Some development studios obviously thrive on an atmosphere of experimentation, such as Will Wright’s companies, which have produced numerous odd-ball simulations.  Other companies emphasize quality craftsmanship, such as Westwood, which has churned out numerous highly polished derivations of its Command & Conquer (1995) series.  Obviously, the culture of production is a large concept with many different aspects.  For this discussion, however, I will single out two that are particularly relevant to the production of FRPGs in general: the desire for creative success, and workplace atmosphere.

Individuals in the game industry want all sorts of different things: money, fame, personal satisfaction, and much more.  Probably the most commonly cited objective for game makers, however, is for their work to achieve some kind of creative or artistic success.  This can mean two different things.  In some cases, artistic success can signify a kind of artisanal proficiency: the making of the highest quality product possible within well-established standards.  In other words, the artwork may be familiar, but it is attractive; the gameplay may not be revolutionary, but it is balanced and enjoyable; the sound is derivative, but it is proficient and clearly enhances the game.  At other times, game-makers strive for a kind of creative originality, like the great artists of the Western canon.  This is not a new goal for members of the game industry: it was something designer Chris Crawford (1984) argued for in his ground-breaking 1984 treatise The Art of Computer Game Design.  Today, more and more of the academic and industry discourse surrounding games refers to game-making as a kind of art, even if the exact meaning of that is contentious.  Whether they view themselves as artists or not, many workers want to make products of which they can be proud, and this translates into at least one of two things for developers: taking risks and/or having high standards of quality for these products (the former, due to economics, being the road less taken).
The other aspect of the culture of production worth discussing in this context is the atmosphere of game-making companies.  What I mean by this is the quality of the general morale and communication in a game-making team: are they happy, dissatisfied, angry, completely out of touch with each other?  Although few people admit that any particular project suffers from bad morale, most advice-givers seem to have experienced it (Bethke, 2003; E. Sidran, personal communication, October 23, 2001).  Any number of factors can contribute to workers hating a particular project or their job in general.  Forced overtime, lack of recognition, badly missed deadlines, confusion, autocratic management, intra-office feuds and other negatives can create a miasma that hangs over an entire workplace (or localized storms over particular workstations).  Conversely, advice writing argues that frequent recognition of employees’ contributions, clear channels of communication between management and workers, good pay and decent hours, working on a creatively satisfying project and a degree of autonomy all contribute to a healthy work atmosphere.  Happy workers are more willing to take a greater interest in their job and thus produce better work.  Bad morale often means more bugs, less polished games, missed deadlines, and in extreme situations, cancellation of entire projects (Bates, 2001; Bethke, 2003; E. Sidran, personal communication, October 23, 2001).
The Demands of and on the Industry
I have outlined a series of demands game-makers face: economic (the call for predictable revenues, predictable costs and profitable audiences); technological (the call for techno-balance, audio-visual wonders, interactivity, and manageable coding); political (the call for clear and profitable intellectual property and the need to avoid moral attack); and culture of production (the desire for creative satisfaction and a healthy office atmosphere).  Needless to say, this is not an all-inclusive list of potential demands.  Neither is this a categorization scheme that industry professionals would necessarily use.  Rather, it is an artificial way to clarify and highlight some of the issues that affect game production.
Computer FRPGs as a site to negotiate demands
So now that we have examined some of the important demands a game-maker faces, how does the digital FRPG help mediate this complex pull of forces?  Once again, I want to argue that the very construction of the medium allows game developers to negotiate the constellation of issues they face.  In the following section, I look at a series of features in the newer digital FRPGs that help mediate industry pressures.

An Established Genre
The digital FRPG is a well-established genre with standard conventions, meaning that a familiar audience knows what to expect of it.  Elitists might deride heavily formulaic work as unoriginal and uninspiring, but the games industry continues to ignore this perspective and steadily pumps out material that is predictable, and gamers continue to buy it.  The FRPG genre, in fact, has a very good fanbase: it has grown in the last four or five years with a string of significant FRPG successes, such as the Baldur’s Gate series, the Icewind Dale series (Black Isle, 2000), the Diablo series, NWN (Bioware, 2002) and its expansions, and Dungeon Siege.  Just as importantly, the digital FRPG has a long history, dating back to before the rise of the commercial games industry (see Chapter One).  While FRPG fans are under no compunction to buy any given game, when making a purchase, they are more likely to choose an offering from a genre they enjoy.  

They are likely to select an FRPG because they know what they can count on seeing, hearing and doing in the game. Most computer and video games draw heavily on well-established themes and motifs.  For example, the gameplay—the kind of rules and activities of the game—follows similar patterns in multiple games.  Players know that a Forgotten Realms game is likely to include: modifiable characters that are central to play; the opportunity to acquire abilities, treasures and items; spellcasting and fighting; exploration of fantastic spaces, and so on.  The same goes for the games’ iconography and characters.  Before even picking up the box to look at NWN, an experienced player can expect to see elves, dwarves, orcs, Halflings, castles, dungeons, fighters, thieves, enchantresses, demons, etc.  Finally, the game narratives, as much as they are present, are also predictable: some evil has arisen to threaten some kind of good place or people, and only the players’ hero (or party of heroes), can set things right by fighting their way through daunting odds to complete victory.  Naturally various games play with these standards in different ways, but when it comes down to it, an established genre means established audiences who know what they are buying before they buy it.

This predictability helps the game maker in several ways.  First, and perhaps most importantly, it goes a long ways to guaranteeing predictable revenues.  Put an elf and orc in armor on the cover of the box, and you have already gone part of the way to making a sale: Fantasy has a built-in audience, especially in light of the recent successes of the genre.  This is not the same thing as saying that all Fantasy games rake in money; rather the generally profitable track-record makes these games less of a risk than something not so well established.  This is facilitated by the easier promotion of established goods: fro example, gamer magazines know they have an audience interested in FRPGs, and so they are more likely to feature it.  To a lesser extent, the predictability of the established genre means that it is easier to keep down costs.  Innovations take time and money: even developing a brand new rule system is pricey, as design takes longer (although this is cheap, relative to other parts of the process), and as programming is less certain.  And the kind of formulaic fare specific to the FRPG guarantees at least a look from the hardcore gamer: adventure, war and magic—all top sellers.  

This actually brings up an odd benefit of the predictable genre: it allows game-makers to introduce these themes, but the very established nature of the genre helps it to fly under the political radar.  This is not because the material is free of all potentially objectionable material: NWN is no Grand Theft Auto III (DMA Design, 2001), but it is certainly not Myst.  As discussed in Chapter Five, NWN features plenty of high-definition killing, explosions and the like.  As a well-established genre, however, digital FRPGs rarely get the same critical attention that others do.  In the early 80s, D&D was the focus of some intense public criticism (described in Chapter Six), but since that time, computer role-playing games have rarely come under fire.  By now, the inclusion of violence is predictable, and its well-established pseudo-medieval swords and sorcery battle seem tame in comparison to the crowbar-wielding thugs that roam today’s virtual city streets.  The predictable nature of the genre is hardly the only—or even the most important—reason that games like NWN fly under the political radar, but I would argue it is a factor.
A Good License
Some of the advantages of the Forgotten Realms license are related to the advantages of an established genre.  For one thing, Dungeons and Dragons (the pencil-and-paper version) is a widely-available and widely-played game.  A public report released by Wizards of the Coast (WotC) showed that over half of all role-playing gamers play D&D (Dancey, 2000).  This means that a large number of potential players of a digital Forgotten Realms game know many of the rules and conventions.  Even if customers have not played the pencil-and-paper RPG, the relatively large number of earlier D&D products also increases the likelihood that they are familiar with the game system.

Another advantage of the Forgotten Realms license is its literary tie-in.  The pulp novels published by TSR help flesh out their imaginary game-world.  They have also released a large number of campaign or adventure modules (like the Forgotten Realms Campaign Setting [Greenwood et al., 2001]) that are not novels, but are more like almanacs of settings and characters in a specific area.  Anyone familiar with these products will enter the digital game worlds with a greater sense of context and history.  To a reader of the R.A. Salvatore books, Menzoberranzan is not just some random collection of underground buildings where dark elves live, it is the birthplace of the famous Drizz’t Do’Urden, and the resting place of the goddess Lloth during the Time of Troubles.  The characters that appear in the digital games, such as the omnipresent Elminster, also have their personalities and histories fleshed out in this extra-game literature.

Finally, and probably most importantly, the D&D license brings brand recognition.  This is, as with most brands, not universally positive.  From the early days of role-playing on, many gamers have viewed TSR as a callous giant, as enthusiasts are wont to do with dominant corporations.  This did not change when the company went bankrupt.  WotC, the current owners of TSR, are about as well-loved in the hardcore gaming community as Microsoft is in the hacker community, and for about the same reasons: it has a virtual monopoly status, many accuse it of a lack of innovation, and strictly speaking, it is an outsider company, as it did not make its name in the role-playing business (see Chapter Two).  To top it off, aficionados feel that D&D is a highly imperfect role-playing system (Edwards, A Hard Look).  Nevertheless, the upside for the brand is huge.  D&D sells extremely well and thus has a wide following, even if it does not exude the same sense of missionary fervor as the fan communities of smaller games like RuneQuest (Perrin, Turney, & Stafford, 1978), Amber (Wujcik, 1991) or Paranoia (Gelber, Costikyan, Goldberg, & Rolston, 1984).  It has the longest lineage of any commercial role-playing game, and the Forgotten Realms series is almost two decades old itself.  Finally, D&D, for both positive and negative reasons, has name recognition outside of the RPG community—even gamers who generally do not role-play still recognize the name.

The obvious upside of licensing, in terms of the demands on the game industry, is the predictable revenues attached to the brand.  In the eyes of publishers, this further reduces the risk of funding the project, even if it increases the cost.  The key is predictable costs, and a licensing deal is up-front, with no hidden or surprise expenses (Bates, 2001).  Obviously, the licensing deal also fulfills legal needs: the intellectual property of a licensed game is clearly defined.
A Maker Favorite

A less obvious, but nonetheless important feature of digital games is its match with the culture of game makers.  Many biographies of famous game-makers refer to their love of role-playing as a major factor in their work.  Richard Garriott, creator of the famous Ultima series, is the most obvious example, as his games draw directly on D&D (King & Borland, 2003).  But even very different kinds of game-makers, like id’s John Carmack and John Romero, drew inspiration from their pencil-and-paper gaming sessions.  This influence shows in many of the early games that established the standards for future genres.  Numerous ground-breakers, like Colossal Caves (Crowther, 1972), Adventure (Woods, 1976), Zork (Blank & Lebling, 1980), and MUD (Bartle & Trubshaw, 1980), obviously drew part of their inspiration from D&D or similar games (see Chapter One).  

Of course, as King and Borland (2003) note, the younger people moving into the industry today are more likely to have grown up playing digital games than pencil-and-paper RPGs.  That does not mean, however, that FRPGs and the digital game production do not have a strong connection.  I would argue that even if many game-makers are not avid FRPG players themselves, they will tend to like at least some parts of the games they work on.  The fact is that the industry workforce is predominantly male, and this has a major effect on the culture and the kind of games developers are interested in creating.  Solid statistics are difficult to come by: figures from the Bureau of Labor (Women in the Labor Force: A Databook, 2004) indicate that about three quarters of programmers in the United States are men, but this is not specific enough to give a picture of the game industry overall.  Another limited method is to look at credits: the list of people credited for developing NWN and Planescape: Torment (Black Isle, 1999)—even reading non-gender specific names as female—indicates a ratio of no less than three men to every woman, and possibly quite a bit more than that.  Anecdotal evidence and the accounts of women working in game companies also reinforces the notion that game-making culture is very male (Cassell & Jenkins, 1998; Herz, 1997; Kline et al., 2003).
 

Not at all coincidentally, the demographic for pencil-and-paper D&D players is eighty percent male (Dancey, 2000).  As Chapter Five discusses, a special connection exists between men and FRPGs—even more so, I argue, for digital FRPGs.  A quick overview of the Forgotten Realms games reveal features that would appeal to male gamers, whether they were FRPG fans or not (see Chapter Five).

The point is not that all game developers will make FRPGs because that is what they like doing.  Obviously, somebody has to produce games like the best-selling girl-targeted Barbie (Digital Domain, 1996) series, the slow-paced Myst, or non-violent simulations like those made by Maxis.
  Rather, I want to argue that digital FRPGs are likely to be projects on which most developers would like to work.  The affinity between the game-workforce and D&D-like games make it all the more likely that artists or designers will put passion into their work, and programmers are willing to go that extra little bit to make sure the product is properly polished.  The happy match of subject material and work-force is one factor (among many) that might work toward improving workplace atmosphere.
A Serial Narrative
Another feature of the Forgotten Realms games that helps them mediate industry pressures is their potentially serial nature.  An FRPG campaign is a continuous string of adventures in an imaginary world, so these games are ideally suited to players coming back again and again.  Some of the Forgotten Realms sequels are simply set in the same world, but have little other connection.  For example, although the Pool of Radiance (SSI, 1988) series and the Savage Frontier (Beyond Software, 1991) series are both set in Faerun, the Forgotten Realms world, and have almost exactly the same gameplay and interface, they have no narrative connection and are set in completely different regions.  The same holds true for the Baldur’s Gate and Icewind Dale series.  Within a series, however, each subsequent game can build off the story of the last, making the tie between them even tighter.  The Pools of Radiance series, for example, each feature a successive struggle between bands of adventurers (played by the gamer) and the evil god Bane, who seeks to enslave or devastate the Moonsea region.  In Baldur’s Gate, the game story follows a single character (who has a party of fellow adventurers) who works through the discovery that he or she is a child fathered by this same evil god.

Developers and publishers release frequent sequels of all kinds, but with many genres, follow-up products can only offer new and improved game features.  A racing game, for example, can offer an updated license (i.e., the list of racers is as current as it can be), a different interface, improved graphics and improved physics, but it cannot offer a new storyline.  Computer FRPG sequels can offer new features as well, obviously, but because of their story-driven nature, they are also well-suited to creating an ongoing plot that subsequent games further.  

This serial nature of the Forgotten Realms games is key for game-makers in several ways.  Once again, predictability is crucial: in a chaotic business, publishers are looking to milk a title for all it is worth.  A sequel to a successful game has a built-in audience, practically guaranteeing a reasonable minimum of revenue.  Games with serial narratives have an even stronger pull for any consumer interested in following a plotline as well as gaming style.  Serial games also reduce costs in that they do not require starting over from scratch in terms of design and programming.  Bioware’s “Infinity Engine” was used and re-used for at least six major releases; each time the developer tweaked or adjusted it, but did not have to build the games graphic system and interface system from the ground up.  At a certain point, this process will run afoul of the technological demands for advanced audio-visuals and the game-makers will have to build an entirely new program, but until this happens, the serial game satisfies the technological demand for limited innovation.
Graphic Worlds
Another important feature of digital FRPGs is the possibilities they open up for fantastic visuals.  Fantasy games are set in fantastic worlds full of magical characters and splendid or odd worlds.  The early Forgotten Realms games were not visually spectacular, even by the standards of their day, but they did visually suggest something much more detailed than they portrayed.  Ever since Baldur’s Gate, however, these games have displayed beautiful graphics that make their imaginary cities, ice caves, forest wildernesses, dragons, demons and golems come alive. 

There is a lot to potentially illustrate.  The Forgotten Realms feature a wide range of landscapes: woodlands, swamps, arctic tundra, mountains, lakes, oceans, deserts and many, many underground areas of all kinds.  These places are filled with numerous structures, including enormous cities both above and below ground, numerous fortresses, castles and keeps, temples, farms, shops, and all in a wide variety of architectural styles.  And of course, the lands feature such a wide range of character types and monsters that they need entire volumes of books to catalogue them all: the signature dragons, monstrous burrowing insects called ankhegs, imps, goblins, elves, giant spiders, ettins, trolls, multiple varieties of giants, and so on.  Really, the Forgotten Realms series plunders so much ancient and medieval mythology that the supply of graphic themes is virtually endless.  In addition, a well-established culture of Fantasy artwork has provided a ready-made bank of icons upon which the game-worlds can draw—everyone knows, for example, that orcs have green skin and elves have pointy ears.

Technically speaking, computer FRPGs need not really take advantage of this, and some games do not (for example, many MUDs are still resolutely text-based).  However, game makers can exploit the opportunity to design and display people, activities, creatures and places that are flights of fancy.  This opens up several ways in which this aspect of these games can mediate industry pressures.  The most obvious is that it answers the demand for audio-visual wonderland: this is precisely what the world of the Forgotten Realms is.  This is also related to revenues: more impressive visuals means more people interested in buying.  Less obviously, the FRPG opens up the possibility for artisanal excellence, for top quality visual work, encouraging a sense of pride and ownership in the game by the workers who make it.  In short, these kind of games open up several opportunities for game-makers to mediate some of the pressures they encounter.
Complex Virtual Worlds
The rules of D&D are quite complex, and as we have seen, the world that game-makers have worked out for the Forgotten Realms (in both pencil-and-paper and digital games and the supporting literature) is also quite detailed.  Not only are the dramatic settings and gameplay richly filled out, they are also specifically designed to allow players in to mess around with things.  Outside of the novels, the world creators do not present the population and situations of Faerun as a closed story, summarized and finished.  Rather, the player encounters the world in an open-ended condition that invites involvement.  In other words, the Forgotten Realms were not manufactured first so that novelists could tell stories about them (although that has indeed happened), but so that players could explore them.  Character creation is a big part of the game experience as well.

All of these things speak of how the Forgotten Realms games invite player involvement, meeting the technological demand of interactivity.  The computer automates the rules and reality of the game-world, making it seem to live of its own accord: the complex game rules both make the experience realistic and invite participation (more about this in Chapter Four).
Conclusion
To summarize, then, I want to turn things around and work through the list of industry demands I have outlined, and look at the features of Forgotten Realms digital games that help mediate those pressures.  To start with, the economic demands: predictable revenues, predictable costs and profitable customers.  The desire for predictable revenues matches up with three features: the established FRPG genre, the licensed Forgotten Realms/D&D brand, the serial nature of the games, and the fantastic sounds and visuals.  Customers know what to expect, and have a pattern of buying similar products.  They are more likely to buy so as to keep up with improving features and developing story-lines.  And even if they are not drawn in by license, genre, or previous play, they may be hooked by lush audio-visual representations of a Fantasy world.  Predictable costs are also connected to the established genre and serial nature of the games, but in different ways.  Predictable Fantasy convention, predictable rules, and already-finished prequels mean that innovation can be kept under control—and so can costs.

Some of the important technological demands which the industry must take into account are the issues of techno-balance, audio-visual wonderland, interactivity and software engineering.  As already mentioned above, the established genre and serial nature of the games makes software engineering (and to a certain extent, techno-balance) reasonable: a built-in fan-base means that massive design and software innovation is not crucial to the success of the project.  At the same time, the fantastic worlds of the Forgotten Realms make reasonably impressive sounds and visuals possible.  And the complex, rule-bound, open-ended nature of the genre allows makers to use the interactivity of the computer to the hilt. 

The licensing of the Forgotten Realms brand meets the political demands of clearly-defined intellectual property.  Finally, the Forgotten Realms series meets many of the needs of the culture of production.  FRPGs are popular games with many of the people who make them, and their fantastic visual worlds and complex virtual worlds satisfy the desires for creative or artistic excellence. 

I want to make it clear that I am not arguing that choosing to create an FRPG solves all the problems game-makers face.  For one thing, saying that these kinds of games facilitate dealing with game industry demands is not the same thing as saying that all FRPG-makers utilize those possibilities to the full.  For example, fans of the Fantasy genre will tend to be more sympathetic to a computer FRPG, but will still be unlikely to purchase a specific game with a reputation for being terribly boring.  Another reason that the FRPG does not satisfy all demands is that by its construction, it also tends to cause different problems, or hinder the fulfillment of other pressures.  For example, the fact that FRPGs offer the possibility of fantastic visuals causes problems with techno-balance: generally speaking, the more amazing the graphics, the heavier the technical demands upon the PC.  A predictable genre may guarantee a favorable market and grease the negotiation of industry structures, but it can also be creatively restrictive.  Game-makers who are motivated to produce highly original material may find the expectations of the genre to be too much.

Just as importantly, I am not arguing that the digital FRPG is the only kind of game that mediates these pressures.  This is, in fact, part of my point.  The Forgotten Realms games are a case study and thus deserve attention to their specific idiosyncrasies, but they also have many ties to other computer and video games.  It is my hope, then, that this particular case can outline a way to interrogate the relationships between game features and processes for making games.
Chapter FOUR
old communication in a new medium
If communication producers and receivers have a role in communication, then so does the text itself.  For one thing, the materiality of a medium certainly shapes communication.  You cannot send voice transmissions using a Morse code telegraph key, and you can only partially convey the complexity of non-verbal facial and body language via email (at least as it exists today).  A text, however, is more than just its materiality.  While the physical or mechanical features of a text (or of a group of texts) matters, so does its cultural construction.  

Communicative conventions or traditions shape and channel communication just as surely as media technology does.  By communicative conventions, I mean patterns or modes of communication that help delimit how to create and how to interpret communicative acts.  Some examples might be poetry, narratives, descriptive prose and, I would argue, games, each with a traditional set of communicative features that make them more or less suited to various kinds of communication.  Thus, scientists find poetry, with its variable form and artistic liberties of language to be not terribly suitable for conveying the bulk of scientific discourse.   A literary artist, however, might find the conventions of descriptive prose to be emotionally limiting.

Textual traditions and communicative technologies are not static, of course.  While they provide the tools for meaning-making, they never stay exactly the same.  While some cultures and some periods of history have seen remarkable textual stability—such as the medieval cultures of Europe or Japan—new cultural and technological forces change patterns of communication.  This is precisely the situation that confronts the creator, purchaser, and theorist of today’s computer and video games.  On the one hand, many programs marketed as games seem to have clear stories: they have characters, they have dramatic conflicts, they have plots, etc.  On the other hand, the player can play these stories, and in some cases, the actions of the player have a marked effect on the course of the story.  

