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	INTRODUCTION

	 

	A Pickle

	 

	I’m driving through the creepy forests outside Redmond, WA, feeling that very particular anxiety of being lost for awhile. I left the paved arterial for (what I hoped) was the correct turn, and the cratered gravel road dumps me at a house that’s somehow too modern to be this far out. It was ReSTART, America’s first inpatient treatment program for “problematic” gamers and internet users.

	I’d met the brains behind ReSTART: Hilarie Cash, PhD, a few months prior. We were carpooling from Redmond to Portland in her humble teal sedan. She wasn't yet appearing on The Daily Show, Rock Center, Fox News, and so on, billed as Co-Founder of ReSTART. Nor was she yet, I don't believe, charging five figures per patient. That day, we were just off to Oregon, to talk about “Pathologic Computer Use” for our mutual friend Dr. Block.

	Hilarie seemed to especially enjoy the breadth and grit of my anecdotes for the fringe element in gaming. The schizophrenic BDSM romances between online friends, the Mexican barmaids who used their orc rogues to tease salacious Baja fishermen, violent Russian citizens dodging mandatory Army service by living in America on expired student visas. Then there was me. Twenty six, living with a nineteen-year-old woman I’d met in the World of Warcraft, recently hired to teach ethics at a college for game developers.

	Back at ReSTART’s grand opening, Hilarie greets me warmly at the door. She’s nearly sixty, tall and stout. Her bouncing white curls still show a fair trace of red, and her clothes and jewelry billow freely around her. A little sign asks me to turn off my cellphone. The classy spread inside includes hand-cut prosciutto, a fondue fountain spilling a constant stream of warm chocolate, all surrounded by red ripe strawberries. Outside, there’s a treehouse dolled up to look like high-fantasy elven architecture. I’m told they use it for group therapy. There are daybeds, hammocks, and baby goats wander in a little pen. I talk awhile with Ben, the young, skinny gamer who’d been the first of Hilarie’s students. He seems chuffed to be the self-proclaimed “addict” for Time magazine’s ReSTART feature; apparently their crew had visited earlier in the day. He points at the goat pen and says, “Sometimes, we’re not sure how, they get out.”

	In 2009, the ReSTART website listed the cost of attendance at around twenty grand. In 2013, articles often report attendees leaving with significantly more out-of-pocket debt. For a 45-day group retreat, I’ve heard mixed reviews on whether that’s fair.

	At one point, with the evening winding down, I sit down opposite to Hilarie and her business partner Cosette. They ask if I’d be comfortable publically endorsing ReSTART. Maybe approach some of the big local tech firms about creating scholarships for treatment. I could always take a stay myself, they say, free of charge. I’d have to be serious about my abstinence of course.

	I take a long moment – check myself – and measure my response.

	I don’t, for instance, mention my reservations about abstinence-based recovery for technology. I understand it can do great things for alcoholics and heroin junkies. The stand-up comedian Russell Brand – outspoken about his heroin use – is an inspired writer and speaker on the necessity of abstinence. In his Guardian piece My Life Without Drugs, he recounts re-watching the video of his younger, strung-out self. “…what is surprising is that my reaction is not one of gratitude for the positive changes I've experienced but envy at witnessing an earlier version of myself unencumbered by the burden of abstinence. I sat in a suite at the Savoy hotel, in privilege, resenting the woeful ratbag I once was, who, for all his problems, had drugs. That is obviously irrational.”

	Sitting with Hilarie and Cosette, my reservations don’t stem from the belief that games represent some subordinate addiction, beneath drugs and alcohol. The compulsion to game had me slouching on hardwood floors over a massive, fifty-pound computer monitor in the game Star Wars Galaxies for nearly a full year. I’d stewed in my own trash, playing twenty hours a day, evading my harried parents like a withering shit ninja. The degree to which I was able to escape myself is something that I find enviable too, now and again. I agree with Brand, that the envy is both irrational and powerful. But part of me wanted so badly to believe that gaming was different. That I’d left my problems behind. That I was fine.

	Games were just experiences, and the only way to abstain from all experience is to get locked in a room with a blindfold and a straightjacket. What I wanted, instead, was to be smart about experience. Learn to pick the good ones, avoid the bad, whether in games, life, wherever.

	I didn’t have the tools. It must have been obvious. When I mention wanting to keep playing, wanting to balance games with everything else, Hilarie grins and says,

	“It sounds like the pickle wants to go back to being a cucumber.”

	Two months later I’d be broke, single, and living with my parents. Again.

	Two years after that – two years almost entirely without games – I was staring at Jane McGonigal’s New York Times bestseller Reality is Broken, getting very dangerously drunk. Her thesis was straightforward: games will save the world. It made me pretty fucking angry, at the time. My working thesis had been to avoid games at all costs. After abandoning that world, teaching had turned into a stable job. I had a nice place, a full liquor cabinet.

	Which got replenished perhaps a touch often.

	In fact, I’d switched from agreeable Earl Grey to a tall glass of wine, after Reality is Broken told me matter-of-factly that games may be the last shining hope for finding meaning in the world. That, unlike videogames, “Reality wasn’t designed from the bottom up to make us happy.” (This making an exodus from reality entirely good and acceptable). Were people really that fucking selfish, that they expected Disneyland lives? And then there was the tone of the thing.