This is not at all what we have been accustomed to for the last several centuries: narratives are supposed to be scripted texts, arriving in the unalterable form of print, sound recordings or motion pictures.  A game is clearly interactive, something that we play with and alter, but it is not a story: what’s the story of checkers, chess or Go?  Today, however, we are experiencing the demands of two separate sets of communicative conventions in a new situation.  Digital games are starting to challenge the textual traditions with which we are familiar.  I want to argue that fantasy role-playing game, and especially computerized fantasy role-playing game provide an ideal space for negotiating the apparently contradictory demands of two well-established communicative conventions.  In short, the digital FRPG mediates the communicative structures of Story, Game and computers by employing environmental storytelling, playable stories, character role-playing and games that rely on stories.
Literature Review
Presently, theory dealing with narrative and game forms occupies a prominent place in Game Studies material.  This chapter examines both of these, but also adds a third body of work that has to this point received far less attention: theory dealing with the physical characteristics of digital media.  As I discuss below, game formalists want to create a field of study that is medium-independent (i.e., the study of games, regardless of material incarnation).  While this approach can be both insightful and interesting, I want to argue that the embodied or physical mediation of forms is worth studying.  In other words, the specific mediated shape of games and stories (that is, the physical condition of the artifact) should have an important role in the analysis of textual forms.  The focus on a kind of concept that is purportedly non-medium-specific has resulted in some discussions having too narrow an understanding of the communicative conventions that they are trying to map, as Jenkins (2002) argues.  The reality is that formalist definitions have been largely built on examples culled from a select set of media.  In the following section, then, I want to examine the kinds of narrative and game theory that have been published, and then put them in contact with Medium Theory.
Narrative Theory
I have encountered very different kinds of theory dealing with narratives.  Most of it falls into one of three broad groups: rhetorical, sociological and aesthetic.  By the first category I mean to mostly denote work related to the writings of Walter Fisher (1984, 1985; Lee, 1993), who primarily examines narratives as tools of persuasion.  By “sociological,” I mean writings of cultural critics like James Carey (1983/1988a) and David Nye (1994, 1997) that talk about cultural narratives that create social meaning and bind together societies.  It is the last type, however, that seems to be most important in game studies at present.  I use “aesthetic” narrative theory to denote formalist work that attempts to describe (or construct) the artistic and communicative structures of narrated stories.

“Narratology” is a term frequently used by Game Studies writers to denote a large body of aesthetic criticism dedicated to mapping the structures of narratives.  Although the title has rather precise denotative limits within some literary circles (i.e., it really only applies to a relatively limited body of scholars), in the discussions about digital games, theorists tend to use it to describe the entire body of narrative structural theory that focuses on stories in books and films (usually novels and movies).  Such usage catches a number of groups in its broad net: Russian Formalists like Propp; French narrative structuralists like Genette; cinema theorists like Metz, Bordwell and Chatman; semioticians like Greimas, and many others.  What unifies these various individuals and groups is, first of all, an attention to mapping the formal structures of narratives—structures that transcend their incarnation in any particular medium.
  Secondly, practically all analysis of this sort is based, significantly, upon analyses of fixed literary and cinematic texts.

Classic narratology maps a wide array of narrative features.  A major issue of contention, for example, is the role of the narrator.  If a story has no explicit narrator, is it actually a narrative?  Some authors use the notion of the “implied author,” which is “the agency within the narrative fiction itself which guides any reading of it” (Chatman, 1990), while others debate that such a notion is necessary (Bordwell, 1985).  Another significant discussion is the distinction between the Platonic/Aristotelian division of diegesis and mimesis.  While some narrative theorists do not talk much about the distinction, others explicitly mark off telling from doing, and describe narrative and drama as two separate categories/structures (Genette, 1980, 1988).  The list of narrative features mapped by theorists could go on: plot (Brooks, 1984), character (Scholes & Kellogg, 1966), space (Moretti, 1998), etc.

Much of this material is occasionally cited in Game Studies literature, but the two issues perhaps most often engaged are those of the role of the reader/viewer and the dual-time scale of the narrative.  I will discuss the former issue in the next section, mostly because Game Studies theorists perceive narratological writings on reader/viewer to be significantly problematic for the consideration of games.  The issue of time in stories, the other key issue, is widely theorized in narratology.  A broad range of scholars have identified a double-time structure in narrative texts.  Film theorist Christian Metz’ (1974) widely-quoted definition is perhaps the most succinct: “one of the functions of narrative is to invent one time scheme in terms of another time scheme” (p. 18).  The terminology used to conceptualize this dual-time structure varies from group to group: the Russians use fabula and syuzhet, the French use histoire and discours (or récit), and English-speaking theorists sometime use story and discourse.

All of these terms boil down to much the same thing: when reading or watching a narrative text, the reader or viewer uses the events as presented to construct the story time-line.  The narrator presents the events in the discourse time, and part of the act of understanding a narrative is reconstructing these in an imaginary story time.  Discourse and story time are separate because of the intervention of the narrator: a narration means that the reader cannot experience the events, and as a removed observer must therefore make a mental construction based on what the narrator (explicit or implied) gives.  A simple example: in the second book of The Lord of the Rings, the narrator starts at the breaking of the Fellowship (from the last book) and follows the story of Aragorn, Legolas, and Gimli all the way through to the events that start the next book before returning to follow the story of Frodo, Sam and Gollum all the way through.  The reader, however, understands that these two strings of events are occurring simultaneously within the story time.

In the end, the most inclusive or complete narratological definition of narratives that I have found is Mieke Bal’s (1997):

A narrative text is a text in which an agent relates (“tells”) a story in a particular medium, such as language, imagery, sound, buildings, or a combination thereof.  A story is a fabula that is presented in a certain manner.  A fabula is a series of logically and chronologically related events that are experienced by actors.  An event is the transition from one state to another state.  Actors are agents that perform actions.  They are not necessarily human.   To act is defined here as to cause or to experience an event. (p. 5)

This is as a fairly representative definition of narratological ideas.  Bal touches on the issue of dual time scales with her distinction of story and fabula.  She makes the narrator, whether identified or implied, integral to the narrative.  Finally, she touches on the importance of characters—although “actors” is actually a much broader term.

Of course, beginning in the middle of the 20th century, various literary theorists, such as Derrida and Barthes, started poking holes in the assumptions of structuralist theory.  Perhaps one of the most important theoretical constructions of post-structuralism—from the perspective of its implications for Game Studies—is the distinction of “writerly” and “readerly” texts (Landow, 1997).  Post-structuralists believed structuralist theory attributed far too much power to the creator of texts, and did not pay enough attention to the power of the reader to make meaning as he or she chose.  Academics and artists started to become eager to experiment with and theorize about a greater degree of user participation (or usurpation) in texts—especially narratives.

Against this backdrop, it is not surprising that literary theorists were excited about new computerized texts in the 1980s and 90s.  Intellectuals like George Landow, Stuart Moulthrop, Jay David Bolter and others, saw the coming of hypertext as an entrée into the promised land of interactive narrative. Hypertext seemed like a text that embodied the theories of the poststructuralists (Landow, 1997): the reader could become quasi-writer simply via the click of a mouse.  Other academics, such as Brenda Laurel (Laurel, 1991) and Janet Murray (Murray, 1997), chased the dream of the interactive reader/user by employing dramatic or theatre theory.  These writers talked about the cultural implications of Virtual Reality and other multimedia technologies, arguing that humans might immerse themselves in computer worlds and become actors in simulated spaces.  And accomplished game designer and theorist Chris Crawford today focuses on the process of storytelling.  His goal is for computers to emulate the possibilities of oral storytelling; his key metaphor is that of a grandfather telling a tale to his granddaughter, incorporating the suggestions she offers (Crawford, 2003a).  

Obviously, then, new aesthetic narrative theories have had interactivity as a key concern.  This has meant an increasing attention for the most popular form of interactive media: digital games.  The hypertext theorists and interactive dramatists especially have, at least initially, tried to use games to illustrate some of their theories.  And this, in turn, has sparked controversy that, in some senses, has been the birth of Game Studies.
The Great Game-Story Debate
The dominant strain in today’s Game Studies is what I would call “game formalism”: the attempt to map out the structure of games in the same way that narrative formalists have tried to analyze the narrative.  A host of disciplines have indeed engaged games and game playing—notably psychology, sociology and anthropology.  But the most influential figures of today’s Game Studies institutions, such as Aarseth, Juul and other members of the Digital Games Research Association (DiGRA) and the editorial board of Game Studies (the first peer-reviewed academic journal dedicated to studying the cultural phenomenon of digital games) are apparently most interested in analyzing the aesthetic form of all kinds of games.  
In light of this emphasis on definitions and forms, it is not surprising that the most contentious issue in the new Game Studies movement is the relationship between stories and games.  Many articles, listserv postings, blogs and even books have tackled how appropriate narrative theory is for studying digital games.  Interestingly, this is a not a new thing.  Costikyan (e.g. 2003, 2004) has repeatedly pointed out that although academics have only recently come to the battle, game designers have been arguing about the value of stories in digital games for decades.

Frasca (2003a) has recently tried to argue that in fact there is no debate between ludologists and narratologists, and that various writers have blown things out of proportion.  While this may be somewhat true from his perspective, it does not seem to be an accurate description of how most scholars feel.  Even granting some of his charitable readings of arguments by theorists like Eskelinen, clearly people are still arguing about the nature of stories and games and how the two fit together.  Since Frasca’s conference presentation that tried to put the issue to rest, more than a few blogs have taken up the question, and an entire Game Studies book (Wardrip-Fruin & Harrigan, 2004) has taken the issue of game and stories as its central theme.

So what exactly is so contentious?  The fact is that all ludologists recognize many computer games share common features with narratives, such as characters and settings.  Most current digital games use cinematic aesthetic techniques, employ actors, create dramatic conflicts between protagonists and antagonists, and feature a string of events that build tension toward a climax that is eventually resolved.  The fundamental ludological argument, however, is that these superficial similarities do not make games and narratives basically the same kind of phenomenon—profound differences separate the two forms.

One major point is that the dual time-scale of classic narratology collapses in gameplay.  Rather than the player constructing a story-time as series of inferences from discourse-time, the player makes the series of events happen as he or she plays.  The only timeline is the timeline of play (Juul, 2001).  In addition, the player relates to characters in a much different way than a reader or viewer.  The latter are always watching from a distance, connected with the protagonists by empathy, perhaps, but not truly tied to these imaginary people or creatures in any way.  A player, however, has a direct investment in the avatar that he or she controls.  The character of that virtual puppet is not usually as complex or compelling as a literary or cinematic character, but the players’ games live or die with their icons (Herz, 1997).

Both of these arguments stem from the ludological understanding of interactivity: the ability to manipulate the actual material of the text in meaningful ways.  As Eskelinen repeatedly argues (drawing on Aarseth’s terminology), the involvement of the player is primarily configurative, not interpretive,
 whereas the cinema viewer and novel reader engage primarily in interpretive work (e.g. Eskelinen, 2001).  A game text requires input from the player whereas a filmic or printed narrative continues on its merry way, regardless of what the listener says or does.  The importance of human input, then, makes this a different sort of beast.  A game is a system of rules that people play, and the content of a game—if we can think of it as content—is simply a set of rules and the symbols necessary to use those rules.

Ludologists, then, view attempts to conceptualize digital games as interactive narratives or theatre with varying degrees of weariness, irritation and alarm.  They believe such work hinders a better understanding of computer and video games.  And several ludologists see this as a sign that old academic disciplines are colonizing a lucrative new medium for added prominence, prestige, funding, etc (Aarseth, 2001b, 2004b).  Finally, many believe that conceptually collapsing games and narratives will fundamentally limit the improvement of digital games as an art.  As long as game-makers insist on pasting stories onto something that is profoundly different, they will be producing inferior goods (Eskelinen, 2001).
The conflict, then, is fairly well-defined.  Proposed solutions, however, vary widely.  I have already described the ludological position—a stance that assumes games and stories are very different phenomena.  The diametrically opposite pro-narrative position, represented most prominently by Janet Murray (2004), is that all games are essentially interactive narratives or drama.  A third proposed solution mixes these two: Costikyan (n.d.) proposes a kind of story-game spectrum, in which a text is game-like to the extent it is story-free (and vice versa).  In other words, if a text is heavily game-like, it will not have much room for story, and a text will not be able to have much game-like qualities to it if it is heavily narrative.  Industry blogger Mark Barrett (2004) has proposed the concept of the “third dimension,” a term he uses to describe narrative-like elements in a game—such as characters and dialogue—that add a special degree of cultural or emotional resonance to a game.  Some theorists essentially solve the problem by re-defining the terms; Zimmermann (2004) for example, uses such a broad definition of narrative that most computer and video games become narratives.  Finally, Frasca (2003b) provides a way out of the story-game dichotomy by describing different kinds of story-telling (and, by extension, game-playing): classic, tight Aristotelian closed narratives where everything is set in advance; a free-form Boalian open stories that allow for viewer/user participation.

Obviously, then, the field of Game Studies presents many theoretical possibilities for dealing with story and game forms.  Each of the positions has some merit, but rather than spend a lot of space of them, I want to point in a slightly different direction that I think will shed some different light on the discussion.

Digital Medium Theory

What is conspicuously missing from almost all of this formalist analysis is any consideration of the medium and the text’s materiality.  Sometimes this is unconscious: in trying to nail down a set of terminology and concepts for describing story in all situations, narratologists usually did not pay much attention to storytelling in media other than print and film.  In this case, this oversight very much biased their description of narratives.  On the other hand, other formalists have been very conscious of eschewing a consideration of media.

The anti-medium-specific view is most clearly and vociferously defended by Aarseth.  To his great credit, his masterwork Cybertext analyzes works of all kinds: from many different cultures, and many different media.  Cybertexts, he argues, are those texts which provide an information feedback-loop—texts that are manipulable, and in which we can see the results of our manipulation.  This does not have to be, then, a computerized text.  For example, the book Cent Mille Milliards de Poèmes by Raymond Queneau (of the experimental French OuLiPo literary school) is simply a string of words on pages that must be folded to produce poems.  Obviously, Aarseth is right: a cybertext can take differently mediated forms.  He also argues elsewhere that the vast array of digital platforms and delivery systems makes the notion of a singular digital medium to be completely analytically useless.  When he and other ludologists study games, then, they do not really care whether they are considering digital games or board games: the Game form transcends any particular incarnation.  Or to put it in less Platonic terms, we can abstract similar textual structures out of many different games, whether they are on a computer or not.

While I do agree with the importance of observing cross-media similarities, I think Aarseth is taking a fundamentally good observation and coming to a flawed conclusion.  While cybertexts obviously can exist in different media, why have they proliferated in the digital environment?  If games are so ancient and have always had great cultural impact, why have they not received such enormous attention until relatively recent times with the rise of digital games?  To say that similarities between texts exist across media platforms is not the same thing as saying that a medium does not matter.  If we were to make a simplistic technological determinist argument, equating interactivity and games with computer-powered media, this position would and should justifiably be rejected.  However, even Postman—a technological determinist if there ever was one in Medium Theory—argues that a medium has a bias, which is not quite the same thing as complete determinism.  It is easier to do certain kinds of communicative activity in some media than others.  Scientific testing and theory-building can occur in an oral setting, but writing and printing certainly facilitate it.  Three-dimensional representation on a two-dimensional screen is possible with paint and canvas, but it is much faster and easier with today’s personal computers.  User-interactive or ergodic print texts were possible in paper form, but they are easier to make and can be more varied in construction in hypertext or Flash animation.

What the discussion of story and game forms needs is a consideration of media influence.  Specifically, I want to look at what kind of features digital media have that might influence my analysis of computer FRPGs.  Once again, I am not thinking of a medium as simply technology.  Communication tools are not more important than the conventions and institutions we create to use them.  That is why we cannot have a simplistic if-the-machine-works-this-way-then-the-text-works-that-way kind of explanation.  The ritual practices we adopt for using computers and the institutional system we have to acquire, program and distribute computers makes a big difference for the digital game medium as well.  Given this caveat, however, it is worth examining the impact of the machines themselves upon communication.
A number of technological features of digital media reappear frequently in discussions about computerized communication (see especially Bolter, 1984; Crawford, 2003a; Manovich, 2001; Murray, 1997).  One of the most important points is that all objects in a digital text are quantified.  A program can only work with fully numerically-defined data; it has no room for vagueness.   By contrast, film images are chemically-defined, television images are electrically-defined, printed symbols are physically or mechanically-defined and oral communication is vocally-defined.  Everything on a computer can be reduced to a number, and conversely, nothing can be on a computer that cannot be abstracted into numbers in some way. 

Secondly, all manipulation of digital objects runs according to rules.  A program needs a set of completely defined procedures to make anything happen; communication must occur within specific digital procedures.  In contrast, the communicative text of a book or film, as already noted, is physically fixed—the reader has room for a variety of interpretations, but the material nature of the text makes its modification difficult (albeit not impossible).  In other words, the computer text is, in a sense, a recorded text (unlike oral communication), but it is not a fixed recorded text.  It is accessible and re-accessible, but its nature varies not according to its raw materials, but according to the procedures that govern its behavior (which may mean that it appears to operate exactly like another mediated text). 

A point that naturally flows from this procedural-ness of the computer is that computers are machines that allow for human input during communicative processes.  A film or book normally needs a person to make it, but once produced, they do not allow for much reader input.   A multimedia program, web page, or computer game, on the other hand, allows the user to feed something into it that enables or enhances the functionality of the digital text (once again, according to the procedures that govern its behavior).  It is worth noting, of course, that a computer program does not need any more input than a VCR or book to run—we could find plenty computer artifacts that only require a simple click to start, and nothing more.  And other media texts certainly allow for human manipulation—what is a coloring book, if not a machine that begs human involvement?  And anyone can re-write his or her edition of In Praise of Folly via the creative use of pens and white-out.  The point is that the computer is a machine that can make user input to a finished text easier (or more routine) and more multifaceted than any prior tool of communication (external to the human body, anyway).

All computers are interactive, but today’s machines are multimedia platforms.  The term “multimedia,” of course, was a promotional buzzword during the early to mid 90s, and as such, has lost much of its precision.  The point worth noting is that today’s personal computer can emulate practically all previous forms of recorded media: with the right kind of equipment it can display written or printed text, graphic still images of anything visual, moving images, and practically any kind of sound.  However, these are all simulations—the computer, for example, has a totally different mechanical structure than the page of a book, even if the image on the screen looks identical.  Bolter and Grusin (1999), drawing on McLuhan (McLuhan & McLuhan, 1988), talk about how new technologies re-mediate old ones.  The computer is, then, the re-mediator par excellence.  Prior to the arrival of the truly multimedia-capable computer, games could not easily exist in an environment that incorporated movie-like visuals, orchestral music and high-quality voice-acting, but today they can incorporate all of these things.

A final feature of digital media discussed in detail by Manovich (2001) and briefly, but interestingly by Juul (2004) is the computer’s ability to automate actions.  Automation is not something limited to microprocessors, of course: it occurs any time a machine takes over a task that would normally require human attention (something that Mumford [1934] takes as part of the very definition of a machine).  What is different about digital automation is the quantity and qualities of tasks automated.  At its simplest level, a computer processes numbers: it is a calculating machine par excellence.  What this means in practical terms is that digital media can manipulate anything that can be abstracted into numerical representations: scanned images, digitized video, sampled music, program procedures, and much more.  Manovich observes that digital automation can remove human intentionality from creative processes, such as when a Photoshop filter algorithmically modifies all the pixels of a picture (rather than a human adjusting it point-by-point).  He also notes the importance of artificial intelligence (AI), essentially automated thinking.  I will note below some other implications of automation for computerized FRPGs.

Of course, computers have more technical features than these, but the quantified, procedural, participatory, multimediated and automated nature of digital objects are the most relevant for the consideration of the computer’s impact on digital games.  In each case, they result in a different media environment than those in which humans have traditionally encountered games and stories.  If we want to evaluate digital FRPGs, we need to keep these technical features in mind.
The Way Forward?

So which is it?  Are digital games a new kind of interactive story, or are they games, which uselessly cling to stories for cheap entertainment value?  Or is there a way out of this binary opposition?  I have looked at some of the positions that various theorists have staked.  Which makes the most sense?  Is there something new to bring to the conversation?

Even a quick look at actual digital games shows that both extreme positions are at least partly prescriptive, rather than entirely descriptive.  Ludologists are certainly right in critiquing a game-as-story position.  Clearly, to call abstract puzzle games like Tetris a narrative—as Murray does (1997)—is stretching the meaning of the word to uselessness.  At the same time, to say that game stories are extraneous to the digital game text or misfit add-ons is also wilfully ignoring counter-examples.  The well-established adventure game genre features strongly story-driven games: the game mechanics of the Monkey Island (Lucasfilm Games, 1990) series, for example, do not make sense without the goals and characters provided by the story.  I believe that the problems of these two positions stems at least partly from the kind of theoretical work upon which they rely.

In at least two articles, the irritable Eskelinen (2001, 2004) acidly notes that “outside academic theory people are usually excellent at making distinctions between narrative, drama and games. If I throw a ball at you I don’t expect you to drop it and wait until it starts telling stories.”  No indeed.  Neither, if someone gets you set up with an arcade cabinet version of Dig Dug (Atari, 1982) do they expect you to tell them the story of the game.  However, I would also argue that it is a fairly odd player who takes on an adventure game and pays absolutely no attention to its plot.  And virtually no role-players concern themselves exclusively with game mechanics; they frequently consider dramatic representations of character, principles of social interaction, and the story of their game.  The fact is that all games are not the same, not in their rules, mechanics and gameplay, and not in their relationship to stories.  Neither, for that matter, do different players play the same game with the same motives.

My biggest criticism of most formalist theory is that it really does not like to focus on embodiment, on the actual physical form texts take, and the individual idiosyncrasies that those multiple instances entail.  Somehow the thinking is that we really benefit from abstracting forms out of actual texts (or artifacts).  But the fact is, all of our communication is literally embodied—it physically exists (or at least, that is the only kind we study, by and large).  In fact, that is all that physically exists, and from a social constructionist perspective, the ideal Game and Narrative are only worth considering inasmuch as people actually talk about them—or play them. 

In fact, I happen to think that most of the ludologists think this way as well.  Many of the articles have some kind of disclaimer that formalism has its limits and that they are not reifying their concepts (Frasca, 2003b).  Based on their constant reference to game artifacts, I do not think they are trying to uncover some ideal Platonic form; rather, I think they are trying to find the best language to describe and understand the numerous kinds of games that are in existence.  And as I have already stated, I think there is value to building concepts that cross media.  But I think too much of the theory tries to leap across very different incarnations, to get at the “heart of gameness” (as Juul [2003] puts it), regardless of what material form it takes; this results in some odd positions.  For example, since they cannot deny the presence of stories in digital games, but wish to consider pure Game, Eskelinen (2004) and Aarseth (2004b) must argue that the stories are essentially alien invaders.  And Juul’s (2003) definition of games—contrary to Wittgenstein’s method of finding definitions based on actual use—implies that many activities our culture calls games do not fully qualify as real games.  

I will employ several principles—drawn from some of the alternative viewpoints such as Jenkins’ (2002) “environmental storytelling” and Barrett’s “third dimension”—to help avoid some of the aforementioned analytical pitfalls.  Rather than deal with aesthetic ideals, for example, I would much rather look at the similarities of features between texts with the same name—whether or not people should have given it that label.  In other words, I want to avoid saying that this artifact or that artifact is not a game because it does not match my standards of a game.  This is a Wittgensteinian approach to explaining phenomena.
  Although most of the formalist material attempts to be descriptive, various writers slip in rather prescriptive comments fairly frequently.  Aarseth (2004b), for example, in describing adventure games, argues that such story-games are essentially failures (as games), and claims that “experienced gamers” found the enormously popular Myst (Cyan, 1994) “boring.”  These are enormously subjective standards.  I am not rejecting argumentation or critical scholarship: we cannot divorce ourselves from our tastes and our point of view.  But there is a difference between saying this is the way things are and this is the way things should be.

A second important point is one repeated through this chapter and the rest of the dissertation: we must consider the actual material and cultural construction of the game text.  In other words, the medium matters.  The materials, conventions and institutions we use to communicate make a difference: you cannot entirely port a story or game from one medium to another with absolutely no change, and the changes that do occur will tend to be significant (although not invariably).  Lord of the Rings the book is not Lord of the Rings the movie is not Lord of the Rings the game.  And rather than think of Narrative and Game as eternal, transmedia phenomena, I would rather think of them as communicative traditions: ways of patterning texts that have force because of repeated use (rather than because of internal construction).  This opens up the possibility that patterns that can be modified and violated in individual instances—i.e., Game and Narrative are not always the same thing, but change from cultural context to cultural context.  Games are particulars, they are not manifestations of a Platonic ideal Game, so critiquing people for using narratological analysis for part of a particular game instead of its ludological components is a little misguided.
 

A final consideration is to determine how invocations of a player’s intentions affect our analysis of the text itself.  It is impossible to consider a text in isolation from those who make it and those who use it.  It is clear that gameplay is not in the text, or certainly not in the text alone—it is at least partly the result of something the player brings to the table, and we will get more fruitful results if we pay attention to that.  If we are going to try to abstract a game text in analysis (which is mostly what this dissertation does), then we have to invoke the player and the player’s intentions very carefully.

Ludological theory frequently talks about how players engage game structures, but this kind of scholarship mostly seems to have one kind of player in mind: the one who engages a game as a machine of rules waiting to be manipulated.  I do not think this is the only kind of player out there, and neither do other experienced gamers.  A player-developed body of RPG theory (Edwards, System Does Matter, 2001; Kim, n.d.) divides motivation for playing role-playing games into three categories: gamist, or the motivation to play as balanced and challenging a game as possible; simulationist, or the motivation to play as realistic a world and situation as possible; and narrativist/dramatist, or the motivation to play as interesting a drama or story as possible.  With all these different motivations, is it really right to describe a game as a playable system of rules with a quantifiable end (meaning win/loss or ranked results) rather than as a playable system of rules whose goal is to produce a narrative?  Is the player misusing the game of Chess if his or her goal is to produce a realistic medieval battle scenario or is it worth defining games as open structures with many potential interpretations, configurations and uses?  As much as possible, I want my discussions of the game text to take into account the range of possibilities that the game offers.

The bottom line for all this is: new communicative situations (both culturally and technologically) mean new or modified communicative traditions.  That is, paper and digital FRPGs, both relatively new forms, have opened up new ways for our culture to play with stories and games.
Computer FRPGs and the Mediation of Story, Game and Computer
Digital FRPGs are relatively new texts in a relatively new medium.  As such, I think they mediate the demands of story and game communicative conventions as well as computer technology in a number of unique ways: via environmental or allusive storytelling, character role-playing, playable plots/stories, and story-dependent gaming.  I am not claiming that none of these techniques have ever appeared before.  For example, I agree with Jenkins that there is a long tradition of environmental storytelling, of literature that focuses more on creating spaces for a reader to explore than plot to read or characters to follow.  In addition, other digital games do many of the same things that computer FRPGs do.  What I would like to claim is that this particular mix of FRPG and computer technology is especially well-suited to mediating story, game and digital media: it engages and mixes these more frequently and in a more profound manner than other kinds of texts.

I also want to point out that much of what I say can apply to both pencil-and-paper RPGs as well as CRPGs.  This, in a sense, proves that games can travel from one medium to the other while still retaining key characteristics.  It is important to note, however, the two still have important differences.  First of all, the social interaction is different in pencil-and-paper RPGs and CRPGs.  The most obvious difference is the option of solo-mode play in CRPGs (practically impossible with pencil-and-paper RPGs), but even the digital games that allow for people to play together (such as MMORPGs or CRPGs with multiplayer modes) have a very different quality of interpersonal interaction than a room full of face-to-face players.  Second, while pencil-and-paper games can draw on visual art, they cannot present full-motion visuals of the alternate world in which the action of the game occurs.  Third, in a CRPG, the computer automatically and inflexibly enforces the rules of the game, whereas in a pencil-and-paper game, rules are socially negotiated.  This relates to the last point: the two have different kinds of flexibility when it comes to modification of the game.  Today’s CRPGs allow for degrees of modification, but only within the limits of the software.  Pencil-and-paper games, however, are completely flexible in terms of rules, imaginary worlds, etc.  I will be discussing most of these points in greater detail below, but it is important to point out up front that digital and non-digital FRPGs have both similarities and differences.
Environmental Story-telling
The digital FRPG has a number of ways in which it creates a story-like feel or atmosphere.  While this is not quite the same thing as saying that it creates a story, in the classic narratological sense, I do not think that this means we should not investigate the issue.  One of the negotiations of a game that incorporates stories might be the evaporation of plot (or a good portion of it) and leaving story-pieces lying around for players to collect and construct as they wish.  This is Jenkins (2002) vision, I think, when he talks about spatial or environmental story-telling.  I see two ways that digital FRPGs do this kind of work: via the use of Fantasy genre themes and elements, and via the construction of a virtual world or environment.

It is not hard to identify Fantasy genre elements in the Forgotten Realms games.  An enormous quantity of material seems to be directly lifted from modern Fantasy writers.  For starters, many of the main creatures of the games, from Pool of Radiance through Neverwinter Nights, are old stand-bys: humans, dwarves, elves, halflings,
 orcs, goblins, trolls, and undead wights or wraiths.  Some of the professions are fighter, thief, wizard, and ranger.  All of this deviates only slightly from their descriptions and functions in Lord of the Rings.  Of course, while Tolkien looms over the Fantasy genre, the makers of D&D drew on a wider array of authors than this; here is a short list provided by a game columnist: “the novels of Jack Vance (the magic system), Michael Moorcock (alignments, elemental planes), Robert E. Howard (barbarians, demons), Poul Anderson (paladins), Fritz Lieber (wererats, thieves’ guilds), and H.P. Lovecraft (monsters)—as well as aspects from classic literature by Milton, Dante, and virtually every recorded mythology” (Desslock, 2004, p. 98).

As the writer notes, the roots go much deeper than just literature from the last fifty years.  Tolkien and other Fantasy authors, of course, have drawn on and transformed (or re-purposed) a wide array of ancient myth and literature, and those older roots are apparent in these digital game texts.  Greek nymphs and dryads, Germanic dragons and wizards, East Asian warrior monks, and Celtic fairy folk make appearances at various points, all suitably dressed up in today’s Fantasy clothing.
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One of the most prominent components of the Fantasy elements in the Forgotten Realms games, however, is a kind of pseudo-medievalism.  The social structure of many 
Figure 4.1 Game Art.  The archetype of the noble knight lives on in this character portrait from Neverwinter Nights.
of the societies in the game worlds are akin to those of late feudal society, with artisanal guild structures, lords, ladies and aristocracy, and peasant or small freeholder laborers (of course, there are plenty of anachronisms, not the least of which is the freedom and enormous power of a meritocratic adventurer class).  The everyday professions and industries of the European Middle Ages are widespread in the later games: simple fisherman and farmers, armorers and smiths, barkeeps, lawyers and apothecaries.  Most items—especially weapons—are, with a few exceptions, pretty much what would be available in the medieval period.  Many of the characters seem to come straight out of the romances of King Arthur: one of the character classes available in the D&D games is “paladin”—a holy knight.  Just as importantly, the aesthetic images, especially in the more recent games that have more advanced graphics, evoke a sense of distant past, just as much Romantic literature and art did in the 19th century.  In Baldur’s Gate and Icewind Dale, for example, the overall decorative motif is stone and wood.  The costumes of characters in these fantasy worlds, while not historically accurate, evoke a sense of archaic dress.

So how should this referencing of the Fantasy genre, of ancient myth and the creation of a pseudo-medieval atmosphere matter?  Costumes and characters are not, in themselves a story, and they are not a game.  In fact, this is precisely a commonly used ludological argument: chess would still be chess whether the queen piece is called a queen and represented by the statue of a queen or whether it is called a wombat and is represented by a sliver of coconut cream pie (e.g. Aarseth, 2004b; Costikyan, 2004; Juul, 2001).  The game, in other words, functions exactly the same regardless of its symbolic trappings.  And yet, games in fact do have these supposedly extraneous elements.

Mark Barrett’s “third dimension” argument seems to apply very well here.  Once again, his argument is that many game elements serve neither game nor story purposes, but instead exist as invitations to a player to develop a deeper emotional involvement with the game.  The medieval characters of chess bring in echoes of chivalrous war, feudal society and more.  An abstract game like checkers has virtually no third dimension, while the complex symbolic world of a Forgotten Realms game has a far deeper one.  Jenkins’ discussion of environmental storytelling also has something to say to the Fantasy elements in the game.  He describes how a game designer’s architecture of imaginary worlds can provide spaces that invite storytelling activity.  The choice of artistic themes and other atmospheric elements, then, are not quite the same as telling a story, but they provide the opportunity for players to make their own.  In addition, Jenkins argues that games can evoke intertextual connections with explicitly narrative material.  In other words, the presence of Fantasy iconography helps gamers to connect their play with Fantasy narratives.

The virtual environment of the Forgotten Realms game-worlds has a similar importance to Fantasy genre elements: it is not precisely a story, but neither is it automatically a game.  Rather, it creates a space in which narratives can grow.  Computer technology allows digital game makers to visually and aurally present imaginary worlds that apparently have many of the same visual and physical properties as our own.  

Of course, the earlier Forgotten Realms games, created on and for far less powerful PCs than today, had far less representational options than recent games.  In the 1989 release Curse of the Azure Bonds (SSI, 1989), for example, the game only presents a small window (about a quarter of the screen) that gives a still-image shot from a first-person perspective of the location where the player’s party of adventurers is located.  This picture is very poor quality (which is, of course, a relative term), and shows nothing but the static environment—the streets appear to be devoid of living creatures.  Yet the player is told (via print text) what the people in this apparently empty space are saying and doing while the party is present.  If and when combat starts, the game switches to an overhead view that oddly mixes perspectives: static environment pieces like walls appear to be drawn in a crude manner that attempts to give a sense of depth, while the characters (both of the party and of opponents) are represented by two-dimensional icons that move on an unmarked grid.
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The three-dimensional graphics and stellar sound of Neverwinter Nights (Bioware, 2002) seem almost completely different.  Most visuals in the game are full motion.  Objects and characters change their appearance as they move or as the viewer’s perspective changes, just as in lived experience.  In addition, most things seem to obey the well-known principles of physics, unless some kind of mystical or magical force is in operation.  Objects obey the laws of gravity, creatures have to walk, run or fly with physical effort to get anywhere, and doors have to be pushed or pulled closed or open.  In 
Figure 4.2 Game Screen. These ruins in the world of Neverwinter Nights flesh out an explorable alternate reality.
short, this computer FRPG (like many current digital games) presents a virtual world that is apparently stable and realistic.

And yet, both of these games create imaginary alternate environments, even if one is more visually and aurally convincing.  Whether via the low-resolution, 16-color graphics of Pool of Radiance (SSI, 1988) or the 3D splendor of NWN, the virtual worlds do several things unique to computerized FRPGs.  First, they hide or automate the rules of the game.  Second, they provide actual audio-visual representation of the fantasy environment rather than relying on a player’s imagination.  And finally, with varying degrees of success, the CRPGs can create realistic, persistent and durable virtual places.

Computer RPGs—even all-text games—are able to hide the rules.  A quick look at any of their manuals demonstrates that the restrictions and guidelines are not absent—just invisible, worked into the virtual environment and the game interface.  Thus, the player can find out what his or her character can do simply by trying (alternately, he or she can read the manual, or look at in-game documentation).  This may not seem very impressive, unless we compare it with pencil-and-paper RPGs.  Games like D&D provide rules for governing reality within the alternate world; for example, the rulebooks have regulations for things as large as weather patterns and as minute as the cost of food.  Rules must be consciously applied by the Dungeon Master at least, and it is difficult to play the game if the players do not know at least the most basic rules of activities like combat and character creation.  While these guidelines contribute to constructing a sense of the imaginary world, however, they also take away from its reality simply by being so obvious.  In lived experience, we do not usually have a rulebook explaining what we can and cannot attempt.  The very prominence of the RPG rules undermines that which it tries to ostensibly create: a plausible feeling of reality for an alternate existence.  As noted earlier, however, one of the important features of the computer is its ability to automate.  In Baldur’s Gate, NWN and even Curse of the Azure Bonds, the sun rises and sets (changing the lighting of the visual representation) whether the player pays attention to the rules governing time or not.  

A second important feature of the digital FRPG virtual environments is the fact that the computer game presents them aurally and visually.  Of course, a digital game does not have to present fantasy worlds with pictures and sound: verbal description or even vocal narration is possible (and the former was heavily used, especially prior to the 90s).  But starting in the early 1980s, CRPGs started to offer sound and visuals representing their virtual environments, and since that time, outside of the MUD games (see Chapter Two), this has steadily grown to become the dominant modus operandi.  Obviously this is a major change from pencil-and-paper gaming.  The creation of the imaginary world in the face-to-face version of RPGs is accomplished via the descriptive speech of the Dungeon Master.  The computer game versions, however, ask the player to mentally picture very little (less and less as the technology of the games advances).  I am not arguing that these graphically-created worlds are “realer than real” (Baudrillard, 1981/1994): just that they are quite different from verbal representations.

Finally, the consistency of the automated rules and tangibility of the imaginary world combine to offer a persistent and durable alternate reality.  In a face-to-face gaming session, rules and details can change in the re-telling, even if the Dungeon Master has (as is usually the case) reference books to help stay consistent.  The rules are not automated, and nothing stops players from changing them.  The lack of visual representation means that pencil-and-paper RPG players have greater freedom to imagine what and how they will.  However, I would argue that the face-to-face game constructs or artifacts (the rules, the environment, the characters, the tools, etc.) are much more fragile, more open to debate than those of the graphical game.  Computer RPG players can actually engage their environment in a manner that does not depend so much on individual perspectives and idiosyncratic perceptions.  A 3D environment will not change with the re-telling, and within the inflexible rules of the system, players can poke, prod, build and destroy the materials of the virtual realm.  Effectively, the virtual world of a CRPG is durable and tangible. 

So why does this matter?  I want to argue that these technologically-supplied worlds muddy the borders between games and stories in a number of ways.  Because they have an automated structure of rules, an audio-visual representation, and consistency and durability, they form ideal playgrounds and stages for gaming and performing dramatically.

As Jenkins points out, this is not new: there is a whole traditional literature that employs spatial storytelling.  Tolkien (1947/1983) thought of his own work not so much as the creation of stories (or myth), but as the creation of spaces that give birth to stories of their own accord.  In fact, he argued that all powerful myth gains its strength from the creation of an internally consistent “Secondary Reality”—which explains his own obsessive attention to apparently irrelevant details of Middle-Earth.  His close companion C.S. Lewis (1947/2000a) talked about how he read stories not for the plot but to experience the alternate reality presented therein—and he cited Lord of the Rings as a prime example of the best kind of this style of storytelling (1954/2000b).  This lines up perfectly with the textual qualities of the FRPG, which literally invites players to enter another world.
In a sense, this qualifies the CRPG as a simulation: a program that “model(s) a system through a different system which maintains (for somebody) some of the behaviors of the original system” (Frasca, 2003b, p. 223).  Perhaps strictly speaking it is a bit of a stretch in the sense that we are talking about fantastic magical worlds, but the model of a CRPG virtual environment has at least some connections to our reality.  In this case, the physics of the fantasy world simulates our physical world, the fighting simulates medieval warfare, the economic system simulates that of Europe in the Middle Ages, and so on.  Essentially, it provides a model within which to play.  Frasca associates simulation with paidia, or free-form gaming.  The rules of the game constrain all behavior, but within those limitations, the virtual environment is a kind of playground, and as such, definitely provides the possibility of a game for the player—which is not the same thing as saying that the playground is the game itself.  

At the same time, this virtual playground also works as a kind of virtual stage.  I would argue that the virtual environment invites the player to act, rather than just play.  I do not at all mean to imply that the text ceases to be a game, or that the player will completely lose him or herself in the game world; I agree with Rehak (2003) that the player’s connection to his or her avatar in the game is not a simple or transparent relationship.  Rather, once again following Jenkins (and Tolkien, for that matter), the virtual environment is an evocative space that calls the player to act a part in an imaginary world.  As the play proceeds, it may generate stories.  Once again, the virtual world of the CRPG is not so much in and of itself either a game or a story.  It is a play-stage—in both the game and play sense of the word.
It should be clear that I am not implying that the player will take up any invitation of the text in a specific way.  The Fantasy allusions and the virtual spaces of the computer FRPG present an opportunity for or call players to a diverse mix of game and story experiences, but they may manage to ignore or play around these calls.  I do not want to make the mistake of assuming that a text requires a player to use any one kind of playing style.  Nevertheless, the opportunity is a new one, an opening that has not existed in other media in quite the same way as it does here.  This is the value of noting the allusive nature of Fantasy-themed games, and the possibilities of environmental storytelling.  For those who want to take up this hybrid text-form, the option is available.
Stories that are Playable: RPG Transforms Stories
Ludological theorists have generally argued to this point that games and stories are like oil and water: you can stir them together, but they will always remain separate.  Clearly the Forgotten Realms games are games and they have stories.  If they really did not mix or impact each other, we would probably expect the game-story to look pretty much like a story in another medium.  An examination of the stories in the Forgotten Realms games, however, shows that this is not the case.  I would argue that the CRPG game-story is quite different from a narrative we would experience in a book or film: it is a playable story.

The player can experience and construct a Forgotten Realms game’s story via a number of textual features.  The most obvious vehicles are also the most heavily criticized: cut-scenes.  A cut-scene is a small non-interactive segment in a game that appears between periods of normal gameplay.  It often sets the scene or introduces a section of the game, providing goals for the player or fleshing out the personality of major characters.  Older cut-scenes were, by today’s standards, very simple affairs, involving text and still images or very simple animations.  In Pools of Darkness (SSI, 1991), for example, the game starts with a “guided tour” wherein a citizen of the town shows the player around the town.  What this means practically is that the player sees the normal interface, and sees a series of locations in town with a little text below describing it—the only difference from normal play is that while in the cut-scene, the player can only advance it or terminate it (rather than being able to engage in the regular array of activities).  This becomes a bit more complex later, when a major story event occurs—the invasion of the evil god Bane—and special graphics with very simple animations replace the normal game interface.  The story is still related via printed text, however.

Today’s cut-scenes are usually highly cinematic, often taking the form of high-quality 3D animation.  Some games, such as the Blizzard-developed games Starcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 1998) and Warcraft III (Blizzard Entertainment, 2002) feature eye-popping mini-movies that rival the quality of Pixar animations.  Interestingly, the newer Forgotten Realms games, although able to use similar technology, take a decidedly low-tech route.  Although Baldur’s Gate (Bioware, 1998) uses some 3D animation, Icewind Dale (Black Isle, 2000) and NWN show relatively static shots of what appear to 
Figure 4.3 Cut-scene.  This still-image cut-scene from Icewind Dale introduces the story of the game with a voice-over and rolling text.
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be picture-books or drawings with voice-over relating the narrative.  Actually, for many game critics, this is exactly the right route to go.  As they are completely non-interactive (in the ludological sense of the term), they have limited replay value.  In fact, game-makers usually allow players to skip right past them.  In light of the programming and artistic resources sucked up to produce them, many players would rather do without.  In addition, many gamers see these segments as extraneous to the game.

Aside from the explicit cut-scenes, the most direct means of constructing the game story is conversation with the numerous non-player characters in the game.  In the newer Forgotten Realms games, talking occurs via a dialogue menu, a common device in story-games.  In NWN, for example, when the player starts a conversation with someone, a window appears showing the non-player character’s 2D portrait, their lines of dialogue and a series of responses that the player’s character can make.  The questions, exclamations and more are all pre-programmed—i.e., the player is not permitted to generate unanticipated dialogue.  The options for the older games are even more limited.  In Pools of Darkness, for example, the player often has no input in a conversation—it 
Figure 4.4 Game Screen.  This is a typical one-way conversation with a character in Pools of Darkness.  Essentially, the player just reads what the character has to say, and does not get much of a chance to respond.
happens spontaneously upon moving into a specific area—or might have a simple option like “Greet” or “Exit.”  This does not mean the conversations in either game are [image: image9.jpg]| Our tale begins here, in the quiet fishing village of
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unimportant or short—the situations vary greatly.  Numerous NPCs are the equivalent of a movie extra: basically present as a prop, with very little information to share.  Many more NPCs have important informational (and dramatic) roles for one particular segment of the story.  For example, in NWN, the Archdruid Aawill of Neverwinter Wood is very useful for the quest in which the player helps to heal the Spirit of the Wood, but he never appears again.  A few NPCs have far more significant roles, either playing major parts in the unfolding drama, or being consistently available to answer questions about major issues.