	Reality is Broken uses the word “happy” (if you count variations like, “happiness,” “happier,” and “happiest”) roughly a thousand times, with alternates like “fulfill,” “pleasure,” “satisfy,” “thrill,” “engage,” and “enthrall,” bringing the count exponentially higher. Never do we see more reflexive happies than in her discussion of addiction, a word she uses with surprising ease. She calls Warcraft an IV drip of productivity, saying “almost nothing makes us happier than good, hard work.” Just after an anecdote where she – unplanned – takes one first taste of Warcraft and proceeds to drop an entire weekend leveling up. She calls it, “blissful productivity.” A phrase that’s always made me grin, because it’s so very close to Tom Bissell’s term for his cocaine-fueled days-long binges of the game Grand Theft Auto IV: “blissful self-destruction.”

	Anyway, I didn’t need to hear that shit. Running away from games was what I needed. Away from the expectant people, the insane self-inflicted excess. Not even writing a goddamned book could help me understand those. Tea and Western Classics. They were better. Robert Frost, Kurosawa, McCarthy, Gaiman. But for the nagging boredom. And the rapid deflation of my liver.

	In part, Jane was right. Something in my skull recognized it, more or less immediately. Modern videogames do offer individuals, people across the face of the world, something tangible. Something real. Games let us experience anything, within or without the human experience. Like any other dysfunctional geographical subsection of the planet Earth, they can drag adults and children into frenetic compulsion, and loneliness. Sometimes, these beautiful landscapes with impossible physics, they teach us profound lessons.

	It’s where this book started, wanting to tell some stories and make that plain.

	Not necessarily to broadcast everything I’ve seen in twenty years as a slobbering addict, hardcore raider, dungeon master, researcher, and games professor, because I think games are the work of cult fetishists, perverts and devil-worshippers (not that they wouldn’t make good stuff). Games are cool. At the edge of a knife – and during all the other merry antics of battle – games brought me together with people who leapt into my real life. Probably even saved it a couple of times.

	I started this book just wanting to spin those stories, about those friends I’d made and psychopaths I’d escaped, the high-body-count weddings and curious smells one encounters during a life in gaming’s back alleys. But how do you romanticize sitting on your ass for sixteen hours in a day? I put it away, and switched to some nonfiction about games. I thought it possible to take smart game developers, overlooked architects, venerated psychologists – basically the foundational scholars of experience – and find a better way to talk about the experiences games make. It had to be better, at least, than gaming’s present hallowed criteria, which usually boils down to whether or not something is “fun” (whatever that means).

	I couldn’t finish that book either.

	But the two projects, surprise, fit together. As much as I hate to share this with someone first cracking open a new book, putting them together let me ignore whether it would entertain the casual reader. Mixing stories with a semi-formal “Experience Language” – I could write this for me – and start to see how my life in games started with fun, slid into compulsivity, but righted itself along the way. I saw the people who dragged me down, online, and the ones who’d helped me climb out of the mire. Such people did eventually even show me how to “de-pickle,” learning to pick the good experiences, and avoid the bad.

	That’s my lengthy excuse for mixing high scholarship, triggery anecdotes and a frequently filthy mouth. For a book that became simultaneously an answer for Hilarie, a response to Jane, and a high-five to my gaming buddies.

	Games aren’t singlehandedly driving children to bloody massacres, but nor will they magically heal the world’s poverty, hunger, ignorance, and/or loneliness. They neither break nor fix reality. They’re a part of it. A part which has a lot to teach, if we can learn to listen. A part which included some damn delightful characters, in my case. In the end, that’s what matters: the places you visited and the people you were with. They’re what brought me in as a kid. After everything, they’re what keep me coming back.


 

	GAMES

	 

	 

	"Take time to examine a cross section of video games and you'll encounter grand life simulations, blistering fictive racing experiments, ultradetailed management tools, savage retina-roasting fractal spectra, pet dogs, Escher physics, digital cooking competitions, boundless horror, and impossible geographies… video games still represent a fascinating, ostentatious landscape of experiences that were not previously available to us.”

	 

	-Jim Rossignol, This Gaming Life

	 

	 

	Games are Fun

	 

	I'm one of four gunslingers, making the trek across a long and dusty road. Thunder shakes the desert, and a blue dragon crests the nearby mesa. The other three run for cover. Me? I’m nine years old. I unholster my six shooter.

	“The dragon unleashes its icy breath, threatening to turn you into a popsicle. Roll a saving throw,” says Zach, the adventure’s narrator.

	“What?”

	“Roll the 20-sided die.”

	“Die?”

	“Dice. Die is a word for dice.”

	“Oh.” I think I rolled a 9.

	So he killed me, the bastard.

	It’s actually pretty easy to remember where all this started, that afternoon where my life took a sharp turn towards this arcane and magical world of games. With a nine-year-old’s imagination, and an older kid’s narration, I’d been there. I didn’t need to know the word ‘badass’ to have – at least for a few seconds – felt like one. Zach and I spent the rest of that night with the Dungeons & Dragons Red Box, a pre-arranged assortment of simplified manuals, and dice. Everything to get the young player started.

	I made a burly female battle-priest. She was technically a “cleric,” but that word doesn’t do justice to the manual’s picture of some badass chick swinging a mace. It wasn’t about feminist sensibilities, or anything high-minded. At nine, there was only the simple allure of a heroine in heavy armor.

	“Strength of 16?” Zach asked. This seemed to make him uneasy. “It’ll affect your Charisma. I mean, are you trying to make a female body builder?”