Talking to NPCs may be the most common and explicit way of tracing out the story, but the games offer other means of fleshing out the tale.  For example, in Baldur’s Gate, Icewind Dale, and NWN, many items in the game—books or signs or other objects—contain inscriptions, histories and other written text.  Some of this bears directly upon the main plot of the game, and sometimes it is just background information.  Other techniques also contribute to a sense of the richness of the game world and sometimes directly to the main plot events.  For example, the portrayal of any given environment can tell the player something about the history and character of a location or the people living there.  A lair of an evil creature might be dark and foreboding, with demonic symbols on the wall, while a simple farmer’s home might have rustic clothes and furniture.  The soundscape of the game contributes to the story in similar ways.  Creature sounds can indicate whether a beast is hostile or friendly, and the dialogue that has recorded voice-overs provides emotional cues.  Naturally, these audio-visual atmospheric tools are significantly cruder in the older games, but they still can do the job.

Of course, all of this information is gained by player initiation and exploration.  Certainly portions of the story are narrated—the cut-scenes and (in a sense) the parts that come out in conversations with characters.  But these only happen at the player’s behest.  Finally, a good portion of the story is literally acted out by the player’s character.  Lady Aribeth (in NWN) may explain what is necessary for the cure of the Wailing Death and charge my bard adventurer with saving the city, and may explain the significance of my actions after the fact, but it is my action that actually makes it happen.  By carrying out the quest, I construct the story.

This is how the game reveals or constructs the story, but what does it end up looking like?  If literary and cinematic texts are fixed and generally linear and oral storytelling can be completely spontaneous, then these games are somewhere in between.  Complete freedom of story would mean the game would simply be a virtual world populated with virtual characters all operating on some kind of artificial intelligence, following the logic of individuals, cultures, alternate physical realities—a simulation, in other words.  A player would be able to navigate and do whatever he or she wanted within the capabilities of his or her avatar.  The story, such as it was, would be the result of the player’s decisions—an emergent story (Crawford, 2003b; Jenkins, 2002) or Boalian free-form storytelling (Frasca, 2003b).  The classic narratological narrative, on the other hand, gives complete control of the text to the author/creator (interpretation, of course, is another matter).  Thus, the reader reads and the viewer sees only what the creator shows.  

The Forgotten Realms games are somewhere between these two extremes because they allow limited freedom of activity within inflexible boundaries of space, time and plot.  In Baldur’s Gate, Icewind Dale, and NWN, for example, the player can only play one chapter of the game at a time—thus, bounded by time.  Each chapter only has certain spaces, or maps available—thus, bounded by space.  And within that chapter certain encounters and activities are dependent on others occurring first—thus, bounded by plot.  For example, at one point, NWN requires that the player defeat several invulnerable golems (animated statues).  Before this can occur, the player’s character must travel back in time, complete an interaction with the makers of the golem, and then return to exploit the new weakness.  Within these limitations, the player can go to any space available in a given chapter in whatever order and do whatever he or she wishes.  In other words, the story is both limited and free.  

In most of the newer games and some of the older ones, many chapters contain a wide range of adventures, some of which have little consequence on any other adventures.  Other plot-lines are crucial to the conclusion of the chapter, and moving on to the next.  For example, early in NWN, if your character asks the right questions, you may be able to find out about a powerful weapon hidden in a secret grave within the city.  I was unable to complete this mini-quest, but I still completed the overall mission of the chapter: finding creatures necessary for concocting a cure for Neverwinter’s plague.  Each chapter’s main plot builds on the previous one.  This structure also has a gameplay function: the level of difficulty (mostly the danger of the opponents faced) steadily increases as the game wears on. 

The games also provide a replayable and experimental story in the sense that they allow the player to save his or her game.  The save-game function, of course, allows players to quit the game and re-start where they last saved.  It also, however, makes it possible to save, try a tactic or strategy, and if it does not work as intended, go back to the earlier saved position.
  In fact, the manual for Pools of Darkness actually encourages the player to do this.  Effectively, this means that the story the player develops can take a lot of dead-end paths (literally, as these CRPGs allow the party of adventurers to be killed).  If I am unhappy with the result of one choice, such as attempting to enter the castle full of giants and ogres in Pools of Darkness—in one case my whole party died in the ensuing battle—I can simply load the game I saved right before entering.  The story, then, is a little disjointed, as I know two possible endings now (and probably many more before I finish playing the game altogether).

So how do we conceptualize or describe the game stories of the Forgotten Realms games?  One way is to maintain the game versus story dichotomy and to explain the game-story as a hybrid: this is Costikyan’s strategy (as explained above).  To this way of thinking, a game is a system of manipulable rules, while a story is a fixed series of narrated events.  To put it another way, the formula is: game is to story as interactive is to non-interactive.  A game can offer a mix of the two, but whatever the text offers in terms of story will take away from it being fully a game, and vice versa.  Thus The Curse of Monkey Island (LucasArts, 1997), an adventure game, could be seventy percent story, and thirty percent game; it could not be seventy percent story and seventy percent game, because the two are mutually exclusive.  Thus, when players in a Forgotten Realms game are uncovering or constructing story, they are not really gaming, and when they are busy smacking down monsters, exploring and doing other game stuff, they are not really building story.  The text allows for one or the other, but not both at the same time.  I am perhaps making this a little bit cleaner than any theorist actually makes it—Costikyan’s text-by-text analysis, for one, reveals a sharp eye for the complexities of the story-game—but I am not misrepresenting the essential argument.

This is not an entirely unreasonable position.  Literary and cinematic stories, partly because of their inflexible and sequential mechanical qualities, tend to be linear: their plot developments are causally linked in a unidirectional chain.  It is also undeniable that games are interactive and can be very nonlinear as an experience.  Given that, the oil-and-water formula makes sense.  What I think the position is missing, however, is that stories are more flexible and multiform than classic narratology recognizes (Jenkins, 2002).  Oral storytelling can be quite fixed and linear, but it provides great opportunities to proceed in completely unanticipated or random directions.  Face-to-face narrative sessions allow for human inputs in a way that books and film cannot allow, yet even some examples of these latter media take stories in very unsettling, multiform and nonlinear direction.  Novels like Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow and films like Dead of Night challenge easy analysis by classic narratological tools.  And hypertext fiction, while it may not live up to the extravagant expectations placed upon it, surely takes the construction and experience of stories in a new direction.

Perhaps, then, Jenkins (2002) is right: ludological analyses of games have too narrow an understanding of story.  I want to argue that the digital FRPG environment helps to mediate a new kind of story, a story that shows the effect of both being playable (part of a game) and being computerized (part of being on a computer).  Specifically, the game-story in a CRPG tends to be systematic, participatory and immediate.

First, because a game is a system of rules and the computer programs consists of fully quantified objects that obey procedural instructions, digital game stories have a kind of limited, systematic changeability.  An oral storytelling session can add or modify story components and plots on a whim, while a novel or movie is completely fixed.  A game story is somewhere in between.  In a sense, the quantified nature of all digital game elements translates into a textual fixity somewhat similar to that of a book or film.  But the program and game procedures (or rules) create a situation where what happens to those objects is constrained rather than fixed or permanent (Crawford, 2003a; Murray, 1997).  A program cannot do anything outside of its defined procedures, and game rules also constrict action, but within those boundaries, the text is fluid.  Of course, the game can have very traditional, fixed stories, and often does via cut-scenes or long segments of non-interactive dialogue.  But the story developed during interactive gameplay is as free as the rules and program will allow it to be. 

Once again, this flexibility means that digital games stories demand a kind of participation by gamers—although it is of a different nature than we would expect in an oral conversation.  Given Crawford’s (2003a) very high bar for interactivity ( “a cyclic process in which two actors alternately listen, think, and speak”), I agree with him that game stories (or any other present-day multi-media production) have not achieved full interactivity.  This is most obvious in the dialogue of the Forgotten Realms games: conversations from a menu mean all the options are pre-programmed.  I cannot walk up to a person and say whatever I wish, and see how a conversation develops.  At a higher level, the programs are unable to deal with actions that do not fit into the broad plot points.  A truly interactive program would be able to take whatever action I performed and incorporate it into the game’s story.  Right now, only humans in a conversational setting can attain this full level of interaction.  That being said, however, game stories clearly require input from players in order to progress, and different inputs often give different results.  The program may not be “thinking” in the same way as a human might, but it certainly acts on the choices the player makes.  Rather than describe the game story as interactive, then, I want to follow Janet Murray’s (1997) lead and describe this kind of story as participatory.
  If an interactive story is one where the inputs of the reader/viewer/listener are fully incorporated in the story-text, then a participatory story is one in which the player is asked to play along and perhaps contribute in very controlled ways.

Finally, the digital game story is often immediate: that is, it disposes of the narrator.  Some segments of the game are cinematic—cut-scenes to carry on the plot during lulls in the action.  But the part of the game that is for playing, not watching, has a different character.  As ludologists have pointed out, playing the game events collapses the narratological distinction between discourse time and story time.  In other words, the story happens as the player makes it happen.  

Here is where Frasca’s (2003b) contrast of open and closed forms seems most useful.  When he discusses Boalian storytelling and theatre games, it is clear that Frasca is describing a kind of open, flexible storytelling, without the normal sense of closure or authorial control.  As in improvisational drama, the collapse of dual time indicates that the narrator has disappeared, and the player makes the story, rather than trying to figure it out based on the information given.  Of course, the Forgotten Realms stories do have constraints beyond the control of the player, such as space, time, game rules, and broad plot outline—but then so do Boal’s theatre games, as someone must set the rules and direct the participation (1979/2003).
Under the oil-and-water approach, we would have to call game stories rather inferior to those of books or films.  Just think for a moment of what the plot or story of a gaming session would be like: as the player looks for items, tries to solve puzzles, clear out an area of monsters, he or she will perform numerous redundant, mundane and inefficient actions.  While most games have a different system to distinguish long-distance travel from short-distance, once an avatar enters a map in most Forgotten Realms games, with only a few exceptions, the only way he or she can get from one side to another is to literally walk across it.  And if a character needs to go back and forth from a specific place multiple times, the player needs to walk the character each time.  Such a story would be irritating and dull to simply read or view: it would be like Lord of the Rings with all the bathroom breaks, snack times and mundane choices about traveling paths put back in.  Combine this with the save-and-try-again phenomenon, and you get a plot rife with repetitions and slow development.

But if we look at the digital game-story as a modified or new form, an open form, we see that the differences are not the result of some unhealthy mix, but are simply a new way of experiencing stories.  The fact is, if the Forgotten Realms stories were not playable, they would be fairly weak or at least very cliché (although such a statement obviously veers into prescriptive, subjective judgments).  But the new mediated environment means new ways of communication.

Role-playing Characters
A key activity in any RPG, whether digital or not, is (obviously) role-playing a character.  And, not surprisingly, it is a key point for the mediation of story and game.  I want to argue that role-playing characters is simultaneously a kind of open-ended game and a dramatic mode of storytelling.  In all of the Forgotten Realms games, the first thing the player must do is create a character.  This prominence of character construction very neatly highlights the importance of role-playing in this FRPG; likewise, the methods used to create the player’s avatar say a great deal about what kind of engagement the games encourage with its fantasy world.  

When creating a character, whether in Curse of the Azure Bonds or NWN, a player goes through a series of menus.  The player selects the character’s gender (male/female), race (human, half-elf, elf, dwarf, halfling, gnome, half-orc), class (professions such as: fighter, monk, wizard, thief, ranger and many more), alignment (good, neutral or evil with respect to morality, and lawful, neutral or chaotic with respect to obeying orders and rules) and abilities (statistics representing the physical and mental characteristics of the character).  In the newer games, the player also chooses a set of skills and proficiencies (activities such as parrying, healing, singing, etc.), a portrait (a 2D painting that represents the character in the conversation interface menu), plus the appearance of the character’s body in gameplay.  Obviously, this is a great many choices—in terms of game-affecting parameters, there are a practically infinite number of combinations possible.  Even the older games, which are much more visually primitive, offer an enormous array of possibilities.  However, it does become clear that even though there are a practically infinite number of possible characters generated by this system, it does not follow that any character is possible.  For example, I cannot chose “plumber” as my character’s profession. I cannot choose to give no alignment to my character.  I cannot choose to give 
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Figure 4.5 Character Record.  This is a character record screen from Neverwinter Nights, showing many (although not all) of the relevant statistics that define a player’s character.
no statistical abilities to my character.  The fact is that I or any other human could probably imagine a good number of people who would not be easily or appropriately described by this system.

Except for the gender and portrait, all of these initial choices actually affect the interaction of the character with game elements: that is, how well he or she does in combat, negotiation, using magic items, finding and disarming traps, etc.  Some activities are extremely difficult and some are impossible if the character has the wrong kind of attributes.  For example, fighters cannot cast spells—unless the player makes them multi-class, and gives them a level or two of a magic-using class.  Halflings, because they are so small, cannot wield large weapons like a two-handed sword.  In NWN, if your characters do not have a reasonably high level of the “hiding” skill (or none at all), they can still attempt to hide, but they are unlikely to be successful.  So the choices made up front actually have a great deal of impact on role-playing, and thus, in a sense, become part of the role-playing itself (i.e., choosing the role is a major part of role-playing).

Within these parameters, however, the game allows for a variety of role-playing styles and options.  Playing means making choices at all sorts of levels.  At the tactical level, the player has to decide how to handle encounters with hostile forces.  The games allows for many different styles: all-out melee combat, hit-and-run missile attacks, heavy use of magic, sneaking around and avoiding fights, and (in some of the games, anyway) trying to sweet-talk out of sticky situations.  In discussions with non-player characters, many of the games offer choices that give an opportunity to build a personality for the player’s characters.  For example, when the main characters in NWN ask the player’s hero to protect the city of Neverwinter, the player has the option of offering to help either from altruism or self-interest.  All of the games allow characters to spend collected treasure on weapons, magic or other tools, giving players the opportunity to accessorize their avatars as they wish.  The digital game system even allows players to very much play against the grain, such as trying to use a weak magic-user as a warrior, although it is very unlikely that such tactics will be successful.

I want to argue that the role-playing of characters adds a new wrinkle on the relationship between game form and story form.  First of all, it creates a sense of identification that draws the player into the imaginary world even more than the virtual environment (Rehak, 2003).  I do think it is important to note the kind of role-playing in a computer RPG is fairly distinct from the face-to-face variety, and so the identification is different.  Pencil-and-paper role-playing allows for a certain degree of physical acting on the part of players, from vocal and linguistic impersonations to bodily demonstrations and facial expressions.  Computer RPGs, however, only allow for players to give instructions to an avatar.  That having been said, I think the computer FRPG still fosters a sense of personal connection between the player and his or her character.  The requisite investment of time and thought into the actions of this imaginary stand-in naturally invites a kind identification between player and avatar.  The value of high-quality graphical representations of the characters is debatable.  McLuhan (1964) argues that low-information cool media demand a greater user involvement.  Likewise, Herz (1997), following the comic-art theories of Scott McCloud, argues that the lower the resolution of the graphic images, the more we project ourselves upon the icon.   Regardless, playing the role invites the player to immerse him or herself in the world that the game creates.

What is most interesting about role-playing however, is that it is play in both the game sense and dramatic sense (just as the virtual environment is a playground and a stage).  CRPGs are really about playing through a series of choices for your avatar—sometimes off of menus, such as when the player builds a character or has a conversation, and sometimes in virtual environment, such as when the avatar goes into combat or explores a map.  This is very much gaming activity in the ludological sense—playing a system of rules to achieve a certain effect—and fits Suits’ (1978) definition of “open-ended gaming” to a tee.  But each of these choices creates plot points that say something about who your avatar is, and creates a series of events.  This is very much story activity, although it may not always produce interesting stories.  A popular form of theatrical entertainment is improvisational comedy (or “improv”), where the participants jump into various acting games.  The stories produced are usually fragmented and rather weak by classic literary standards, but they are a great deal of fun nonetheless.  RPGs call for similar behavior.  The text invites the player to take a person or personality, and play with it, trying out different behaviors in different situations.  In other words, given the system of the digital game, the player plays games with the character, in the process creating a sort of theatrical story.

In short, role-playing a character is another important way in which the digital FRPG mediates or transforms the communicative conventions of stories and games.  The strong identification with the avatar and the new forms of dramatic, rule-bound play offers a very different involvement with both story and game.
Games that have Stories
If ludological theory is right, we should be able to look at the game mechanics of something like Baldur’s Gate or NWN and be able to separate it completely from any hint of storytelling—and that this kind of analytical activity is worthwhile because it helps us to understand the game better.  I think it is possible to abstract a kind of pure game out of these fantasy RPGs.  Rather than see a battle between a cleric intent on recovering a sacred chalice and three kobolds, for example, we could understand it as a contest between a playing piece and three monsters, each represented by a specific set of stats. 

But I believe this gives us a skewed understanding of these particular games.  What this kind of analysis misses is the very real presence of stories in the digital FRPGs, and the possibilities opened up by the digital game medium.  The game uses stories for motivation, coherence between tactical situations, and is in fact constructed so as to facilitate storytelling.  In addition, the computerized nature of the text allows a combination of game types that would not be likely in another medium.  In other words, as the digital and game features of the digital game medium transform story, so the presence of story in the digital game medium transforms gaming.

After creating characters, most of the Forgotten Realms start with some kind of cut-scene or dialogue informing the player of where they are and what they might want or need to do.
  A number of the games, such as Baldur’s Gate and NWN, follow that with a kind of tutorial segment that helps the player learn how to play the system.  For example, in the latter game, the character starts in Neverwinter’s Academy.  Players cannot begin the real adventuring until they have graduated by proving their skills in combat or magic use.  The tutorial segments usually have special conditions, such as the characters being invulnerable to damage.  But once this segment is finished, the normal game situation takes over.  The bulk of actual gameplay comes in a few distinct forms: exploration or travel, combat, conversation and preparation.

Because all of these games are graphic adventures (as opposed to text adventures), exploration and travel consists of moving the player’s character(s) through the imaginary world.  Some of the games employ first-person perspective and the older ones only show static pictures, but all of the newer ones (Baldur’s Gate onward) have been third-person and full motion.  In the SSI games, like Pools of Darkness, movement means crossing a grid, going from one square to the next, from one picture to the next.  In the third-person games, this means piloting a visible avatar (or a party of them) across a virtual landscape.  Regardless, exploration consists of moving into new pictures or new images. 

Combat is in many ways the core experience of any kind of D&D RPG.  Some of the most detailed rules deal what can and cannot happen during violent encounters.  All of the games emulate the pencil-and-paper D&D combat rules (with minor modifications).  This means that time is broken into segments called rounds.  In the older games, the player can take as long as he or she wants in between rounds, determining what he wants the character(s) to do; in the newer games, the rounds continue to occur unless the player uses the pause button to halt the action (during which time the player can assign tasks).  Each round each character the player controls has a number of possible actions, such as moving, engaging in melee (hand-to-hand) combat, attacking with missile weapons (such as arrows), casting a spell, standing still or preparing a defense.  After the player determines the actions, the computer game determines the results.  Success or failure (or something in between) is determined by random rolls of virtual dice modified by a wide array of numbers representing the creatures’ skills and attributes.  If someone successfully hits an enemy combatant, the computer determines damage in the same way, and subtracts hit points from the wounded opponent.  Any character or creature with zero or less hit points falls unconscious or dies.  It is important to note that unlike many action video games or even action-oriented RPGs like Diablo (Blizzard Entertainment, 1996), the combat of even newer games like NWN does not have to have a frenetic or fright-inducing pace.  In the round-by-round games, the combat waits for the player’s decision, and in the pseudo-real-time games, a pause is only a button-press away.

Conversations are another major part of the Forgotten Realms game.  Some of these conversations provide information, some provide color and atmosphere, and some are simply part of the interface for something else.  Many non-player characters have useful things to tell the adventurer(s): lords and ladies might send the party on quests or tasks, priests might provide help to solve puzzles or challenges, or helpful wizards might give hints of upcoming obstacles.  Humorous or otherwise interesting characters may or may not have something of value to share, but they flesh out the game areas with personality.  Many game discussions are purely functional in that they introduce transactions, such as the buying and selling of items at a store.

Preparation is a broad term I use to describe the many portions of the game during which the player is getting ready to engage in exploration, combat or conversation.  D&D rules require characters to rest in order to heal and memorize the spells they can cast.  None of the games actually make the player wait more than a moment for hours of rest in game time, but the task still needs to occur.  In addition, although not strictly required, playing the game without regularly re-equipping a character with supplies such as arrows—either bought or looted—is very difficult to do.  The games also practically force the player to constantly monitor the adventurers’ status—their health, their active weapons, etc.  All of these activities are necessary to carry on the other activities.

Some of the games, especially the newer ones, allow play that completely ignores any mention of plots and stories.  NWN, for example, provides tools for computer-savvy Dungeon Masters to create their own maps and campaigns.  These scenarios require no greater purpose than providing a space for players to run their characters around and kill enemies.  Most of the Forgotten Realms games, however, are rife with stories.  Some of these stories do the same as the colorful characters: act as a kind of decoration for the virtual world.  Many more are justifications for side-quests that can players can take or ignore.  And all the games have an overall story that explains the world, the tasks performed by the characters, the enemies and their motivations and gives a sense of direction to the game.

Essentially, these games are taking place on dramatic stages full of characters (and thus, speech) and peppered with non-interactive story clips.  I do not mean to say that the game is the secondary purpose for the text.  Rather, I want to point out that the gameplay is inextricably woven in with story elements.  To consider this only as a game, and nothing more ignores the very real presence of components of stories.  In addition, the game very much experiences the possibilities and limitations of the digital medium.

The digital FRPG is a kind of game that uses story for motivation of play: the fighting, talking and exploring make very little sense without a direction, or a reason for being there.  This is not to say that people cannot ignore the story elements while they play.  The game Myst, ostensibly very much a story-oriented game, is often held up as an example of a space that people visit more to appreciate as virtual tourists than to enjoy its story (or puzzles, for that matter) (Herz, 1997).  The Forgotten Realms games, however, do present stories designed to build coherence between tactical situations.  In any given fight, the player knows what the next overall goal is, why he or she needs to perform this action, and who his or her characters are.  Although combat or conversations might sometimes be unexpected and/or confusing, in the end the game will give the player the necessary information to help piece the story together.  In other words, none of the action is completely non sequitur, unless the player chooses to ignore the story cues.

The game is also programmed to facilitate storytelling.  Conversation is pretty much unnecessary for the pure game elements of the computer FRPG.  Perhaps as a mechanism for explaining game mechanisms to new players it might be useful, but beyond that, it serves little that a ludological analysis would call game function—yet it is part of the gameplay.  Many items have descriptions that once again, do a lot for atmosphere and giving a sense of story, but do not directly affect gameplay.  Most importantly, the Forgotten Realms games work around plot restrictions: as already noted, many parts of these games are unplayable until certain events have occurred.  The fact is, story elements are part of practically all the gameplay, and pretending that the game mechanics stand alone closes off a very real style of playing these games.  It also ignores or devalues part of the text.  The game and story elements coexist, whether we like it or not.