	I was not to be deterred. Not only could this cleric heal someone after an axe-hit, she could preempt the axe-hit with a righteous blow from her mace. Only a few days after this eureka evening, one of my mom’s friends stopped by. She had a son my age. Still amped up from the other day, I asked her if Jon could come over and play some D&D.

	“Dungeons and Dragons?” She asked, looking me over a little too closely, a little too critically. “That was in the news. Don’t those books have spells for summoning The Devil?”



	



	Games are the Devil

	 

	Even at nine years old, it was clear that games had power. They also had, well, a certain reputation. Only a couple years before I’d stare down that dragon, Dungeons & Dragons co-creator Gary Gygax would write about the sensationalist press and extremist groups who seemingly loved to attack early gaming. The only reason these groups got traction, thought Gygax, was because games involving dice weren’t exactly as common as games involving some variety of ball. In an absence of generous collegiate scholarships involving games with dice, the population-at-large was left in something of a vacuum of actual knowledge.

	“It’s no great wonder many people are ignorant when it comes to facts about RPGs.” Wrote Gygax. “…Role-playing games are only about fifteen years old, and a few people also seem to like to misrepresent them vociferously.”

	In the now-cult-classic adaptation of Rona Jaffe’s Mazes & Monsters, a doughy-faced Tom Hanks rolls the many-sided die, and winds up suffering a complete psychotic break. He wholly becomes his character Pardieu, the cleric. This after the dutiful parents very sternly telling him, “no more games!” Running wild across the back-alleys and through the subway access tunnels of New York City, he stabs muggers who he perceives to be vicious monsters. He prepares to leap from the top of the World Trade Center. Only the “maze controller” can stop him.

	“Oddly enough,” wrote Gygax, “we don’t seem to have progressed far beyond the Salem witch-hunt stage. “Thar’s demons in them-thar games!” cry the fanatical opponents of RPGs generally and those dealing with fantasy and magic in particular.”

	Gygax says that we ultimately can’t change the minds of “witch-burners and book-banners,” but reminds gamers that most sane human beings aren’t fanatical. Games are just new, and so he asks players to, “use logic, common sense, and a fine personal example to combat the wrongs which they constantly wreak upon the whole community of RPG enthusiasts.”

	Facing down my buddy’s mom, I wasn’t quite ready to whip out any snappy eloquence. No surprise there, it’s something we’re still working on.


Games are Hard

	 

	A lot of folks dislike the word “game,” some for good reason. For one, it doesn’t sound all that serious. Which turns off the people who might occasionally want to cover Real Shit. In that vein, “game” is still something a lot of us associate with childhood. Board games, card games, tea parties. Seeing them as strictly for kids makes things tricky for any designer considering (gasp) mature themes – for instance solving a gruesome murder, understanding the disappearance of a gay teen, or dealing with the sexy interludes in a healthy romance – a game developer might be worrying more about frantic armies of parents than just telling the damn story.

	Outside judgment is not a good reason to change a thing.

	Past fear of righteous retribution, the real question is whether “game” describes The Thing. Whether it’s useful. Which ultimately comes down to what we mean when we use it. Popular definitions for game vary from the merrily esoteric, such as Sid Meyer’s “a series of interesting choices,” to the drawn-out, for instance Jane McGonigal’s four bullet-point list of goals, rules, feedback, and voluntary participation (and accompanying research for each).

	Two of my favorite descriptions of The Thing don’t use the word game. Ian Bogost offers the term “Procedural Rhetoric,” which is brilliant, and deserves us spending roughly twenty pages. I won’t, sorry and you’re welcome. The cliff notes version is, “using systems well.” From automated telephone systems, “press 0 to speak to an operator,” to the system behind Solitaire or SimCity or Constitutional Democracy. Those are all processes (hence procedural). By rhetoric he means the Western Classical tradition of using words well. He’s interested in how we take a game system, and use that to say something that matters. Which I like; therefore I am a fan of the admittedly heavy term “Procedural Rhetoric.” Bogost’s book Persuasive Games is roughly as light as Noah’s Ark at capacity, but it’s still the very best book yet written on the philosophy of using systems well.

	Another good rephrasing of “game” might be James Portnow’s “Interactive Experiences.” The webshow he writes, Extra Credits, argued that trying to define games was wrong, and typically only done by assholes trying to announce that games they don’t like aren’t really games. “Interactive Experience,” lets us know that “the interactor has some choice,” without giving ammunition to said assholes. I like that approach. If you like it too, hopefully you won’t mind that I’m still sort of itching for a good way to refer to The Thing, this muddy concept of game.

	Anna Anthropy published what’s probably my favorite definition – “a game is an experience created by rules” – though I’m fairly biased. It’s close to one I’ve used for about six years. Games, I think, are systems designed to be experienced. Phrase it however you like. There’s the automated telephone system part (or procedural, if you like), then the part where someone designs it (usually with some audience in mind), then we experience it.

	This book is, by and large, about that last bit.

	Where exact definitions are concerned, it’s like the Extra Credits team meant, in their episode What is a Game? And Scott McCloud wrote, in his Understanding Comics, “The best definition for comics will, I think, be the most expansive.” McCloud also wrote that every generation has the right (and probably the obligation) to revisit those definitions anyway. Best not get too attached.

	As for whether we call them games, interactive art, or anything else, I take another page from the history of comics. At some point they started calling themselves, “graphic novels,” maybe trying to borrow credulity from literature. They’re still just funny books with pictures in them. Some are mature, some are intentionally made for kids. Both can be cool. The timid still enjoy questioning their artistic integrity, moral value, and inherent coolness. If it’s just about having a word that we use to, like, convey the general idea?

	I’m fine with games.


Delight

	 

	At ten years old, one computer game – by virtue of how mesmerizingly it simulated space combat – captured me for an entire summer. Misadventures with homemade fireworks, learning the taste of honeysuckle, and a first stirring of crushes on girls, those memories feel pale next to the adventures I had aboard the spaceship carrier Tiger’s Claw.

	It was the summer of 1992, and you couldn’t go anywhere without hearing U2’s Mysterious Ways. You could go a lot of places without seeing a 486 computer. It didn’t matter that one such miracle machine was in the spare bedroom. You want to tell a ten-year-old that the height of modern innovation is… Windows 3.1?

	Yawn.

	I’d stay snotty and unimpressed until my college-age cousin Darrell – who owned this cutting edge artifact of technology – showed off something else it could do. As I peered over the desk, he swept by Kilrathi fighters, cut through one with laser cannons, and merrily torpedoed their capital ships into space debris, all inside the 3-D space flight simulator Wing Commander. It was as though all that tinkering with homemade fireworks had finally blown off the top of my head. My cousin was a wizard.

	My parents could not be troubled to obtain such an expensive and frivolous contraption. His investor parents, however, always needed the newest gadgets, the most technological toys, just as soon as they came out. When their last computer had needed replacing, it moved to my cousin. When he’d outgrown that one – to my utter exaltation – it moved to my dad’s office, with its copy of Wing Commander. My cousin was a generous wizard.

	Between stacks of paperwork, checkbooks, a half-dead radio (the volume cranked to max), and all the trappings of a well-stocked office, I was gone. I’d become the blue-haired pilot, scourge of Kilrathi ships, soaking it all in through the extravagantly large 13-inch VGA monitor.

	Wing Commander wasn’t like most of the games I’d played at friends’ houses, say the various brands of Mario, or Duck Hunt. If you failed in those, you just lost, or died; you had to start over. In Wing Commander you certainly could fail. You could be vaporized in the cold of space, or eject, and get bitched out in debriefing. You could also fail nominally, little by little. Maybe some of your missions went well, but in others you didn’t save quite enough people. You were almost good enough – but the Terrans, the humans – would start to lose the war. Every few missions the cinematic cutscenes, these pixilated bits of plot, would show human scientists getting murdered, and buildings – human buildings – collapsing in on themselves.

	There was a reason to care. And that reason had as much to do with the story as with the game’s system. Those last-ditch space dogfights? One missile left, shields obliterated, armor almost gone, trying to protect a commandeered Kilrathi cruiser with a thousand Terran marines aboard, all to the high-intensity guitar solos in U2’s Mysterious Ways. The wingman’s ship breaks to pieces as he ejects – but you can’t stop now. This is as far as you’ve gotten with the cruiser intact. And when that last missile connects to the last Kilrathi heavy fighter – when the cutscene finally shows scientists anticipating the attack – and those human buildings you’ve seen fall so many times, when they stay standing? That’s magic.

	So here I was, ten years old, and already saving the galaxy. You might be able to watch Battlestar Galactica, start to care about the characters, get sucked into the plot. But when Wing Commander puts you in control? When the system put me into the cockpit? In all the other strange realities I’d touch via this clunky 486 (with four megabytes of RAM! And a 33 mega hertz processor!) between all the galaxy-saving, princess-saving, Reader Rabbiting, Where in the World is Carmen Sandiegoing, and Super Sleuthing, I remember looking over my shoulder, as daylight wound down.

	When would everyone else: mother, father, sister, come tap me on the shoulder demanding their turn? Dad might occasionally kick me off, but he’d use this wizardly device for taxes. Not saving the galaxy. That didn’t make any sense. This was a portal, a magic mirror, and it was right in front of their noses! What had everyone else done with their day?

	Didn’t they understand reality?


 

	FUN

	 

	 

	"Games as a form of media is incredibly young.  The amount of unexplored territory is staggering.  It’s damn exciting to see developers pushing and poking the jello and seeing what jiggles."

	 

	-Brendon Chung, Blendo Games

	 

	 

	The Nerdstank

	 

	Counter-Strike swept through the dorms like a herpes outbreak. Freshmen year I’d watched over shoulders as neighbors became terrorists and counter-terrorists -- as they shot, stabbed, and flashbanged groups that screamed at them from down the hall. I wanted what they had – but couldn’t really catch it.

	One prophylactic was my ancient computer. Its equally aged mouse had one monstrous, lumpy ball that required frequent and careful cradling to de-grime. My friends’ mice ran on lasers, goddamnit. It was like flaunting a circa-1990s brick-style cellphone; Indiana Jones would sweep in at any second, rescuing the machine from my miserly clutches while screaming, “It belongs in a museum!”

	Another vaccination came during a souring in the free air of dorm life. There arrived, well, a smell. Hunter – my very tall, very burly, very gay high school friend and dorm roommate – sniffed me, a disturbing breach of personal space coming from a clinically OCD gentleman. Was he about to snap? Climb Mary Gates Hall with a semi-automatic AR-15 assault rifle, start mowing down his ivory tower oppressors? Realizing that a random sniffing was not standard practice for sane individuals, for a few days he let this apparent phantasmagoria rest.