Finally, digital media have their impact on the games as well.  Some aspects of the play in the latter games are of course practically impossible with non-digital media: specifically the changing interactive 3D environments.  Table-top miniature gaming comes closest, but it is impractical to do the variety and amount of virtual spaces that NWN has, for example.  Perhaps the most important thing that the digital medium allows is the combination of many different types or aspects of games in one text.  Board games can be almost as rich in visuals (although not as varied and huge) as the CRPG.  The face-to-face RPG has many of the same game mechanisms and can introduce story-elements into games just as well as (or better than) the CRPG.  The complexity of many war games surpasses that of many digital games.  But it is practically impossible to combine all of these things in one game outside of a computer.

In short, the digital FRPG is a hybrid text.  It does not behave like other games because of the presence of stories, and because of the fact that it is a computerized text.  Stories provide coherency and motivation to game mechanisms, and the game is set up at least partly as a story-telling mechanism.  In addition, the digital technology of the game allows a combination of gameplay and storytelling styles that would be difficult if not impossible to replicate in another medium.
Conclusion

In conclusion, then, I want to argue that the computer FRPG mediates the forces of story, game and computer technology.  Story and game are not like oil and water, and the digital medium is not irrelevant to their shape.  The Forgotten Realms games employ environmental storytelling, character role-playing, playable stories and games in dramatic settings, and in so doing, stretch what academics have traditionally labelled story and game.

Can we sum up the changes and provide new definitions for the broadened terms?  That is, of course, the natural step, and the part where everyone (including myself, of course) messes up.  It is relatively easy to critique others’ definitions, but it is extremely difficult to put forward solid ones of your own.  Nevertheless, I think we actually have some pretty good definitions already.  Thus, we can cautiously build off the two definitions cited above and mostly re-direct or re-purpose them: Bal’s definition of narrative and Juul’s definition of game.  The key move for the first term is to ditch the term “narrative” for the broader word “story.”  I would simply describe a story, then, as a performed or narrated series of causally connected events, enacted by actors (generally referred to as characters) in a setting (or world).  It might also be worth mentioning that story elements such as characters and settings can evoke stories without actually providing a real plot.  Juul’s definition of games is likewise solid, with the exception that it does not allow for open-ended games very well.  If we drop the requirement for quantifiable outcomes, and instead allow for Frasca/Caillois’ “paidia” (freeform, joyful play) or Suits’ “open games” (games that are played for the playing)—rather than assuming that games must have a closed condition to end it—I think we have a stronger understanding of games.

So where does ludology fit in all of this?  Aarseth, Eskelinen and company may wish indeed to further the analysis of the game form by separating it analytically from all the other elements in a computer game text (that do not impact their concept of gameplay).  While I have made it clear in this chapter that I do think that Story is difficult to separate from Game in certain hybrid texts, the hard-line ludological approach is a valid one—at the very least for stimulating discussion and providing aesthetic vocabulary.  However, if this is the kind Game Studies they want to pursue, it should (and probably will) always be only a subset of the larger field of Computer Game studies.  Whether or not we can abstract the Game form out of individual texts or not, the fact remains that there is a lot more to a CRPG text than can be adequately discussed with such Game formalist theory.  We should be analyzing these complex cultural artifacts with all of the theoretical tools available.  
I am less than convinced that studying games without attention to their story elements will give us a clearer understanding of gameplay (especially if theorists insist this is a uniform situation that does not vary from text to text and from player to player), but perhaps a more concerted argument might change my mind.  I am more certain, however, that game designers would gain practical benefits from considering the role, use and structure of stories in their games, and how these stories might differ from more familiar narratives in older media.  I am also convinced that both game design and academic theory of communicative conventions would benefit from a consideration of communication media.  And I am quite certain that moving beyond the rather narrow focus of hardcore ludology is not an act of colonization by other studies.  Or rather, a little colonization is nothing bad.  If Game Studies becomes the home of multiple perspectives, methodologies and theories, it will be better-suited to dealing with the complex cultural phenomena that games have become.
CHAPTER FIVE

FANTASY WARRIORS: DIGITAL FRPGS AND THE NEGOTIATION OF AMERICAN MANHOOD
The magical Fantasy worlds of Norrath, Britannia, Abeir-Toril and more are vast, fantastic landscapes populated by vicious orcs, tough dwarves, and powerful fighters.  They are also full to the brim with shapely sorceresses, lithe elvish women and busty female warriors who can barely fit into their revealing suits of armor.  FRPGs as a whole are not subtle about their characterization of women.  Neither are they subtle about physical violence: battle scenes and weapon-fetish pictures are common in artwork, and combat is the major feature of most games.

Sex and violence: stereotypical guy stuff to hook them on a host of media products, from comic books to movies to television—and, of course, games.  Of course, this simple logic in and of itself is not proof that men are the actual playing audience of FRPGs.  It is possible that the text misses its target audience—that the pin-up warrior women and bloody skirmishes have nothing to do with who plays the game, that it is the doing of game-makers who pay no attention to the players.  Of course, this is rather unlikely, given both the enormous popularity of the games, and the attention developers pay to their market.  It is also possible that players reinterpret or ignore the dominant themes of the text.  But once again, this would not seem to fit with the game’s  popularity; it is, of course, possible for a negotiated or oppositional reading to gain wide currency, but I would argue that this far less likely, in light of the general lack of irony in game commentary.  Probably part of the audience negotiates, but not all of it.  Finally, it is also possible that the game hits home: that the elements of the text harmonize in important ways with its intended audience.

This is not to say, however, that the relationships between FRPGs and men are simple and straightforward.  Themes of sex and violence and a whole list of somewhat subtler features seem to signal that these games are decidedly heterosexual male domains.  But how do we determine what exactly qualifies as a masculine theme?  Do all men want the same thing?  And are these games really that simplistic and one-sided? 

A close examination of the texts in question indicate that in fact, a number of different masculine ideals seem to be running around in the same text.  In fact, I believe that FRPGs are especially powerful texts for mediating what it means to be a man in today’s culture.  What I want to do in this chapter is examine how digital FRPGs offer the possibility of fulfilling multiple standards of manhood.  This is not an investigation based on audience research: I want to talk about how the text addresses its players.  Specifically, I argue that Fantasy role-playing computer games, due to their unique combination of computer technology, gaming culture and the fantasy genre, are particularly effective texts for men to use in negotiating the often-contradictory ideals of respectable manliness, rugged masculinity and eternal boyhood.
Negotiating the Contradictions of Masculinity
Most of today’s body of masculinity studies relies on fundamentally different premises than gender theory of only a few decades ago.  Throughout most of the 20th century, psychologists thought of gender as in-born, immutable, and the only question was how well an individual fit the mold.  Actually, until the late 1960s, gender (what we today understand as the cultural construction of masculinity and femininity) was not conceptually separate from sex (the biological reproductive features of a human) (Kimmel, 1987b; Pleck, 1981; Segal, 1997).  This static understanding of gender is antithesis to the foundational assumptions of today’s feminist, masculinity studies and gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender studies.  A hallmark of these various kinds of gender studies is a historical approach that highlights changing cultural understandings of sexuality that would seemingly contradict an assumption of immutable sex roles. 

Recent scholars in the field of masculinity studies, then, usually assume that the creation, maintenance and modification of gender are a constant and ongoing processes of social construction.  Some work, such as William Pollack’s (1998) relatively ahistorical and parent-oriented Real Boys is fairly practical and psychologistic, studying the everyday practices that lead to today’s gender identities.  The most common Masculinity Studies approach I have witnessed, however, is to examine either the historical evolution of gender models or their presentation in popular culture texts.  While most masculinity studies scholars do not theorize the construction of these models—they simply talk about the “breadwinner” or the “protector” roles—Brent Malin (2000), in his dissertation on “American Masculinity under Clinton,” takes a useful step by describing ideals of manhood as ritualistic totems, in the Durkheimian sense.  He defines these as “idealized, ritualized conceptions, conventionalized through repetition and reiteration” (p. 15).  In other words, the idea of what a man is is the result of the ritual work of society.

Throughout this literature, a second key insight that comes to light is that gender norm construction is not a unified or internally consistent process (Bederman, 1995; Pfeil, 1995; Pleck, 1981; Segal, 1997).  In other words, the models for masculinity are contested ideological ground, where men must either choose between sometimes sharply contrasted alternatives or try to simultaneously live out very contradictory ideals.  Bederman makes clear that while ideals of manhood might be the product of a specific culture in a specific moment in time, the transition from one ideal to another is not clearcut—an old model of masculinity may hold on for quite a long time, and maybe even experience resurgences.  Or as Kimmel (1987b) puts it: “new role models for men have not replaced older ones, but have grown alongside them, creating a dynamic tension…” (p. 9). 

What ideals Americans hold for men, of course, is open to a great deal of interpretation.  Over the last several decades, a growing number of scholars have begun to investigate the history of cultural constructions of manhood in America.  Gail Bederman’s (1995) Manliness and Civilization, Clifford Putney’s (2001) Muscular Christianity, Tom Pendergast’s (2000) Creating the Modern Man, Stephen Norwood’s (2002) Strikebreaking and Intimidation, and the edited collection Boys and their Toys (Horowitz, 2001) are just a few.
These scholars identify two ideological themes winding throughout the last century of American manhood: respectable manliness and rough masculinity.  Bederman, for example, uses the term “manliness” to denote the Victorian ideals for a middle-class man: utterly self-controlled, restrained, master of his own destiny—in other words, possessing enormous strength of character.  Antebellum America was—at least in the North—a place where farmers and small businessmen prospered through hard work.  The middle class, then, was made up of Self-Made men (as Kimmel [1996] puts it) who achieved success through a rigid adherence to Weber’s Protestant Ethic.  A proper (white middle-class) man of the time, therefore, was strong because of his financial, social and sexual self-restraint, not because of some primal physical power: he displayed civilized behavior.  

Bederman describes rough masculinity, on the other hand, as a late-19th century reaction to the older ideology.  Part of the shift stemmed from the change in the post-Civil War economy, as big business replaced self-employment, and men found that no amount of self-discipline could give them economic independence.  The new values, then, drew on this sense of powerlessness and turned to gender ideals never discarded by the working classes, ideals which stressed power, physical strength, individualism and the ability to dominate.  Bederman and other scholars note that champions of masculinity scorned respectable manliness as being over-effeminate, over-civilized, and out of place in a corporation-dominated world.  Muscular Christianity, for example, was a movement to reform America by putting steel back in the spine of its men.  Several books cite President Theodore Roosevelt as someone who purposely cultivated the image of being the era’s personification of the rough masculine ideal (Bederman, 1995; Kimmel, 1996).  Emphasizing strenuous outdoor living and a pugnacious attitude, this Bull Moose matched his politics to his gender identity, encouraging the United States to participate in the same Imperialistic programs as Western European nations.  What united the various forms of rough masculinity was an emphasis on powerful, individualist men who could control those around them.

Historian Woody Register (2001) has also noted a third ideal: the grown-up boy.  In his article “Everyday Peter Pans,” he describes how the ideal of Peter Pan held real attraction for men in the early 20th century.  The consumer era had begun, and many men adapted by shamelessly buying toys in their adulthood.  The “eternal boy” (Register’s term) valued a good sense of humor, a carefree attitude, an excitement and zest for life, and, above all, a spirit of playfulness.
  Register illustrates his point with brief biographies of three men in the early 20th century: amusement park maker Fred Thompson, ethnologist Stewart Culin, and actor Fred Stone.  The important point I take from this article is that men were not idealizing the boyhood we might associate with the rough-and-tumble bully or the locker-room intimidation, but instead dreamed about the kind of carefree escape from responsibility that romantics associate with childhood—thus Peter Pan.

Research that continues into the present provides a widely varied set of academic constructs for describing American ideals of masculinity.  These different descriptions are usually not so much contradictory as complementary descriptions of the cultural construction of men.  Michael Kimmel (1996), for example, paints a broad trajectory through US history of the continually-modified, but always present standard of the “Self-Made Man.”  Susan Faludi (1999), alternately, presents two American masculine ideals that live in tension until the Cold War: the community man and the individualist vigilante/hero; from the 50s onwards, the latter eventually becomes disproportionately important.  A very commonly cited ideal is that of the man as a strong, responsible, mature family protector, provider and/or breadwinner.  Several authors describe this as the dominant model for the 1950s (Ehrenreich, 1983; Pleck, 1987; Segal, 1997), and many more picture it as a constant reference point for the developing masculinities of the late 20th century.

Regardless of the models proposed, practically all gender theorists believe that the traditional white middle-class ideals of masculinity have been under fire in some way shape or form since the late 1960s.  Many writers have used the word “crisis” to describe the state of affairs of American middle-class masculinity in the 1990s.  Bederman expresses dislike for the term, arguing society (and men in particular) is always struggling over conceptions of manhood.  Sally Robinson (2000), however, points out rather reasonably that constant struggle does not mean struggle of equal intensity: problems can come and go in cycles.  In addition, she argues, saying that masculinity is in crisis is not an ontological statement, but a description of rhetorical framing.  Whether we describe the situation as a crisis or not, however, it is clear that in the 1980s and 90s, American men were experiencing a kind of debate or confusion over what it meant to be a man (Douglas, 1999).  

Different accounts stress a range of forces troubling the ideals of manhood.  According to most authors, the feminist or women’s liberation movement, in critiquing the unequal power relations between the genders, outwardly attacked patriarchy and implicitly or explicitly provided new, feminized ideal gender roles for American men (Pleck, 1981; Robinson, 2000; Segal, 1997).  Men learned about sexual harassment of female co-workers, became aware that fatherhood entailed emotional as well as financial support of children, and heard about the downside of competitiveness.  The new standards of the liberated man signified a major change in social expectations of men.

Other scholars cite corporate economic change as a factor that undermined certain traditional ideals, such as that of family breadwinner.  Just as the shift from self-employment to corporate employment signalled a kind of powerlessness to men of the late 19th century, the move to an information economy meant that many men of the late 20th century—especially those working in industrial jobs—found it increasingly difficult to fulfill their own financial responsibilities to their families.  Compounding this pressure was the steady increase of women in the workplace.  In fact, the role of family breadwinner not infrequently shifted to a household’s wife or mother (Faludi, 1999; Robinson, 2000; Savran, 1996).

Clearly, many men also felt that the older models of masculinity had personally let them down.  Several writers about masculinity note that numerous male baby-boomers felt deprived by the emotional distance of their 1950s-era fathers (Bly, 1990; Faludi, 1999; Pfeil, 1995).  An ideal post-World-War-II father was expected to protect and provide for his family—which frequently did not translate into nurturing the family.  In the 80s and 90s, many men who had grown up in the 50s and 60s reported feeling confused and troubled by their relationships with their fathers, and by the model of manhood they experienced as children.

Most scholars do not point to a single factor, but argue that the assault has come from multiple directions.  Barbara Ehrenreich (1983) provides one of the best examples in her book The Hearts of Men.  In it, she meticulously documents how a series of masculine rebels and scientific experts in the 50s, 60s and 70s chipped away at the idealization of men as family providers.  “Gray Flannel Dissidents” of the 50s protested the conformity of work-life (ultimately ineffectually).  The Playboy challenged the constrictive ideal of marriage (while maintaining the job).  “The Beat Rebellion” rejected both marriage and productive work.  Science, psychology and medicine of the 50s and 60s further challenged the link between men and the breadwinner role, citing the danger of stress and the “growth” model of psychology (ditching the notion of the plateau of maturity).  Finally, the counterculture of the 60s pushed a more androgynous approach to gender in many different ways, encouraging women to be more “masculine” and men to be more “feminine” and both to dress like the other.  In the end, as a result of a broadly connected set of forces and influences, the American ideal for manhood shifted decisively away from the breadwinner ideal—although not, Ehrenreich argues, ultimately away from a host of negative sexist behaviors.

But the assault on traditional American manhood did not and does not come solely from without: the conservative ideals have a host of internal problems.  For one thing, the standards are impossibly high for most men.  Goffman’s (1963a) widely quoted statement probably puts it best: “There is only one complete unblushing male in America: a young, married, white, urban, northern, heterosexual Protestant father of a college education, fully employed, of good complexion, weight, and height, and recent record in sports” (p. 128).   In fact, men who achieve these ideals often ruin themselves in the process.  Faludi (1999) has a fascinating chapter on Sylvester Stallone, a true paragon of rough masculinity, but completely neurotic about his position and exhausted by the amount of energy it requires to maintain such a pinnacle of achievement.

Even if these standards were more easily fulfilled, however, their internal consistencies would raise insurmountable difficulties.  Once again, manhood is not a unified cultural concept, but a patchwork of different standards, some of which work together, some of which do not.  As Faludi notes, the community man and the individualist man co-exist uneasily in the same person.  The eternal boy and the responsible man are not entirely compatible.  Segal (1997) notes that:

The closer we come to uncovering some form of exemplary masculinity, a masculinity which is solid and sure of itself, the clearer it becomes that masculinity is structured through contradiction: the more it asserts itself, the more it calls itself into question... As it is represented in our culture, ‘masculinity’ is a quality of being which is always incomplete, and which is based as much on a social as on a psychic reality.  It exists in the various forms of power men ideally possess: the power to assert control over women, over other men, over their own bodies, over machines and technology. (pg. 123)
The long and the short of it is that the American standards of manhood are internally doomed to producing tension.

Various masculinity studies theorists have discussed some of the replies to both internal and external challenges.  Obviously, a good many of the noted responses are reactionary in nature.  Robinson and Savran note how men take on the role of self-pitying victims/masochists.  Several authors examine how movies of the 80s and 90s present a kind of reactionary/alternative toughening of men (Jeffords, 1994), although Pfeil (1995) does a very good job of showing how this is a complex move that partly incorporates new models of manhood.  A widely cited example is the early 90s mythopoetic men’s movement that tried to get at some kind of mystical, eternal male-ness (the Wild Man of Robert Bly).  In addition to the back-to-the-basics, new models of manhood challenged the old.  The one mentioned most extensively is the liberated or sensitive man (who is also described as the feminized man).  Some theorists, such as Segal (1997) also describe how the standards for men have often become androgynous.  The key assumption behind all this is that American men are confused and desperately grasping for any straws.  Thus, the reactions are complex and not always easy to explain (Malin, 2000; Pfeil, 1995).

In spite of the challenges they have faced, however, I want to argue that the historical standards described above still form the core of American middle-class ideals for manhood: respectable manliness, rough masculinity and eternal boyhood—or self-control, environmental control and no control.
  Obviously, these ideals are not exactly the same as they were one hundred years ago—I would argue, however, that we have our own versions.  New ideals have also appeared, but for the purposes of this chapter, the only one I will add to the mix is the liberated man.  Since the advent of feminism, our culture has created a new kind of ideal man: one who is sensitive to and supportive of the need to dismantle patriarchy in all its forms (Barthel, 1992; Pleck, 1987; Segal, 1997).
  Although such an ideal does not have the same kind of track record and historical, deep-set cultural force as rough masculinity or respectable manliness, it nevertheless gets a great deal of play in socially progressive culture.  

A good deal of the respectable man ideal has lost a lot of its traction in today’s culture.  Self-denial and self-control are not standards that fit well with consumer society.
  I would say, however, that parts of the image still have traction.  A whole series of stock dramatic characters present similar ideals in magazines, television, movies, the news and more: the hardworking and successful businessman, the intelligent and studious researcher, the principled man with integrity, the realistic but essentially upright cop or soldier, and so on.  It seems to me that respectable manliness has been replaced by responsible manliness.

Today’s paragons of rough masculinity, on the other hand, although receiving constant makeovers, have many of the same core elements as Tarzan and Eugene Sandow.  The hardly-shaven sledgehammer-wielding working-men of the truck commercials, the sexually-irresistible bad-boy, and the testosterone-laced race-car driver, extreme athlete or football player all have an overwhelming presence in today’s culture.  Perhaps the one significant difference is that today’s rough masculinity does not just draw on working-class culture, but also on ethnic minorities, such as African-Americans and Hispanic Americans.  Regardless, the core values of personal power, physical prowess and heterosexual dominance are still the main features of the rough man (Ehrenreich, 2002; Strate, 1992).

More than any of the other ideals, however, the standard of the eternal boy has prospered in today’s consumer-oriented culture.  Our entertainment frequently shows men experiencing the joys of playing like kids.  In movies and commercials, we see the Jim Carey-type comedian, the party-hard frat boy, and the guys who love toys—Circuit City or Best Buy’s adult male customers who, in commercial after commercial, act like grade-school students in a toy shop.  It seems that boys just want to have fun.

In short, then, today’s responsible man is productive and upright, while the rough man is powerful, sexual and independent, and the eternal boy is fun and playful.  Of course, looking at the examples presented above, we can think of dozens of counter-examples.  For every successful corporate man, competent expert and virtuous policeman, we have the pompous executive, the over-serious and out-of-touch academic, and hypocritical or bumbling cop.  The successful football player is, in many cases, presented as an airhead, and the bad-boy rapper as uneducated or drug-addled and helpless.  Party guys are mercilessly trashed as selfish and idiotic and comics as narcissistic or insecure.  While this is partly a symptom of postmodern American society’s anti-idealistic tendencies, it is also an indication that these ideals are not stable and not entirely compatible.

The fact is that these various ideals are not presented in a unified matter, they do not appear with equal frequency or in the same kind of situations, and naturally enough, they all have equal effect or power.  However, they all do appear—men (and women) constantly encounter these standards—and they all have some kind of pull, some kind of cultural power.  This means that men are constantly having to negotiate these pressures.  As I have already noted, many scholars see many ideals for men under external attack: from the ideology of feminism, the economic forces of the post-Fordist economy, and the psychological damage done by old models of masculinity.  In short, different ideals match up better with the reality that men face in everyday life.  Rough masculinity may require aggressive, self-serving behavior, but most people who behave like that in a corporate, office-oriented setting quickly find that this can cause an enormous range of problems.  The cubicle world requires the responsible man.  Similar kinds of conflicts abound in American culture (Goffman, 1963; Jeffords, 1989; Mishkind, Rodin, Silberstein, & Striegel-Moore, 1987; Nelson, 1998).