	Then I smelt it: a dry, unpleasant reek. Validated, Hunter seemed energized, because now was the time for adventure, for solving a mystery. His reward would be lording moral superiority over the literal unwashed, righteously demanding they tidy their acts. I wasn’t so sure. To me, this reek seemed to signal that behind one door down our hall was a corpse, bulging with intestinal gas, maybe leaned against a heater for days.

	Behind door number one, just rowing jocks. Sweaty, always swilling creatine, but bathing at least occasionally. Door number two lead to a couple of acne-riddled, grinning vegans. Hunter and I readily identified a specific aroma, but it wasn’t the noisome, toxic concoction filling the hallway.

	Nobody answered door number three.

	This door belonged to another pair who'd been friends in high school. The first was pasty and tall, with a forgettable face. The second was a redhead with close-cropped hair and a monster truck’s tire around his waist. Easily 300 pounds, the redhead was a definite crowdpleaser for people watching. From the common room window, Hunter and I could snarkily comment on his thrice-daily beeline to grab a Double Husky Burger, fries, a massive soda, then hurry straight back to his room. We hadn’t seen either for a few days.

	We summoned the bubbly, Indian, five-foot-tall RA. Her voice, You guys okay? outside the door did nothing. It was, curiously, the jingling of her keyring that unlocked this door to horror. It creaked open slowly, as the pasty roommate rushed back to his computer on the clean side of a long, wraparound desk.

	David Lynch couldn’t have outdone the corroded perfection of this room. It was cut in two by a line of blue masking tape, demarcating one obsessively-spotless side, from the other. Two cold, stale-looking Husky Burgers on the wraparound desk. Easily five stacks of the grease-blotched paper baskets, marks of fallen Husky Burgers, freckled bright green by the mold growing off bun leavings and thousand island dregs. These were piled anywhere from three to eight baskets high, the taller ones leaning improbably. One of these towers had collapsed, mixing with a sea of stained sweatshirts, crushed Coca-Cola paper cups, spilled, dried condiments, crumpled two-liter Mountain Dew bottles, even a few black blobs of what could only be more mold. The whole mix had been swept back over the blue center line countless times, leaving dark stains on the tile.

	What struck palpably, like walking from air conditioning into humid, 115-degree heat, was the smell. It roiled over our faces, sweeping over in waves, seeping into every exposed pore. A potpourri of heavy, stale sweat, sickly sweet rot, and, perhaps the faintest touch of Eau De Old Urine? Never in my life have I weathered so perfect a storm of the olfactory grotesque, though I’ve encountered shades of it since. The Nerdstank.

	By the time we’d gotten past the shell shock of this initial sensory clusterfuck, the pale roommate had lurched back to his clean chair, on the clean side of the room, seemingly unaffected by the poisonous atmosphere he was roasting in. Right back to gaming. The redhead, locked into his chair by his own trash, might not have noticed we were there. While this dynamic duo made high-powered tactical advances in the game StarCraft, Hunter and the RA got in sideways words, gave them dispirited pieces of their minds. Take a bath. Deodorant costs a dollar. But neither was listening.

	The air only cleared after the redhead, rather than attend a few hours of midterms, just played StarCraft. They kicked him out, first quarter. Hefting his shit through the halls, he proudly announced he’d never do anything different, never change, and never let the man get him down. All marching, head held high, back to mom and dad’s.

	I kept doing my homework.


The Word “Fun”

	 

	In a room full of game designers, the word “fun” can be a bit like the word “Jesus.” Occasionally problematic. So – lest I be descended upon by the Flaming Armies of the Internet – I should invoke a certain geek deity.

	Gary Gygax – without whom there would be far fewer (arguably no) good games in the world – wrote that, "It is absolutely necessary to understand the only valid purpose for role-playing games. The games exist to provide entertainment. Entertainment is basically fun.” Part of the fun he wanted came from jumping into a unique world. Part came from the imaginations of friends.

	Among game designers today, “fun” is decried for being vague and misleading. I’ve flatly called it boring (and it is, if we don’t tie the word to something more specific). Alternatives like, “happiness,” “reinforcement,” and “engagement” fly better in certain crowds. The fact is, life offers up a huge variety of motivating blips. Pigeons in a cage can be taught to peck buttons at outrageous velocity, if you give them food pellets at just the right schedule (or cocaine, on any schedule). World of Warcraft raid guilds can pull in dozens of people, for hours every day, just to get the most enchanted of magical swords and hats and pants.

	When designers do magical things with games, players experience a hell of a lot more than flat neurochemical blips. We learn wholly new ways of understanding our lives. But – for a variety of reasons – novelty doesn’t happen too often. Mostly, if publishers are shelling out tens to hundreds of millions of dollars, game developers copy designs that they know work. It’s why Call of Duty, Battlefield, and other modern war franchises look near-identical. When they do whip the batter in a slightly new way, such crazed architects of those designs speak in a hodgepodge of already-made games. They say things like,

	“It’s a Skyrim-style open world with a Sims aesthetic. We’re calling it: High School. There may or may not be Animal Crossing collectibles.”

	Makes sense to them, but only because they’ve each spent thousands of hours in different games (it’s disturbingly easy to hit the 100–hour mark in each Skyrim, The Sims, and Animal Crossing).

	Basically, fun comes first. Whether it’s Debussy’s first time putting a finger on a piano, Picasso first putting paint on canvas, or Brendon Chung programming out his first level in Half-Life. There’s always that initial spark. Same for regular folk, a kid seeing carpentry, or boatbuilding for the first time. Or the future librarian, sliding that first book off the shelf. We need that spark.

	The language I’m using here does come largely from games, because fun is that industry’s bread and butter.



	



	From Scratch

	 

	It was a thing of beauty: three computer science majors just leering over my newly-arrived box from NewEgg. Like rabid hyenas over a fresh kill, eyes twitching, they ached to tear into the sumptuous, bubble-wrapped chipsets. Many a fine geek will know that special joy – the hallowed ceremony where friends hand-construct your first decent computer – and do it before your very eyes. But this one? These three were in a Computer Science program where Bill Gates almost literally hand-delivered hay bales of cash. One of these three would be a millionaire before the age of thirty. Each had near-fanatical ideologies on what should happen next. CS major #3, Walt, wanted the whole thing to be Linux, open source and free, man. CS major #1, John, was officially Having None of That Shit. And, by the way, fucked if any of them were plugging in the “On” light. That was a pain in the ass. Making it fast, like some laser-equipped death cheetah? That, to my growing delight, seemed for them the fun part.

	Those first sweet steps into Counter-Strike, once I had my very own miracle machine? Like first stepping onto a pristine forest path. Or walking over the warm sand of a Hawaiʻian beach. It was freedom. Just after those first few steps, however, I'd be brutally, fully, repeatedly cut to pieces by AK-47s, Desert Eagles, combat knives, machine guns, shotguns, automatic shotguns, .50 cal sniper rifles, and my own hilarious clumsiness.

	Computer Science major #2, George, favored gems like, “fucking idiot” and “full retard” when assessing my play. The former chess / Smash Bros. champion stood over my shoulder, heckling, pointing out the myriad ways in which I sucked. He also pointed out their common roots: a lack of forethought, experimentation, and attention to detail. George questioned, for instance, my penchant for merrily spelunking, gun in hand, into the midst of ten or twelve commandos. Or my inability to shoot straight. By virtue of teenage reflexes, I'd been a passable player. George taught me to be good. To be clever under fire, to practice smart, and to execute a plan.

	The kind of basic life lessons that serve me to this day, in fact.


Learning

	 

	Game designers have an old axiom, that good games are easy to learn, hard to master. If you’re thrown face-first into pit of enormous mutant spiders, it might help to have a sword you’re passably competent to use. Perhaps the occasional experience with a hefty gatling gun. If you’re a master with those, that’s probably good for you. Bad for the spiders. In A Theory of Fun for Game Design, Raph Koster writes that all fun stems from a primal human need to learn.

	The brain wants to encounter new patterns and then “chunk” them, figure them out. “Games grow boring when they fail to unfold new niceties in the puzzles they present.” He writes. But when games do find the sweet spot in easy to learn, hard to master – when the system is as rich as a game like chess – you can find delight everywhere. You can fall right in.

	We can feel fun, Koster writes, “via physical stimuli, aesthetic appreciation, or direct chemical manipulation.” It’s possible to trick the body into having those feelings – but he suggests their primary function is to make us seek out new and novel experiences. When we find a new pattern, the brain feels like a newborn looks: delighted. That moment of first putting a pattern together, Koster calls that “delight,” and he argues that it’s the feeling underlying all fun.

	We can only play the same game so many times before it gets stale. Spend a little time killing whole armies of ravenous, bear-sized black widows, and you’ll get the knack. “Practicing can keep a game fresh for a while,” he writes, “but in many cases we'll say, ‘Enh, I get it, I don't need to practice this task,’ and we'll move on…In that sense, games are disposable, and boredom is inevitable."


Two Gnomes

	 

	Baldur’s Gate II was cool. Didn't have Counter-Strike's unpredictable humans, firing off semi-predictable TMPs, AK47s, flash bangs and AWPs. Rather, in BG II’s land of Amn, every forest, city, or sewer that you explored felt hand-painted. Every character hand-written, and lovingly, thoughtfully developed. The game was unique, involving, magic. It was the Dungeons & Dragons system, no dice required – just jump in, point, and click – but beautiful in a way I'd never experienced before.

	In Amn, there lives a gnomish illusionist named Jan Jansen. In the wealthier districts of Amn’s capital, Athkatla, one finds Jan peddling a hodgepodge of questionably legal wares, explosive inventions, and turnips. My love for this gnome, from the programming that went into generating him, to the voice acting and writing that gave him life, I guess the word love is enough. It'll do.

	So it's with a pinch in my chest that I admit Jan's illusions will always disappoint me. Just a little. It’s not that his long-winded tales in Baldur’s Gate II weren’t up to muster (it could never be that), nor was it anything that more or better 3-D graphics, sound design or writing will solve any time soon. But my nerdy little panties are all up in a twist. Jan only creates a handful of unique “illusions.” There’s no imagination. The player can't decide to whip up whatever they want: wisecracking black dragons, farting trolls, or whatever bauble that privileged noblewoman can’t live without (joke's on you, lady!). Jan just isn’t a great illusionist. He’s not programmed to be. And lest Jansen fanatics in the audience find themselves tempted to throw this book hard and fast into the nearest trash bin, let me explain with another gnome.

	Me and five friends sit in a basement with concrete flooring and fire-retardant sheeting on the walls. We've resorted to dice, paper, and stacks of cheap neon mechanical pencils for summer entertainments. Poor bastards, right? We’ve adopted the new hybrid D&D system used by Baldur’s Gate II, and I’m dungeon mastering this weird experiment. These are the nerds from my home town. Four guys, one lady, all hilarious – all bringing a hodgepodge of gas station candy, off-color mini pizzas, and baser staples of the junk food pyramid (all requirements for afternoons of gaming, of course).