One issue that not many scholars seem to note, however, is that masculinity is often at war with itself.  The four ideal standards I have constructed (liberated, responsible, rough and playful) are, in many ways, logically inconsistent with each other.  Even if some behavior is apparently inappropriate in certain circumstances, at most moments in time a man still can choose between very different models.  But he cannot live out all of them at once.  If a man decides to play the goofball, how will he also manage to pull of being responsible?  Can a man be both liberated and power-oriented at the same time?  We obviously tailor our communicative strategies to different situations, as Goffman (1959) argues, but the conflicting pulls of these ideologies can cause real stress for men.

This is precisely the observation of Susan Douglas (1999) when she talks about early radio amateurs (who were almost exclusively boys and men) in her radio history Listening In.  Her chapter argues that amateur radio technology provided an outlet for middle class men of the 1920s to mediate the pressures of respectable and rough masculinity.  Likewise, men in the 80s & 90s had, in talk radio, the opportunity to mediate the ideals of the liberated (feminine) man and the rough (traditional) man.  Of course, the connection between masculinity and technology is nothing new.  American popular culture has long associated men with machines: guys have special relationships with cars (an idea taken to an extreme in Stephen King’s [1983] Christine), geek male techies are obsessed with computers and are necessary to fix them, and male relatives spend far too much time at family reunions gushing over obscure equipment with bizarre numerical names.  Avant-garde art and literature also uses technology as symbolic for masculinity (or vice versa) such as Thomas Pynchon’s (1973) obsession with the phallic missile in Gravity’s Rainbow.  What is unique about Douglas’ analysis is that she sees technology as a mediation point—a place for men to work out the ideology of masculinity.

Early 20th century men—just like men today—felt the often-contradictory pressures of the two models at the same time.  Douglas argues many amateurs used radio as a way out of this dilemma.  On the one hand, the technical learning required for radio operation and its potential life-saving uses encouraged amateurs to think of themselves (and present themselves to the public) as productive contributors to society.  At the same time, the wide-reaching ears of the radio and novel exploration it allowed gave its users a sense of unique power.  Clearly, amateurs had multiple reasons for being enthusiastic about their new-born medium, but Douglas cogently argues that the discourse of amateur culture reveals that for many men, this new technology was uniquely suited to mediating pressures from the ideologies of gender.
Three Forces of the FRPG
I want to argue, in the spirit of Douglas’ argument, that many men today can use the text of the fantasy role-playing game to find ways to resolve the conflicts of the different models of manhood.  In other words, some men could be at least partly attracted to FRPGs because they see them as a site where they can be respectable, rough and playful.  I want to start by looking at the digital FRPG as made of up three things (although other divisions are obviously possible): first, the Forgotten Realms games involve personal computers (PCs); second, these FRPGs are in fact games and part of the gaming culture; third, they are part of the Fantasy genre.  Each one of these components is a cultural location where men can mediate masculinities—in other words, they all provide opportunities to live out different ideals at once.  I am going to look at each one in detail, both the item itself (the PC, digital games, and Fantasy literature) and the culture surrounding it.  Following that, I will look at the actual digital FRPG texts and see if we can see this kind of mediation of masculinity there.

Before I go any further, however, I should give a few caveats.  I am not saying that PCs, games, Fantasy literature or digital FRPGs are only male: that only men use them, that women using them are forced into male patterns, that men always use them the same way, or that these are the only themes pertinent to these texts.  Once again, this is an argument of address or textual possibilities, not an argument of use (although I will inevitably stray into that).  I will sometimes discuss the actual use of computers, games and Fantasy by men, as well as general stereotypes, but these are not meant to be blanket or exclusive descriptions (as in, there can be no other possible uses).  And again, my primary goal is to draw attention to forces within the mediation sites themselves.
PC Culture
The first personal computers (PCs) widely available did not arrive pre-assembled.  They were shipped as kits, because they were hobby items of electronics enthusiasts (Pop Quiz; Veit, Pre-IBM PC).  In fact, in numerous ways, even today’s PC hobbyist culture resembles the radio amateurs that Douglas describes in Listening In.  Although women have played important roles in the history of computers, digital technology has generally had a predominantly male fan club.  The construction of the PC, and the literature of the culture surrounding it clearly reflect the dominant strains in the discourse of masculinity, and indicate the machine is well-suited to mediating all three.

First, the PC lends itself to the ideals of responsible manliness by being a machine of productivity, a useful tool.  Although the computer was initially a military project, and the first personal computers were hobby projects, the machine went mainstream as a business tool.  As time goes on, the PC has steadily become a necessity for work because of its wide utility.  It functions as a word processor, a financial spreadsheet machine, a communication tool and is customizable to practically any kind of data processing job.  The literature surrounding PCs also projects the image of a serious, productivity-oriented culture.  A whole industry of publication serves to help users to get the most out of their PC.  PC Magazine and PC World magazine, for example, run numerous sensible articles focused on increasing ease-of-use and giving heads-ups on new computer products.  The popular “Dummy” series of books publish numerous computer-related volumes as well.

At the same time, the PC is a power tool that, in an odd way, lends itself to a kind of rough masculinity.  Although it is not a physical powerhouse in the same way as a three-quarter-ton pick-up truck, it is a data-processing machine.  Whereas we can measure the strength of a diesel engine in horsepower, we can gauge the processors by GHz, RAM by gigabytes and speed of access, motherboards by front-side bus speed, etc.  It is not surprising, then, that PC literature frequently mixes the masculine language of physical and computer technology.  “Maximum Overdrive” screams a recent Wired article on enthusiasts who overclock their machines (meaning they run them faster than their rated speeds),  “Welcome to the world of overclocking, where silicon lives fast, dies young, and leaves a good-looking corpse” (Doctorow, 2003, p. 112).  Overclockers are not the only PC users with a technology fetish: game magazines and fans constantly drool over hardware that affects game performance.  Graphics cards, generally judged by how many frames per second they can pump out at a given resolution and quality, get regular attention (at least a page or two) in PC Gamer, for example.  Overall, computer users salivate over the biggest, the fastest, the most powerful equipment, frequently employing adjectives like “extreme” and “hard,” like PC tech website Extremetech.com.  Even a staid productivity magazine like PC World can talk about a “hot rod notebook” or a “powerful chip.”

Finally, early PC enthusiasts loved playing with machines, and it is no different today—the computer works as a toy as well.  Like Lego or Erector sets, the computer is a puzzle of components with which hobbyists can fiddle.  Well before they had useful software applications, thousands of hobbyists bought and assembled early PC kits (Pop Quiz; Veit, Pre-IBM PC).  Today’s computer overclockers continue the tradition by experimenting with numerous hardware configurations.  They even playfully decorate their machines with functionally useless sculptures and neon lights.  The heart and soul of the hacker culture—according to friendly accounts—is finding creative solutions to difficult problems.  It is not at all surprising that the first computer game, Spacewar! (Russell, 1962), came from one of the earliest group of hackers: the MIT Tech Model Railroad Club.  The role of the boy-man who displays fascination and glee about machinery and programming is by now a common stereotype in movies, literature, interviews and news stories.  

In short, the PC and its surrounding culture clearly display the forces of the three ideologies of manhood and provide ways to negotiate them.  Computer hardware and software are cultural artifacts that are well-suited to mediating the contradictions that a present-day man often faces, because the machinery simultaneously allows for a sense of productiveness, a feeling of power, and license to play.
PC Games and Masculinity
Like the personal computer, the computer game is a prime site for negotiating the ideology of manhood.  The digital game industry and audience has been male-dominated since its beginning, and has only started to become significantly more inclusive in the last few years.
  Obviously, not all games are testosterone-soaked blood-fests like the notorious Mortal Kombat (Midway, 1992) or Grand Theft Auto III (DMA Design, 2001), yet relatively gender-neutral offerings like Tetris (AcademySoft, 1986) and Freecell are usually marginalized in gaming culture. 

The industry, with its eyes on untapped markets, and cultural critics, with their emphasis on gender equality, have long recognized the imbalance, but are generally at a loss for practical solutions.  The number of female players has steadily increased over the last decade, but the first breakthrough game was Maxis’ (2000) The Sims, the best-selling PC game of all-time (millions of copies), which finally was able to reach a truly sizeable female audience.  The fact is that the hardcore audience (see Chapter Three), which comprises perhaps only twenty percent of the game-purchasing public, has disproportionate influence as game-makers rely on them for promotional buzz (C. Morris, 2004); this segment of gamers, at least judging by the writers and readership of fan magazines like PC Gamer, is probably still predominantly male.  Thus, even as gaming demographics change, the games themselves and their surrounding culture are still very masculine—it may take some time for this to change significantly.  While not all three ideals of manhood get equal play in this milieu, they are nonetheless present.

The notion of responsible or productive manliness is not a strong one in digital game culture, although it is not wholly absent.  Although games, like movies and television, are primarily tools for entertainment, they do have some features that some see as socially productive.  For example, reading professor James Paul Gee (2003) has argued that video games are excellent tools for teaching today’s computer-savvy youth—better, in fact, than books.  Other recent research has shown that games appear to have beneficial effects upon the human brain (Green & Bavelier, 2003).  And a recent study concluded that surgeons who play video games tend to be more skilful at their work (Video Game Experience and Skill Good Indicator of Laparoscopic Surgical Proficiency, 2004).  It is important to note, however, that these themes tend not to impact commercial games or fan culture—in other words, discussion about the socially redeeming values of gaming occur in non-gamer discourse.  Generally, it seems that games do not easily lend themselves to a discourse of responsible manliness.

The ideology of powerful, aggressive masculinity is far more obvious in the literature surrounding games—and the games themselves.  Games allow the player to experience things they normally would never experience—and that obviously includes many social taboos.  Blowing things up and killing enemies quickly became a major theme in early video games.  Today, popular genres still reveal a fascination with power and domination: racing games, space battle games, fighting games, war simulations, and first-person shooters, just to name a few.  Gamers often talk about their past-time in a sort of coarse, locker-room style banter.  PC Gamer, a popular review magazine, is chock-full of examples: “When these guys promise ground slippery with blood, they mean it!” ("Preview - Warhammer 40,000: Dawn of War," 2004); or “Weep for joy, for there are five new realms to conquer” (D. Morris, 2004).  Game names and descriptions also play off of this fascination with power and violence: Mortal Kombat, Grand Theft Auto, Manhunt (Rockstar, 2003), etc.  Even games that are not graphically violent are fertile ground for rough masculinity.  The computer game is an ideal place to vicariously experience the thrill of the race-track or the glory of imperial conquest.

Naturally enough, the story of the eternal boy or masculine playfulness is also a major theme of the game culture—playing is the primary purpose, after all.  Even at its most hyper-masculine, gamer discourse focuses on entertainment, and is usually jocular or tongue-in-cheek.  Although PC Gamer abounds with glorification of bloody violence and explosions, the writers are more often than not amusing themselves and their readers by thumbing their noses at conventional opinion and proper morality.  Gamers usually do not lose sight of the fact that games are things to play with.  And in many ways, the virtual worlds of digital games are a type of playground (see the previous chapter for more discussion of this).  Reviews do get very serious sometimes—serious about how fun a particular product is.  Sometimes this means overall enjoyment, and sometime it means humor.  In fact, a recent PC Gamer story ranked the funniest games of all time ("The 10 Funniest PC Games of All Time," 2003).

It is important to note that gaming culture is often not purposefully chauvinistic.  What I have generally found, however, is that when gamers address issues of gender inequality in their culture, they effectively reinforce its masculinity via the language they use.
  Thus, for now, computer games largely remain the domain of men, and the ideals of rough masculinity and the grown-up boy are particularly powerful in these texts.
Fantasy Genre
I would argue that the appearances of the ideology of manhood in the Fantasy genre are more nuanced and more contested than they are in PC culture, games and gaming culture.  Women have carved out an impressive space for non-masculine gender ideals and for the challenging of cultural assumptions of manhood.  Nevertheless, in much of the literature and the Fantasy-themed art or games, the masculine ideals described above show through in a prominent way.

Several common Fantasy themes have quite complicated implications for the presentation of men.  For example, the powerful heroine is now a stock character of all types of Fantasy-themed material.  Assertive and independent women share the stage with men, and often out-think, out-muscle and out-personality their counterparts.
  Another interesting and familiar theme is that of pastoral peacefulness.  Tolkien’s presentation of the Shire, the ideally peaceful country-bumpkin land of the hobbits is representative of this kind of move.  The hobbits and subsequent Fantasy men of the same sort are essentially pacifists, desiring nothing more than to be left to their idyllic life—only uninvited enemies force them to take to the road or strap on an ill-fitting sword.  In both of these themes—and we could probably identify more—the ideal of the liberated man may be making something of a hesitant appearance.

The ideology of responsible manliness is surprisingly widespread in Fantasy literature, albeit as something of a throwback to an earlier era.  The key here is the emphasis on the manly hero.  Instead of hard-headed business-oriented productivity, novels and games set in magical worlds feature the romanticism of pseudo-medieval chivalry, invoking a different kind of responsibility.  The literature and the games do not always draw good and evil in stark terms, and good does not always triumph.  But more often than not, Fantasy heroes spend their adventuring time trying to defeat evil in order to save a peaceful or helpless society that cannot protect itself.  The progenitor of the commercial genre set this pattern with the quest to destroy the evil Ring, and more often than not, later novels follow the same pattern.  The reluctant hero leaves on the quest in spite of daunting odds, because he or she knows the value of duty, of responsibility for others.  This may not be a terribly modern (or postmodern) manly sensibility, but it is a romantic form of self-denial. 

At the same time, the notion of brutish, forceful masculinity is even more obvious in both the books and the artwork associated with the fantasy genre.  Militaristic exploits are very prominent: a large portion of FRPG art shows warriors in battle, and rare is the novel that does not feature superhuman feats of swordplay and derring-do.  In fact, combat guidelines take up an enormous portion of any FRPG rulebook.  Magic also functions as a kind of technology in Fantasy works.  Essentially, it works as a powerful invisible tool that can re-arrange the world.  Fantasy art also generally features standardized sex-roles.  Men appear as powerfully-built warriors, trim and agile thieves, or respectable and wise-looking wizards.  Women, on the other hand, are predominantly (regardless of their character-role) beautiful and voluptuous, with tight-fitting, revealing clothes.
  In other words, men are powerful, and women are eye candy.  Finally, a party of fantasy heroes almost always features a warrior that is the epitome of rough masculinity.  The Lord of the Rings’ Boromir or Gimli, with their rugged strength, their limitless endurance, and their enormous martial prowess, make appearances—albeit under different names—in practically every FRPG and novel.

The exploration of strange and exciting new worlds that is the hallmark of even the most formulaic fantasy novel or RPG has the same kind of appeal that Peter Pan (first performed as a play in 1904) had for early 20th century Americans.  The fantasy genre allows the outwardly cynically and mature grown-up to relive the wide-eyed wonder of the boy.  First of all, many of the land and cityscapes featured in novels and FRPGs are extravagant works of imagination: the preserved forest realm of Lothlorien, the Druid keep of Paranor, the subterranean dark elf city of Menzoberranzan and so on.  Second, the wilderness features prominently in many Fantasy works, recalling survival stories, such as those by Jack London and made popular for boys by authors such as Jim Kjelgard (Big Red) and Walter Farley (The Black Stallion) in the mid-20th century.  Finally, while the cast of characters in any given FRPG or Fantasy novel often evokes the grim seriousness of a nordic saga, it just as often can shade into the whimsical, becoming more akin to Alice in Wonderland than Beowulf.  In short, wonderful worlds, tales of adventure and weird characters all evoke a kind of juvenile atmosphere, even if they are accompanied by grand themes.
Mediation of Masculinity in FRPGs
Since the computer FRPG is to some degree a combination of all three social mediation points we have just examined, it would be reasonable to think these games might display some of the same features.  I want, then, to take a brief look now at the Forgotten Realms computer FRPGs and consider whether the mix of PC techno-culture, digital game culture and fantasy genre themes make these texts particularly useful for negotiating the ideological currents of manhood.  I have decided to focus on five features of the game that lend themselves to the negotiation of manhood:  the chivalry of the fantasy genre, the sex roles of the fantasy genre, the themes of exploration and conquest as well as power capability common to PC and game cultures, and the playfulness and weirdness common to both game culture and fantasy literature.  While these are certainly not the only issues in the games related to issues of masculinity, I think they provide some of the best evidence of the game mediating multiple ideals of manhood.
Playing the Hero
From its very earliest constructions, FRPGs have had a strong moral element.  D&D players have to choose “alignments” for their characters, a compound description that has two components: one indicating whether they are good, neutral or evil; another measuring how they feel about rules and order—lawful, neutral or chaotic.  Thus, a character could be lawful-good (morally good and upright and is very strict about following the laws of his or her religion and rulers) or chaotic good (morally good, but not much for following instructions) or neutral evil (bad, and not particularly a rule follower or a rebel) and so on.  Often FRPGs or other Fantasy-themed games allow the player to take the role of a destructive anti-hero (the most notable computer game examples being the Dungeon Keeper [Bullfrog, 1997] series).  The Forgotten Realms games also allow players to choose characters with an evil alignment, but the overall arc of the single-player story is one of a hero preventing the triumph of an evil enemy.  In other words, the players can break (in-game) promises and kill good creatures, but if they want to progress through the overall story, they need to work to save Neverwinter.  Although the limited moral flexibility somewhat tempers its save-the-world character, I believe this hero-story generally slants the game towards a kind of chivalric behavior that demonstrates the presence of the ideal of responsible manliness.
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In NWN, the single-player campaign automatically plunges the player into a quest to find the magical creatures necessary to stop the plague troubling the city.  In Icewind 
Figure 5.1 Game Screen.  In Neverwinter Nights, the non-player character Aribeth, the second-in-command of the city, gives the player character instructions on how to save the city.
Dale, the player must try to stop a powerful demon from taking over the world.  In Pools 
of Darkness, the player has to stop the evil god Bane from destroying the entire Moonsea area.  The list goes on.  In each case, regardless of the player-characters’ actual alignment, they must destroy the always-evil enemy so as to solve the major problem of the game.  This is a very typical Fantasy genre theme, and plays to a sense of nobility that works well with responsible manliness.  None of the games call for much self-sacrifice, as the tragic death of the characters means the end of a game (and a return to a saved version where the party is still alive).  However, the game-story does present the experience almost invariably as a tale of a small band of heroes triumphing in the face of overwhelming odds.
 

Essentially, then, these digital FRPGs, like many others, promote a re-vamped version of medieval chivalry.  Like the Code of the fabled warriors of the Round Table or Jedi Knights of the Star Wars universe, the Forgotten Realms games call for their players to smite evil and protect the defenseless.  Thus, through perseverance and proper behavior, the upright shall triumph over the wicked.  This emphasis on the player’s role as defender of the people nicely echoes the demands of responsible manliness.
Ideal Bodies
Since all the Forgotten Realms games are graphic adventures, they have plenty of opportunities to work all the standard themes of Fantasy art: warriors, castles, dungeons, dragons, monsters, and, of course, sexually ideal bodies.  The portrayal of humanoids (whether fully human, elven, dwarven or halfling) turns these magical worlds into a place of sexual fantasies.  The men are real men: old and wise wizards with flowing robes, lean and athletic thieves or bards, or (best of all) ridiculously powerful, muscled warriors.  
Figure 5.2  Game Art.  This portrait of an elven warrior, taken from NWN, is typical for FRPGs.  In fact, Bioware’s art tends to be relatively conservative in comparison to that of many Fantasy genre games and novels.
The women are real women: the vast majority are, regardless of profession, ample-chested, well-shaped and athletic, and clothed in lycra-tight apparel and/or armor.
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Even the low-resolution graphics of the earlier games do their best to meet these standards.  For example, the icon for drow wizards in the combat screen of Pools of Darkness consists of a badly pixelated, yet unmistakably curvy woman wearing a bikini and wielding a knife.  Needless to say, the portrait artwork for NWN is far more impressive in terms of its detail, and no less fantastic in its body themes.  The paladin Aribeth, one of the main NPCs and a very respectable warrior who ostensibly gives the player’s character orders has a tight-fitting suit of armor that fails to protect anything above her breasts—a strange omission for a seasoned warrior, but not for a Fantasy girl.  The portrayal of male bodies is slightly more varied—although practically no body is out of shape.  Their apparel, however, is infinitely more functional: FRPG men very rarely gratuitously bare their flesh.
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This tendency to treat women as poster-girls is particularly interesting in light of the apparent interchangeable nature of gender in the D&D rules: whether male or female, the character is statistically the same.  This functional empowerment of women is undercut by the swimsuit-model artwork that appeals to masculine fantasy.  As with so many other digital games and gaming culture in general, women can join the show as long as they do not interrupt rough masculine fantasies of sex and power.  To put it a little more glibly (but no less accurately), women are allowed to kick some ass as long they themselves have a nice one.  While the texts are a little more ambiguous about ideals for the male body, they tend to be pretty heavy on displaying men with some kind of 
Figure 5.3 Game Art.  This portrait of a half-orc from Neverwinter Nights is a little extreme, but it clearly displays a kind of rough masculine ideal for the male body.
physical power: either the lean athletic kind or brute muscular type.  In short, the Forgotten Realms games’ graphic portrayal of men and women make the games a site for acting out the fantasies of rough masculinity that are common to both digital games and the Fantasy genre.
The Conquistador Complex
The rough masculine ideals of the conquistador, prevalent in PC and gaming culture, are also prominent in these FRPG games.  A big part of all these games is charting out un-discovered territories.  In the newer games, as the player searches out new places, the game adds them to a map.  In the SSI Gold Box games, on the other hand, selecting the “Area” option shows the player a very crude diagram of the whole area—although nothing is marked on it.  Either way, exploration is one of the key game activities (see previous chapter), meaning that it is a kind of power play.  Space is the currency of the game—if you have not visited a place, you cannot use it.  Besides, the discovery of new spaces such as wild forests or a string of caves, especially when they are as artistically attractive (as they are in the newer games), can be exhilarating in and of itself.  NWN, for example, features the magnificent temples and palaces of Neverwinter, beautiful giant forests, and moldy old dungeons.  Baldur’s Gate and Icewind Dale both also feature some gorgeous artwork.