	For the next two to three hours, everything I tell them is a lie. Not just The Essential Lie. The geography, the castle they’re visiting, it’s all a lie, run 24-7 by their new “gnomish peasant” guide: Goobie. He’s custom created rooms, lords, ladies, fine dining... All of it reacting as objects and people would and should to my players: these real, intelligent, inquisitive human beings. But they’re not idiots. They know that something is off, that this is all to camouflage what is, in point of fact, a more sinister kind of defunct fortress. Goobie ultimately wins the battle, locks them in a cellar with some variety of ancient beast, so they can distract it while he plunders the fort’s choicer treasures.

	And they never played with me again.

	Computer programming can transform staggering systems into easy, inviting experiences. But it's the living, breathing humans who make them less predictable, more diverse.

	You can program Jan Jansen with clever scripts, a quirky voice, and the ability to summon the same mirror image of himself, every time. But a real-deal illusionist? Paint your car like an ambulance during rush hour, have your boss’ boss suggest a tidy raise, make unpalatable, cruelty-free foods taste like ortolan and fois gras? There's a lot Jan can do with the same pall mall invisibility spell, and his small stature gets him, pretty effectively, around.

	But until he can muster a flying demon pony with zebra stripes, who farts pink sparkles and Nerdstank, Jan Jansen is a failure of an illusionist. Just doesn't measure up.

	In or out of games, there's always room for live creativity. A conversation that reaches out through the ether and, for whatever reason, taps at your heart. Experiences that capture even shades of it – from the high-speed click-matches of StarCraft and Counter-Strike – to donut and licorice fueled D&D play-acting – they create a place. Sometimes spectacular enough that it's worth the smell.



	



	Creation

	 

	Linden Labs’s Second Life wouldn’t be half so interesting if players couldn’t create things like their very own furry costumes, physics-defying strap-ons, or fully-animated sex beds. The latitude given to users for creating their own content has brought the game whole shopping centers where the buildings, the people inside, and the clothing and body modification sold (angel wings, devil horns, aforementioned dildos) – near all of it – has been created by the players. This caught the game a number of headlines when user Kevin Alderman (who’d just won temporary fame for ebaying islands on Second Life for 50,000 USD) logs in to see that his creation, the “Sex Gen Bed,” was being copied and sold for a fraction of the 45$ USD equivalent he charged. And since their in-game money has Earth-dollar equivalents, the budding entrepreneur lawyered up. To Kevin, it may have been about more than just money.

	Gary Gygax’s Master of the Game, written roughly 20 years before the tools of Second Life, is ultimately Gygax’s search for the “Grand Master Game Master,” a nerd capable of creating whole worlds, “with geography, climate, weather, nations, politics, economics, population, flora, fauna, and so on…” Who can stretch the limits of pre-packaged things like D&D, since, "Even the most developed and expansive game system cannot cover everything. The human imagination is too fertile."

	In a sense, he’s saying that rules like D&D, or its predecessor Chainmail, rules which dictated how much damage a sword might do, or how many sword swipes a champion could sustain before falling in combat… Those rules came second to being able to meaningfully deploy them. It’s more important that you can create a story, and make it fun.

	Not that he had kinky pixels in mind, necessarily.

	But those questions – about what it means to be a good illusionist, or Grand Master Game Master, or Second Life creator – will start to matter a great deal more. Or so says Gygax’s counterpart in online games: Richard Bartle. Without Bartle, there likely wouldn’t be a World of Warcraft. Nor a Second Life, Secret World, and probably no good phone apps or many interesting web pages. He’d created the first text-based online world, called MUD for “Multiple User Dungeon.” While he’s written some of the most wonderful, challenging things out there on creating such worlds, my favorite talk by him started with the gibberish of carpentering the very first online world:

	 

	Right, well, what I knew to start with was that memory is made of cores. These little torus-shaped pieces of soft iron and they're hung up over this little crosswork of wires with a read wire going through it. I also knew that I could build AND gates and OR gates out of electrical circuits by combining those in a NOT gate, a bit more sophisticated. I could make flip flops. JK flip flops, SR flip flops. You could combine flip flops together to build units which would do half adders, which would do a half the arithmetic or a full adder, which was made up of a several half adders. You could shift registers from side to side. You could also build a register which told you which of the other registers you wanted to use.

	 

	It went on for awhile. Later, he’d write, “Only having seen the transcript do I now realize how arcane what I was saying must have sounded to the audience. It’s like something out of Finnegans Wake.” But we weren’t lost on the point he was making, because after five minutes of that deeper magic from before the dawn of time, he spent one sentence on the little bit of imagination he added, the spark that gave his Frankenstein world life.

	“What I want,” he eventually said, “is just to get to the point where all you need is that little bit of imagination on top.” AND gates and OR gates were that deeper magic. That, “no-one needs to know it, but someone needs to have known it.” We don’t need a PhD in Chemistry or Engineering to make use of the internal combustion engine. Same deal with games.

	At some point, we’ll just get in and go. The way a writer hammers on a word processor, or a director splices together footage. Whether it’s in five years or twenty, the less technology people need to know, the more they’ll be able to do. That’s on the way.