But the Forgotten Realms games enhance this excitement: potential danger lurks behind every corner.  Exploration is usually a violent ordeal, as it is often impossible to pass through a territory without cleansing it of its native inhabitants, such as hostile orcs, dangerous trolls, poisonous giant spiders, undead skeletons, and the like.  Although some non-player characters within these imaginary worlds are perfectly peaceful, the player’s characters cannot avoid fights for the whole game—in all of the versions, it is one of the 
Figure 5.[image: image14.jpg]


4 Game Screen.  In this scene from Neverwinter Nights, the player must confront and destroy a powerful demon.
key features, something that sells the game.
  Some encounters in some of the games offer the opportunity for adventurers to talk their way out of trouble (and talk their way into it as well), but in most situations, hostile opponents attack at first sight.

Thus, the game combines the rough masculine ideal of the rough-hewn self-sufficient explorer with the power of the violent warrior.  As with the conquistadors of old, new land is a tool to exploit, and inhabitants are either useful or deserving destruction.  The purpose of these games is (to paraphrase a bad joke about the Army) to go to interesting places, meet interesting creatures and kill them.  This is not at all unusual for digital games, although it is somewhat less common a theme in Fantasy literature, since there the imperialists are usually the enemy.  The sequence of encountering evil and desperately fighting it off, however, is not at all alien to the Fantasy experience.  In both senses, we clearly see the model of rough masculinity here.
Powering Up
A large part of the addictive appeal of RPGs—as any dedicated gamer can tell you—is the steady acquisition of new skills and abilities by the player’s character throughout the course of the game.  In fact, the FRPG is a vehicle for giving players the opportunity to gain and exercise power not accessible in real life.  The common character skills in D&D games are surely ones that most members of society do not have: sword-fighting, playing magical music, casting acid arrow spells, lock-picking, etc.  As the game continues, deeds earn experience points, which allow the player to steadily upgrade their personal military or magical prowess.  They also steadily acquire more and more powerful magic items and gobs of treasure that enable the purchase of powerful magic items.  By the end of the game, successful characters can face off against enormous dragons and powerful magic-users. 

On the one hand, this is very much a masculine power trip.  These games offer a sense of extraordinary and ever-increasing ability.  Much like the old Atlas commercials that promised to turn the ninety-nine pound weakling into a hulking tower of strength, playing the game pumps up the player’s avatar.  The Forgotten Realms games can solidify this sense of power in three ways: presenting opponents of ever-increasing danger, displays of power and numerical representations.  As already alluded to, some of the games steadily turn up the difficulty level of the enemies the player faces.  What would have been murderously impossible at the beginning of the game, however, becomes simply challenging later on.  Most of the games have enough flexibility that it is possible for players to accidentally walk into a combat situation where the smartest thing to do is to run away (or die and return to a saved game).  After accumulating new levels of power and better weapons, however, the player can return and make mincemeat of the former obstacle.  The newer games also make use of their advanced graphics by making great shows of displays of power.  This is especially true of NWN: a low-level magic missile looks cool enough, but the graphic fireworks of a powerful fireball is truly impressive.  Finally, in both the old and new games, players can watch their characters [image: image15.jpg]Shaut
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steadily increase in statistical power: strength stats, attack stats, health stats, number of spells and more all go up and up.
Figure 5.6 Game Screen.  Being able to cast powerful spells is part of the appeal of games like Neverwinter Nights.
This is not just a theme that appeals to the standard of rough masculinity, however.  This is very much a tale of capitalist acquisition.  Essentially, the characters of the RPGs become commodities: as the player invests his or her labor, the value of the avatar increases.  While a somewhat bizarre connection to the ideal of responsible manliness, this is in fact how the game functions.
  By faithfully dedicating time and effort to adventuring, the player gains numerous rewards: the story of responsible work in a nutshell.

These power-ups fit the character of the PC (investments of time and money equal increased ability) and of gaming in general (most games offer steadily increasing challenges and reward successful play with power).  All of this plays in very nicely with both the rough masculine fantasy of power and responsible manly goal of rewarded labor—and it may very well offer a feeling of capability that is not present in real life.  It also introduces the capitalist narrative that satisfies the American conception of respectable manliness.
Fantastic Playgrounds
Of course, the Forgotten Realms games are not all about rough masculine fantasies and desires of responsible manliness—they tap into the boyishness of games as well.  An element of wide-eyed wonder combined with occasional humor makes this imaginary world something of a virtual playground.  The Forgotten Realms games are certainly not comedy games in the sense that the truly amusing LucasArts adventure games of the 1980s and 90s were.  Nevertheless, occasional appearances of non-sequiturs, comic characters, and mildly amusing conversations lend a playful air to these games.  Minsc, a playable giant barbarian with a rather silly accent and featured in the Baldur’s Gate series, is a good example of this.  He yells awe-inspiring phrases like “butt-kicking for goodness!” as he heads into battle, and carries a pet “miniature giant space hamster” named Boo.  Weird quirks like this certainly lighten the atmosphere of an otherwise non-stop hack-and-slash affair.

Most of these games’ playfulness, however, come from the Fantasy world itself.  The magic and amazing creatures of the Fantasy genre enhance the game’s atmosphere of child-like wonder.  Dwarves, gnomes, elves, pixies, enchanters, magic swords, strange landscapes, dragon lairs and other fairy tale elements all populate the games’ landscapes.  The playful elements of the computer game are also prominent in this FRPG: the contest of combat, the make-believe of entering another world, the vicarious glee of casting spells, all taking place with no consequences more serious than a little frustration at having to load up a saved game if things go wrong.  All of this spells adventure, very much of the sort featured in Peter Pan: the game invites us to be children who never grow up.  In short, these games are very much play-worlds that invite the enactment of eternal boyhood.
Conclusion: Men’s Playgrounds in Perspective
In this chapter I have made an argument of possibility: I am trying to suggest one possible and highly plausible reason for the clear male dominance of the genre, both in terms of audience and textual features.  I am not trying to argue, of course, that resolving the conflicting constructions of manhood is the only—or even primary—reason audiences have for playing computer FRPGs.  And none of themes I have just discussed—from the opportunity to play the chivalrous hero to the fantastic playgrounds of the game—are simplistically or entirely traditionally masculine.  In each case, the gender roles presented and the thematic materials provided to negotiate gender ideals are of a mixed quality.


As already mentioned, for every chivalrous hero, the games provide opportunities to be wicked.  The conquistador is not the only model of adventuring: alternately, players are offered the opportunity to be healers and peace-makers.  And while a player can go on a statistic-focused power trip of acquisition, most of the games also provide elements that allow for a more dramatic or story-oriented style of play.  Most obviously, the presentation of bodies is not completely uniform.  While the pin-up Fantasy girl is still dominant, new archetypes are starting to appear: the less-curvy (almost androgynous) athletic woman, and the somewhat earthy or homely halfling or dwarven woman, for example.  Likewise, the geeky thin male, while not particularly common, is starting to make an appearance as well.  On top of all of this, there is nothing that stops a man from playing a woman in any of the Forgotten Realms games.  I do not want to give the impression that the digital FRPGs are completely uniform in terms of elements that have some relationship to gender roles.


This complexity reflects a number of possibilities.  First, although the production of the Forgotten Realms material is tightly controlled by its publishers, it is still an incredibly collective effort.  Hundreds of authors, artists, designers, programmers and editors have contributed to the various rulebooks, novels and digital games over the past several decades.  In light of this, expecting complete uniformity in any aspect of the game is at least questionable.  More importantly, while D&D may have an audience that is predominantly middle-class, white, and male, this does not mean that nobody else plays the game.  Many female gamers vocally demand recognition of the masculine gaming cultures in which they are submerged, perhaps the most prominent example being the increasingly common girl gaming clans.  Game-makers are aware of this and are responding with somewhat more diversified gaming material.  Finally, society’s appreciation of gender ideals has changed in the last three decades: it is not surprising that we would see some of that reflected in a wider range of gender roles presented in the games.

The point I am trying to make in this chapter is not that players cannot find anything but the respectable, rough and playful ideals of masculinity—nor is it that players can only play with this game in one way.   Many FRPGs are very rich texts that allow for multiple uses and interpretations.  Men (and women) may engage these games without ever really struggling over issues of masculinity.  But that should not gloss over the very real presentation of themes enmeshed in the powerful ideals of manhood in our society.  Multiple features of the FRPG text make it particularly attractive to many men for negotiating their gender identities.  The fact that the computer FRPG is a meeting point for PC culture, gaming culture and the Fantasy suggests that games like NWN have a unique capability of resolving the often-conflicting ideals of respectable manliness, rough masculinity and the grown-up boy. 
CHAPTER SIX
CONCLUSION

A spectre has haunted role-playing game industry and fan community since early in its history: the accusation of anti-social addiction.  In the late 70s, several suicides or other odd behaviors were attributed to excessive playing of Dungeons and Dragons—in fact, Tom Hanks starred in a 1982 TV movie called Mazes and Monsters (Jaffe & Lazarus, 1982), which was an over-the-top dramatization of these characterizations—leaving a lasting public suspicion of the game (Astinus, A History of Role-Playing.  Part Four).  More recently, the most popular western MMORPG, EverQuest (Verant Interactive, 1999), has been dubbed “EverCrack” for the compulsive playing into which some of its participants fall.  

The texts of this dissertation look at single-player games, which lack the social dimension of these other RPGs.  Nevertheless, the solo games call for dozens of hours of dedicated playing to complete as well.  Hundreds of thousands of players throw themselves into these games and their imaginary worlds, and many stay until the adventures are finished.  I do not want to rehash the well-examined debate over whether these games are dangerous or harmless.  Rather, I simply want to note that something about these texts works.  Fans flock to them, and they play them heavily.  In some way, the goals and desires of makers and players meet in the text.  The medium is mediating effectively—maybe too effectively.

While this dissertation has made it clear that the medium is not the whole message, it certainly is a part of it.  That is, the shape of the nexus of mediation has a great deal to say about the shape of communication.  For the digital game industry, the computer FRPG is well-suited to coping with a variety of technological, economic, political and cultural forces.  The digital FRPG re-shapes the forces of computer technology and the communicative conventions of stories and games.  And for some players, at least, the computer FRPG offers the opportunity to negotiate the conflicting standards of manhood.  In each case, the construction of the medium and the features distinctive to the genre—their technology, their textual structures and habitual patterns of use—facilitate the mediation of certain kinds of social pressures, and inhibit others.  Thus, the medium mediates the demands of makers, communicative conventions and players.

This kind of segmented analysis, however, may give the impression that the interaction between maker, text and user is somewhat more simplistic than it really is.  Thus far, I have been examining one aspect of the communicative process at a time.  This has the advantage of allowing me to focus in detail on the relevant features of the digital FRPG for game-makers, communicative conventions and players.  In reality, however, communication is never simple, and the interested parties are not cordoned off from each other.  The medium, as a mediation point, is also an intermediary, a go-between, a place where people and social forces contact each other.  In other words, while male players of digital FRPGs may use them to mediate the demands of the conflicting ideals of manhood that they experience, it is also a place these same players make contact with game-makers and with textual traditions.  In addition, the digital game medium does not exist in isolation from other media, through which communication about games continues all the time.  Web pages, magazines, and face-to-face conversations, some of which I cited throughout this dissertation are just a few of the ways in which different parties involved with computer and video games talk to each other about these texts.  

The upshot of all this is that the digital game medium is less like a place of overlapping spheres of communicative activity, and more like a part of a web of communication processes, much like the complexes of social activity mapped by the actor-network theory.  While SCOT and allied schools of thought focus on the development of technology, their observations could just as easily apply to the processes of communication.  Where SCOT theorists (Bijker et al., 1987a) observe that the creation and maintenance of technology depends upon a “seamless web” of relationships between various social groups and materials, I would argue that the same applies for communication.  The “symbolic process whereby reality is produced, maintained, repaired and transformed,” as Carey (1975/1988a) defines communication, occurs via a complex process of interaction between numerous forces and persons.  What I want to do in the next section, then, is re-examine the digital FRPG as a genre that involves a complex meeting of maker, text and player.
The digital FRPG as a seamless web
A Man’s Game
Chapter Five analyzed the appeal of digital FRPGs for male players, and Chapter Three hinted at a connection between game-making and masculinity.  I want to flesh out the connection here, and briefly show how the digital game medium is part of a web of forces that construct and reinforce its masculine bias.  The attraction of these texts to men does not come from nowhere, and the situation cannot be explained by the simple logic of “we make it because they buy it”—as was made clear in Chapter Three.  Rather, a series of forces and actions reinforce both the masculine dominance of the games industry, the texts, and the players.

It is well-documented that heavily male-dominated cultures first gave birth to computers.  This is not to say that women had no role in computer history—or even insignificant roles.  Rather, they were badly outnumbered and lived and worked in cultural spaces that demanded allegiance to masculine codes of behavior.  The first computers were created in the very masculine atmosphere of the American military, after which they shifted more and more to big-corporation business and university research labs.  In either setting, they were created, maintained and played with by a predominantly male engineering culture.  All the accounts of early hackers that I have read cite only men; once again, some women may have been involved, but they were clearly not a dominant force.  Even the shift from the hulking mainframes to home or personal computers in the 70s did not change things much: the early micro-computer hobbyists seem also to have been predominantly male.
  It was out of this military-birthed, corporation-nurtured hacker culture that computer games initially appeared.

Fantasy role-playing took a slightly different route of development, but in the end, had its origins in a similarly masculine culture.  Once again, a group of wargamers produced the first RPG (Astinus, A History of Role-Playing.  Part I; Fine, 1983).  Although games in general are not necessarily masculine cultural artifacts, wargaming, with its emphasis on violence and hyper-detailed mechanics, is clearly a male domain.
  In fact, the first versions of Chainmail and D&D clearly reflect the influence of wargames with their emphasis on miniatures and combat over dramatic character play.
  Interestingly, one early gamer reports that initially at least, RPGs attracted sizable numbers of female players, but that these mostly disappeared in the 80s when the game gained the stigma of being associated with antisocial teenage boys (Edwards, A Hard Look).  Even so, this activity was created for the most part by men—and they were the bulk of the early playing population as well.

It is hardly surprising, then, that the early games industry was mostly composed of men.  Roberta Williams is practically the only widely-known woman game-maker of the 80s, while many more equally famous men started their careers at this time.  As noted in Chapter Three, although many more women work in the games industry today, it is still mostly male.  Given that the early designers and programmers made games interesting to themselves, it is not surprising again that many games sported very masculine themes.  Once again, this is a blanket generalization that ignores popular games that were relatively gender neutral: classics like Ms. Pac-Man (Midway, 1981), Dig Dug (Atari, 1982), Frogger (Sega/Gremlin, 1981), Super Mario Brothers (Nintendo, 1985), SimCity (Maxis Software, 1989), or Tetris (AcademySoft, 1986).  But a glance through practically any list computer and video game titles is enough to confirm an overwhelming mass of games featuring fighting, shooting, alien invaders, rough sports and hack-and-slash Fantasy themes.

Given these kinds of products, it is not surprising that the most enthusiastic fans of digital games have been, since the beginning, boys and men.  Although recent market research seems to indicate that women are playing more games for larger amounts of time—several reports indicate that women in their 40s and 50s are now the heaviest-playing demographic group for online games (Game Players are a More Diverse; Women over 40)—the key hardcore market remains resolutely male in numbers
 and in language.  As discussed earlier in the dissertation, the discourse of hardcore fandom is clearly that of trash-talking rough masculinity (see, for example [Kushner, 2003], plus any number of PC Gamer magazines)—it is exactly like football with digital games substituted for a physical sport.  These players tend to be sharply critical of perceived problems, and profusely enthusiastic over their favorite games and features, propounding their opinions in the same aggressive manner as sports fans or truck aficionados. 

Clearly these two groups—male makers and male players—are linked both to each other and to the features of the digital FRPG text.  The hardcore players are the consumers that developers and publishers will roll out millions of dollars and thousands of work-hours to please, because they are the audience that most consistently brings in sales (C. Morris, 2004).  In other words, the safest or most predictable way to have a good revenue-generator of a game is to make sure it gets the support of dedicated gamers.  This means appealing to their tastes and sensibilities, reinforcing their culture.  And the gamers literally demand this: in letters to the editors of PC Gamer, in beta-testing with developers’ about-to-be-released games, on websites and on player reviews found on all kinds of gaming sites.  At the same time, the most likely employees of game-making companies are themselves hardcore gamers, people who have a passion for making and playing computer and video games.  Obviously, this is not always the case: a talented artist or programmer does not need to love his or her work to be good at it.  Nevertheless, gamers are more likely to apply for game-making jobs than non-gamers, and developers now have a huge community of mod-makers (enthusiasts who modify games as a hobby) to draw from as employees (Kline et al., 2003; Kushner, 2003).

The upshot is obvious and logical: games that appeal heavily to men.  Game-makers were originally predominantly men, and their products generally attracted more male players than female.  These players in turn demanded fare that appealed to them, and not surprisingly, developers, whose tastes pretty much ran in that direction anyway, tended to produce the masculine material we are so familiar with today: war, combat, mechanized strategy, bloodthirsty aliens and orcs, high-impact football, etc.  This cycle continues today (Cassell & Jenkins, 1998) : it is probably best-described by Kline et al. (2003) in their chapter on “Militarized Masculinity.”  The socio-cultural construction of the medium is produced by and reinforces the male maker-player culture.  Things are not entirely black-and-white.  Players could read and use the themes of games in many ways, and some games or aspects of games have always had some room for alternate gender roles.  And things are changing: more and more games that are not so drenched in the themes of rough masculinity are appearing all the time.  But they are changing slowly, a testament the power of the cycle masculinity.  The Sims, a definitively not-rough-masculine game, while being enormously profitable, has not spawned a wide range of look-alikes and creative off-shoot products.  It remains to be seen how long it will be before digital gaming truly emerges from a masculinity-dominated condition.
New or Old?
This cycle of masculinity is related to a second example of the complex interworking of forces surrounding digital game communication: that of the balance between predictability and innovation.  Commercial games—like much popular entertainment—is a curious mix of new old.  We can see this in many ways.  The Fantasy motifs of digital FRPGs, for example, clearly incorporate ancient, traditional and Romantic cultural themes (as noted in Chapter One), such as heroic, romantic combat against evil, society-threatening monsters.  But at the same time, they mix in modern and postmodern themes, dealing with gender equality, individuality and freedom and so on.  In a different way, styles of game-play can be copycat or relatively untried.  The health indicator bar, a changeable icon that graphically illustrates how close a game character is to dying or falling unconscious, is a staple of practically any digital game that involves avatars that can be damaged more than once.  Practically all RTS games look and play exactly the same, being composed of a scrollable map that the player can move his or her war units across—the only thing that varies is the quality of the graphics.  Yet new ways of playing appear as well.  Myst (Cyan, 1994) was a pioneering game in terms of its interface: a completely intuitive point and click system with no instructions.  Some games, like Shogun (The Creative Assembly, 2001), a simulation of medieval Japanese warfare, creatively combine two or more established genres—in this case, turn-based grand-strategy gaming and tactical, real-time combat simulation.  The list could go on: artistic or iconographic themes, marketing patterns, game narratives, etc.

A series of interrelated forces affect this dance between old and new (many of which we touched on in Chapter Three).  For the games industry, predictable profits are of paramount importance.  “New” means “untried” and therefore “risky” (the antithesis of predictable).  Baldur’s Gate (Bioware, 1998) sold well: when making the sequel, why change the entire game?  The Command and Conquer (Westwood, 1995) series sold well: when making another real-time battle simulator, would it not help to follow their lead?  At the same time, many workers within the industry want to view their work, their career as creative, or even artistic.  Producing the same old “crap in a box” (E. Sidran, personal communication, October 23, 2001) may pay the bills, but it is personally unfulfilling.  Usually, the economic imperative outweighs the cultural concerns, but the latter can impinge on the former.  In recent years, a string of talented and veteran game makers have jumped ship from their development houses and have started up new ones, primarily because they were dissatisfied with the kind of products they were working on.  Losing quality labor can actually hurt a company’s bottom line.  So there is clearly a tension within the industry.

Once again, as mentioned in Chapter Three, the game medium’s technology contains a similar tension.  The fact is that the tried-and-true is much easier to program than the unfamiliar.  Using previously established program techniques, templates, art forms, software tools and so on reduces demands on time and the amount of mistakes workers are likely to make.  However, graphics and gameplay that never change get old after a while.  While using 1997 graphics for a 2004 game is very easy for a proficient programmer, they look more than a half-decade old.  Both makers and users will find it stale and depart to more graphically impressive waters.

Finally, the players also display a similar kind of tension between old and new.  If they enjoy something, they like to repeat that experience.  Games are, in fact, set up for that sort of thing: they are purposely replayable, much more so than a favorite movie or taped television.  Sequels sell not just because of the distribution power of publishers (or the fact that they are the flavor of the month), but because gamers like playing their old favorites with some touch-ups—a continuing story or character development, better graphics and sound, new powers and abilities, tweaked rules, etc.  At the same time, that desire for changes and upgrades point to another force: a wish for both novelty and change.  After all, if a new product is almost identical to the old, why fork over another forty or fifty dollars for something you already have and can just keep on playing?  The fact that hardcore gamers, at least, are constantly buying and trying different games indicates that clones will not cut it entirely.

Once again, these forces intermingle and affect each other all the time.  Makers do market research, send out their pre-release games for beta-testing
 and read fan feedback to get an idea of what will sell and what will not sell.  They also do their best to convince their market that the games they make are worth playing.  For their part, gamers (especially, once again, the hardcore players) are eager to see their own unique ideas and favorite standards incorporated in games, and will do what they can to get these messages to game-makers.  Meanwhile, computer hardware, always increasing in power, changes the boundaries of what is and is not possible—although mostly in the realm of graphics and sound.  Just as importantly, new programming techniques and new development software tools constantly change how makers create their products.

Players tell makers what they want or like, makers try to sell gamers on their games’ features, and both constantly interact with the abilities and limitations of the technology.  Thus, the balancing act between predictability and innovation is the result of constant interaction between all the parts and parties of the communicative process.  The complaint within both the fan and developing community has been that generally, creative change has been steadily disappearing from the gaming industry.  This seems to be a fair criticism.  Even when a best-selling alternative comes along, the culture of game production is so risk-averse that some titles become lone standard-bearers for a genre or style that is unique.  The makers of Myst, for example, have actually complained about how few companies have sought to duplicate their style and gameplay (King & Borland, 2003).  For the time being, at least, the same could be said about The Sims, the best-selling PC game of all time.  Nevertheless, innovation, even if it is only a fairly small scale, does occur, and it always has an effect on game production.  

The cycle of digital game masculinity and the predictability/innovation balance are just two examples among many of the seamless web of communicative forces surrounding, feeding into and emanating from the digital game medium.  The point is that the medium is a meeting point for many different parties and social forces, and that they are constantly acting on and interacting with each other.  The medium is a mediation point.
Contributions to the Field
Obviously, this dissertation is the start to a program of research, not the culmination of it.  I have tried to look at one particular genre of one particular medium, and have tried to draw some rather large implications from this investigation.  I am incorporating research from a diverse set of literature and trying to forge it into something of a hybrid perspective.  If any of this is to prove convincing or worthwhile in the long run, I will need to do a great deal more research, both theoretical and practical.  Nevertheless, this dissertation suggests some ways in which the study of the medium as a mediation point could possibly contribute to existing scholarly discourse.

First of all, I hope to bring the study of digital games into the field of communication studies.  This is not entirely unique (Ohio University’s Mia Consalvo [2003], for example, comes from a journalism and mass communication perspective), but the nascent field of game studies rarely pays much attention to communication theory.  This seems to be partly due to a notion that the purpose of games is not to send messages.  As I argued in the first chapter, if we adhere to the transmission model of communication, this idea is at least somewhat defensible—although as cybernetic systems, we could certainly argue that games are constantly receiving and feeding back information to and from users (Aarseth, 1997; Wiener, 1950/1967).  But if we apply broader understandings of communication, such as Carey’s ritual model, then clearly digital games (even the more abstract ones) qualify as communicative activity.  This dissertation has examined the creation of meaning in the digital game medium, and using an interdisciplinary but communication studies-inspired approach would be a positive contribution to Game Studies.

This is related to the formalism that has influenced so much Game Studies to this point.  Much of this is inspired by practical need: “I have no words & I must design,” as Greg Costikyan (2002) puts it.  In this sense, formalism is about providing a set of tools that enables more effective discourse about game-making.  In many cases, however, academic writing on games has seemed to stem from the desire to do the same thing for games what aesthetic theorists have done for narratives: produce conceptual forms that get at the “heart of gameness” (Juul, 2003).  I hope it is clear in Chapter Four that I find much of this scholarship stimulating and valuable.  Nevertheless, this approach tends to ignore or de-emphasize the importance of the material conditions of games.  I am not a philosophical materialist, but I do believe that we cannot understand human culture or cultural artifacts without paying attention to their physical form.  In other words, whether there is or is not a heart of gameness, we can only investigate actual games, which have a material condition—and electrical impulses are not immaterial, as the mythos of the electronic sublime would have us believe (Carey & Quirk, 1970/1988a).  In other words, trying to create concepts—like the heart of gameness or narrative or whatever—without taking into account their actual embodied conditions ultimately misses some pretty important stuff.

What this comes down to is that Game Studies needs to take into account the fact that cultural and technological structure matter, even if they are always shifting.  In fact, once digital games are conceptualized as pieces of culture, rather than as instances of abstract concepts, we open up some fruitful ways to critique them.  Moulthrop (2004), for example, has recently written that it is of extreme importance that we look at the cultural impact of game design, because it gives us the ability to critique their problematic themes, such as blatant and harmful sexism.  In a response, Aarseth (2004a) argues that undoubtedly Lara Croft’s breast polygons have cultural impact, but talking about this does not help us understand gameplay.  I want to argue that you cannot separate the cultural importance from the gameplay, that if we take Aarseth’s route, gameplay is such an abstract concept removed from actual practice that it starts to become useless or even dangerous.

The other major body of theory to which I hope this dissertation can contribute is Medium Theory.  In many ways, this is the theoretical perspective with which I most identify as a scholar, but I am acutely aware of its common critiques.  The most forceful and important of these is the idea that no matter how nuanced it is, Medium Theory becomes an argument for technological determinism.  I have tried to argue two points in this dissertation that I think mitigate this criticism somewhat.  First, by incorporating the SCOT perspective, I hope to show that recognizing the importance of technology in communication does not mean disavowing social input into technology; the two processes occur concurrently.  Second, in a related sense, a medium is more than just technology, a point which many Medium Theorists tacitly acknowledge in their analyses, but rarely formally develop.  A technology is meaningless without human use—a computer may just as well be a rock if nobody plays with it or nobody programs for it.  A medium, then, should be understood as something broader than just a tool, or even a system of tools; a consideration of a medium needs to look at the institutions supporting it and the communicative practices or conventions associated with it.
Future Directions
I think of this project as foundational for my future work: I am developing a theoretical framework and methodological approach to the study of digital games (and other media) that I hope will continue to characterize my work.  As such, I could see my long-term work heading in a few quite different directions.  One topic that intrigues me a great deal is the relatively untouched history of role-playing games—more specifically Fantasy RPGs and computer RPGs.  While fragmented and short histories abound on the Internet, the most comprehensive still only total a few dozen pages.  I have no interest in dedicating the rest of my career to building up such a history, but there are surely some interesting stories waiting to be told.  More importantly, the subculture surrounding these games is a critically important one for American culture and worth studying in this regard alone.  Trying to understand this group of people and these set of texts without getting a grasp of their history is doomed to failure, and the more historical information readily available, the better, as far as I am concerned.

Another long-term direction for research that fascinates me is the study of change and continuity in communication across media and time.  Fantasy role-playing games—especially the D&D products—are ideally suited to a latitudinal comparison of communication: that is, how current communication is different in different media.  Forgotten Realms material exists in novel, paper game-book and digital game form (and the Fantasy genre in general also exists in film, television and comic book form as well), making it ideally suited to such a study.  A greater passion of mine, however, is to connect current communicative behavior with that of the past.  Because of their connection with ancient European myth, Fantasy-themed games and narratives are a great site for a longitudinal study of communication: how communication changes across time.  What happens to ancient communication and traditions as they move into the postmodern era?

I could think of many other long-term topics as well, such as the expansion of this study into issues of class and race—digital FRPGs are, I believe, resolutely white middle class artifacts, facts that have not really been addressed by many game researchers.  But before I start to tackle these worthwhile long-term projects, I believe I have an opportunity to take the focus of this dissertation deeper.  One key move would be to expand my methodology.  While textual analysis is extremely valuable, I believe that my research would benefit from actually talking to people about games.  Specifically, I want to spend some time with players other than myself (and close acquaintances) and get a sense for how they understand and interact with games.  How do they play the games, what do they find important about gaming, how do they perceive or understand games, how do they talk about games?  I also want to spend some time with game-makers as well.  How much of what is written about the industry represents it accurately, how do they engage or conceptualize the digital game medium, what are their goals and practical concerns, how do they actually work?  A number of research methods could help answer these kinds of questions: formal interviews or participant observation are two that spring to mind.

Given the wider range of methodologies, there are several issues of which I think I would get a clearer understanding.  For one, rather than infer the role of gender ideologies in lived experience from textual features, I would like to see actual players and workers negotiating them.  For another, I would be very interested in further investigating how people involved with digital games perceive and use technology.  In addition, I think it would definitely be worth my while to expand my focus from the single-player games to multiplayer games and consider what kind of impact this extra interpersonal dimension adds to the digital game.

Beyond these issues, there are a couple of dimensions to this project that I would like to more fully develop.  One of these is a broader historical perspective or horizon.  Most new media studies do not make much reference to the ideas or artifacts that much pre-dated the middle of the 20th century (with the exception of some references to Plato and Aristotle).  While digital communication of all kinds is quite new, being human and communicating is not.  This project is not at all a cosmic-perspective historical project, but it would be useful to understand how new media like digital games fit into a broader view of communication.

The other aspect of the project worth developing is its critical edge.  I do not regard this as non-critical research, as I understand critical research to be much broader than the implicit boundaries drawn by Marxist-inspired political economy and Cultural Studies.  I see a critical perspective as one that does not accept cultural or social phenomena at their face value, but careful considers and investigates them.  My project has been one focused on a critical appreciation of culture and technology, one that does not take technology (or cultural forces) for granted, and one that can provide the basis for larger social critiques.  The fact is, digital FRPGs are an ideal site to investigate a variety cultural issues: issues of ideology, religion, community, race, class, gender and more.  In the end, I hope my studies will allow me to start developing these broader critiques to a greater extent.
Conclusion

Do changes loom for the digital FRPG?  Will all of these observations—about the games industry and their products, about games and stories, about players and gender ideologies—be invalid in a few years?  Undoubtedly, the situation will not be the same even half a decade from now.  This is a constant issue with the research of new media: today’s hot commodities, flashy trends and conventional wisdoms are tomorrow’s items of curiosity, stupid ideas and constricting ideologies.  This is especially true of writing that attempts to over-generalize or predict long-term trends.  Although digital FRPGs are relatively popular today, a few bad years might see the eclipse of the genre; trying to project its cultural power even two or three years down the road is a little foolhardy.  Although the genre has one typical form today, it may be that a new game encourages a new direction, causing the Baldur’s Gate/NWN model—the core of my analysis—to look extremely dated not very long from now.

I think this makes it extremely important to take more lasting insights from this dissertation.  While the specific cultural forms appear and disappear, the point is that they are sites of cultural and communicative work.  I have argued in Chapter Four, for instance, that the mixing of Game and Story in the digital medium has started to create new kinds of communicative conventions—specifically, story-games and game-stories.  It would be a mistake to see these hybrid forms as the most important insight of the chapter: who knows if anyone will be producing or using these modes of game-playing and story-telling even a few years down the road?  The real point I hope to make is that the work of mediating communication means that communication will shift in form.  The demands on the games industry, while constantly shifting in their specific manifestations, will always be present: material production in a material world always entails trade-offs and negotiations.  The ideologies of manhood have certainly not been stable in the United States over the past century, and there is no reason to think that men will be mediating the same ideals; the more important notion is that they can use communicative texts to attempt to resolve conflicting social expectations.  The point is that a communication medium is a meeting point for social forces, a nexus of cultural and communicative transformation.

I do not mean to say that the specifics of my argument are unimportant.  Quite the opposite: we can only generalize from specifics.  Unless we actually wrestle with media and specific instances of communication, we will have a hard time talking about how they work in a more abstract sense.  In addition, general theoretical frameworks—such as conceptualizing a medium as a mediator—while potentially interesting in and of themselves, have their greatest impact when they provide new perspectives on important cultural phenomena.  In this case, I hope my conversations about industry, games and players provide new ways of looking at issues that are already being widely discussed.  But it is important to realize that such insights are almost certainly going to be dated in some way before long.

In summary, then, I think the digital Fantasy role-playing game is a site of mediation.  It is a genre of a medium that acts as a meeting point for game makers, for game players and for the communicative conventions they use.  At this meeting point, the various parties use the medium to negotiate or mediate a host of social, cultural and physical forces that they experience.  In so doing, communication occurs, shaped by and concurrently shaping the medium that makes the whole process possible.  It is this cycle that I have tried to illustrate in my analysis, and if at least some of this is evident and insightful, I have achieved my goal.
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� Generally, I will use the Meyrowitz’ term “Medium Theory” to describe this corpus of literature because I see it as being broader or more inclusive.  Media Ecology is the term normally used by friends, allies and followers of Neil Postman’s NYU program (as well as the Media Ecology Association, of which I am a member).  Some scholars (such as Flayhan � ADDIN ENRfu ��[1997�]) use the former label as a way of keeping their work distinct from certain ideas (especially those of Postman).  Both schools, however, cite many of the same canonical texts, and although I disagree with many of Postman's ideas, I have no major problem with the MEA's choice of terminology.  I simply wish to use as broad a label as possible.


� As with many important new media and digital media studies, I have not yet seen this cited as a work of Medium Theory or Media Ecology, but he draws somewhat on McLuhan and I see no arguments that are fundamentally out of place in this school of thought.


� In fact, to my knowledge, none of the technologies studied from the SCOT perspective have been communication technologies.


� This quote is widely attributed to McLuhan, but I am unable to find the exact source.  One article cites: McLuhan, M. (1954) “Notes on the Media as Art Forms,” Explorations 2 (April): 6-13.  However, I have been unable to verify this.


� I do recognize, however, that even this kind of division is an abstraction of lived experience: the what sometimes is itself the how.  For example, breaking up with a significant other via email instead of in person sends a message in and of itself (and again, the medium is the message).


� And, importantly for much recent Game Studies, the core components of a game have little or nothing to do with stories.  More on this in Chapter Four.


� This is not an entirely fair distinction, as both Juul and Frasca at least have had some experience making games.  However, their work, while interesting, is not commercial, so I would argue that categorizing them as academics is basically valid.


� Labeling digital games as a “niche cultural commodity” would likely draw howls of protest in many circles.  I certainly do not hold this opinion in any dogmatic sense.  Obviously, computer and video games are huge economically, and their cultural prestige is steadily growing.  But I would argue they are not, by and large, mainstream culture generators in the same way that movies, television and magazines are.  Plus, although this is changing rapidly, they still have a demographically skewed audience: more male, more under the age of 40, more white, and more middle class than the general population.


� This assertion is largely based on anecdotal evidence.  It is difficult to find publicly-available solid market statistics or demographics for any of these three.  Nevertheless, it is a widely-held stereotype with more than a grain of truth, and I have seen few challenge it.


� Most Fantasy genre theorists do not capitalize the term.  I do so in this dissertation to distinguish between when I am talking about the genre and when I am using the word “fantasy” in its broader, everyday sense.


� Which is not to say that it had no competition.  Steven Darlington � ADDIN ENRfu ��( A History of Role-Playing.  Part V)� claims that by the end of the 80s, the Big Four of the RPG industry were TSR, Steve Jackson Games, Palladium and West End Games.  Nevertheless, TSR solidified its financial stability and increased its revenues.


� In 1976, after the threat of a lawsuit, Atari settled out of court with Magnavox, and gained inexpensive licensing rights for Pong � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Kent, 2001)�.


�   It is worth stressing that although the term “hacker” has accrued a significantly negative (or at least subversive) connotation in today’s popular culture, at that time (and today still, according to old-time purists) anyone who took a playful or creative approach to programming and computers would fit under this label.


� While Macs certainly survived and even dominated certain kinds of applications, after the late 80s they were not considered a gaming machine.


� In reality, these were Advanced Dungeons & Dragons (or AD&D) games.  In the early 80s, TSR released an advanced line and a basic line of their RPG products.  By the late 80s, the basic line had all but disappeared, leaving only AD&D.  WotC, as part of their re-creation of TSR decided, with their third edition of the Advanced game to return the title to the original label of Dungeons and Dragons.  This means that all of the Forgotten Realms games from Pool of Radiance through Baldur’s Gate 2 were actually AD&D games, but for the sake of simplicity I have chosen to refer to all of them as D&D.


� Continually advancing time as opposed to turn-based time, where the game will not advance unless the player ends his or her turn.


� Formerly the Interactive Digital Software Association (IDSA).


� These reports have some problems, in that they are essentially used as public propaganda and they do not explain their methodology.  The RPG heading commonly includes both Japanese console-style RPGs, like the hugely popular Final Fantasy � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Square Company, 1987)� series, and the FRPGs which I examine in this dissertation.  In addition, some reports, such as the one for 2001, lump RPGs in with another genre, such as “Strategy.”  Nevertheless, there are other indicators that FRPGs are doing well.


� On October 7, 2004, Google directory, under the “Games > Roleplaying > Computer Games” category, listed 11,238 pages and/or sites.  Even accounting for any kind of duplication and commercial/promotional pages, this still indicates a wide range of options.


� Great Men is appropriate, with the renowned Roberta Williams being perhaps the only female to break into this all-boys club.  More on this below.


� These numbers are usually confidential, and thus very difficult to find, but in conversations with game professionals and various publications, the numbers I usually see suggested are between ten and twenty percent � ADDIN ENRfu ��(E. Sidran, personal communication, October 23, 2001)�.


� Interestingly, the picture painted of the industry by Kline et al. is one of increasing sophistication of marketing and consumer manipulation strategies.  In short, they describe a position of predictability and power.  I see the industry as reaching for this, but not truly achieving it.  Of course, Digital Play’s arguments are nuanced, and the authors are keen to point out industry failures as well as successes; perhaps, then, they would not disagree with my assessment.


� Although I make occasional reference to the older Forgotten Realms games, they were created at a significantly different time period in the industry’s history.  Some of today’s pressures did not apply in the same way to these games.


� This does seem to be changing � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Cassell & Jenkins, 1998)� (as are gaming demographics), but not enough to challenge the observation that developers are predominantly male.


� In these latter two cases at least, the makers clearly enjoy their non-hyper-masculine games; obviously, then, not all (male) gamers are exclusively drawn to violence.


� This is why I will frequently refer to such theorists as “formalists.” The capitalized title “Formalist,” is a more technical term which denotes the Russian theorists of the early to mid-20th century just mentioned.


� Which is not to say that no interpretive work is required: we need to understand the symbols of the game in order to play its rules.  This is why Eskelinen argues that the user function in a game is primarily (rather than exclusively) configurative.  Interpretation services configuration.


� It is more than a little ironic, as Suits � ADDIN ENRfu ��(1978)� notes, that Wittgenstein uses games as an example of something too socially and culturally diffuse to define—at least, a general category of games is too diffuse to define.  Suits does not buy this argument, and neither do I.


� Of course, trying to paint all games with a broad narratological brush is equally misguided.


� TSR had to drop the term “hobbit” very early in its history, after facing legal threats from the Tolkien estate � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Hahn, n.d.)�.


� For a defense of cut-scenes, however, see (Klevjer, 2002).


� My gaming friends called this effect, appropriately enough, the “way-back machine.”  As the internet archive site by the same title indicates, this is not a phenomenon limited to digital games.  But it has a particularly important effect on games.


� Murray seems to use this term in a different sense than I do, seeing it as a synonym for “interactivity.”


� The Forgotten Realms stories could still be freer than they are.  This is obviously a design choice.  A lack of restrictions could lead to several results that might be deemed negative: the loss of any control of plot and difficulty in determining how to gradually increase the challenge of the game.  In addition, the technical demands of complete freedom are very high—the program must contain literally a complete imaginary world.


� Some of the early SSI games rely primarily on notes in the manual to introduce the game.  It is worth noting, as an aside, that all of the Forgotten Realms games have notes in the manual fleshing out or at least orienting the player to the imaginary lands of Faerun.


� Interestingly, very few masculinity studies theorists note this particular ideal of manhood.  There is general recognition of consumer play (see, for example, � ADDIN ENRfu ��[Douglas, 1999; Ehrenreich, 1983; Pendergast, 2000; Strate, 1992�]), but almost always theorists subsume this under some kind of other goal (like mastery or security).  They just do not take the boyish impulse as seriously as Register—or perhaps they see boyishness as filled with the same themes of control, violence and dominance as manliness.  Obviously, I think this approach misses something profoundly important.


� These last categories were suggested by Dr. Gronbeck.


� Actually, the liberated man made his appearance far earlier—at least as early as the Bohemian communities of Greenwich village in the fin de siècle period � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Kimmel, 1987a)�.  However, I do not think the model had nearly the same widespread currency it does today.


� It is probably worth noting, however, that at least in the Evangelical American sub-culture, the Victorian standard has had something of a revival, especially via the controversial PromiseKeepers movement.


� The exceptions to the all-man design and consumption of games, such as renowned designer Roberta Williams and the pink-bowed Ms. Pacman � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Midway, 1981)�, while important, are mostly notable because they are so unusual.


� For example, in a response to a female fan’s letter commenting on the lack of coverage of girl gamers, PC Gamer writes: “We’ve always given the ladies their props, Kata.  Who can forget the classic deathmatch duel (May 2001) between our former Quake � ADDIN ENRfu ��(id Software, 1996)� champion, Jeremy Williams, and female gamer Kornelia?  She annihilated him, making him weep openly.  It’s one of our fondest memories” � ADDIN ENRfu ��(“Letters,” 2004)�.  Perhaps not blatant sexism, but it still reinforces the male dominance through its use of language: you can be part of the club as long as you behave like one of the guys.


� Computer games have increasingly featured such characters, such that they are also a fixture of many genres now as well.  However, game women tend far more often to be excuses for slipping in a little more sex appeal.  Fantasy literature has something of the same motivation (very rarely are star heroines described as plain or ugly—although there are some exceptions � ADDIN ENRfu ��[McKinley, 2000�]), but the characters tend to be far more developed.


� However important Lara Croft is as a cultural figure (an empowered woman who is also a sex object � ADDIN ENRfu ��[Kennedy, 2001�]), the archetype of the beautiful female warrior character type is much older (the Amazons, or the Valkyries, for example, and more recently, Tolkien’s character Eowyn).


� Of course, the demands of balanced gameplay mean that the odds are not too overwhelming at any one point, because otherwise players will stop playing!


� Lest this seem like an obvious point, I should point out that conflict games do not actually have to force fighting.  The acclaimed Thief � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Looking Glass Studios, 1998)� series, for example, rewards players for stealth.  It is in fact quite difficult to win those particular games through a brute force approach.  The Forgotten Realms games, obviously, are not like that.


� There is also, incidentally, considerable evidence that players treat the games this way as well.  The Massively Multiplayer Online Games, many of them Fantasy-themed, have numerous players who pour hours of time into accumulating as much as they possibly can: in-game money, magic items, highly developed characters.  What has happened over the last several years is that these virtual goods have taken the next step and become purchase-able items: players market their stuff on Ebay.  In fact, several companies have hired low-wage employees to accumulate material for sale.  People really do make a living off of this!  � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Dibbell, 2003)�.


� I know of no clear, statistical evidence that proves this; I base the assertion on the fact that in the accounts of early PCs and home computers that I have read, every individual mentioned was a man.


�Here also I cannot find statistical proof.  However, personal experience and reams of anecdotal evidence would indicate that almost all war-gamers are men.  


� Some RPG historians claim that Dave Arneson—co-founder of D&D with Gygax—actually moved relatively swiftly away from the wargaming aspects and started to develop character-oriented playing � ADDIN ENRfu ��(Edwards, A Hard Look)�.


� Once again, no statistical proof, but this is not a controversial statement.  It is worth mentioning, however, that there is a sizable and vocal minority of hardcore female gamers, such as the famous and venerable all-female gaming clan “PMS” (Psycho Men-Slayers). 


� The “beta” version of a game is a close-to-finished version of it.  Beta-testing is the very important process of distributing this program for the purpose of getting fan feedback.


� To his credit, Aarseth goes out of his way in this response to make clear that he is not against studying the cultural implications of digital games.  Rather, he argues that if such an approach takes primacy, we will not be able to properly understand computer and video games.