Destruction

	 

	Bulldozing a house makes room for something else. It can be entirely utilitarian. But I’m willing to bet that there are more than a few construction workers who fucking relish the days they get to drive the dozer. Breaking things can be fun.

	Even if it’s just the simple satisfaction of blowing up brightly-colored blocks, or mindless phone game you’re playing at the dentist’s, destruction can be both fun and necessary. It gets trickier when our fellow humans are involved. Richard Bartle’s Players Who Suit MUDs tracks a survey of players in the earliest online game, the text-based MUD worlds. As early as the 1970s and 80s, one of the key types of players were those who, “…use the tools provided by the game to cause distress to (or, in rare circumstances, to help) other players. Where permitted, this usually involves acquiring some weapon and applying it enthusiastically to the persona of another player in the game world." Bartle dubbed these players, “killers,” a title that – at least in the game development community – stuck.

	For the easily concerned, it’s not that these were the types to stroll into a St. Louis bank with a Thompson machinegun in each hand, wearing a big black fedora. It’s not that they were “evil.” To Bartle, making those kinds of assumptions presupposed, “that those who attack other players are the only example of nasty people in a MUD. In fact, there is plenty of opportunity for players of all persuasions to behave obnoxiously to one another; killers merely do it more openly, and (if allowed) in the context of the game world.” He went on to say that games which, “allow player-killing tend to do so in the belief that in small measure it is good for the game: it promotes camaraderie, excitement and intensity of experience (and it's the only method that players will accept to ensure that complete idiots don't plod inexorably through the ranks to acquire a degree of power which they aren't really qualified to wield).”

	Destruction, obviously, isn’t fun for everyone. Nor is it always simple. Take “trolling.” Whether you pull from the mythical root of the word: some cranky nerd who never ventures far from under his bridge; or from the fishing lingo: the lonely geek dragging his crusty nets across Reddit, Pinterest, Twitter, and whatever else may produce a bountiful crop, trolls relish the causing of distress. The notorious troll Jason Fortuny told the New York Times that he saw trolling as a public service. You show the world that they need to be on guard, by hitting a few people with a baseball bat.

	Once someone really, truly gets under your skin on the internet, once someone steals your identity or reveals your sex life (Fortuny notoriously did the latter, with his “Craigslist Experiment”) you’re going to be better prepared. It’s really for your own good. It didn’t wind up being good for Fortuny, who posted graphic Craigslist responses of over 100 men, to his ad which read, “str8 brutal dom muscular male.” Fortuny blogged their names and pictures, even their private emails and phone numbers. Some lost jobs, spouses, and significant parts of their lives.

	Trolling has huge implications for sexist bullshit online, a topic which gets more extended treatment later in this book. It’s also difficult for online games of all shape and size. One of the fastest-growing games in the world, League of Legends, built advanced player rating systems into their game to mitigate the effects of players whose only reason for logging on was ruining the next 20-50 minutes of a few people’s lives. The more spectacular your suffering, wrote Richard Bartle, the happier you make a Killer.

	If only we could get anti-troll systems installed on interstate highways. Or elsewhere in life.

	Destruction runs the gamut. We haven’t seen the last of games where we explode brightly-colored boxes. Nor does trolling, or even extreme player killing, seem to be on the wane. To some extent, we can learn to be more resilient to certain kinds of baseball bats. To dodge the killer’s sneak attack, and kill them right back.

	Or we just turn off the game, and go take out some brightly-colored boxes.


UMPing the Devil

	 

	With a fresh new computer, I sank into Counter-Strike like a nice, warm bath. It was comfortable, stewing for long hours in my own nerdly fragrances.

	I eventually met The Devil.

	We shared a mutual love of the game's novelty weapons. Guns that were so refreshingly random, so delightfully chaotic, as to be considered solid comic gold. You'll see them in a lot of action movies – the MAC-10, the TMP, the UMP – but in Counter-Strike they were a wretched joke. One only the most selfish of assholes would inflict on their team. These so-called “troll guns” let you run around like a lethally-caffeinated 10-year-old, and still take down the occasional baddie.

	My first memory of The Devil involved the use of such weaponry on the infamous Counter-Strike map de_dust. Picture, if you will, thirty-two people trying their hardest to shoot, grenade, and bomb one another across some Egyptian archeological site. Now imagine that two players are running around, killing the very serious-minded terrorists and counter-terrorists with the aforementioned novelty guns. I’d scored a few gigglesome MAC-10 kills. Meanwhile, my teammates were being consistently and thoroughly UMPed (often in the face) by a character calling himself Diablo.

	At the end of one serendipitous round, the two remaining survivors just happened to be he and I, the two assholes utilizing slapstick firearms. That’s when I heard the scraping of a knife.

	A rather welcome invitation.

	Slicing the knife against random walls or boxes was loud. It not only made it easy to find your final antagonist -- it was a badass move. “Party’s over here,” it said. “Bring a knife, if you're a bad mother fucker.”

	I chose the honorable move, and engaged The Devil in gentlemanly knife-to-knife combat. We met in a long, dusty tunnel that runs underneath one side of de_dust. On either side was sunshine and sand, and in between were boxes stacked in the shade. He could have been hiding behind any of them. He might have lurked behind a shadowy corner, or leapt down from on high. He could have pulled a bait and switch – bringing a gun to this knife fight. Instead, he rushed down the center, scraping his knife across bricks and crates as he charged.

	I take a swing.

	And then I take a shank to the face.


Pride

	 

	Anthropologist Thomas Malaby has said that games are, “approaching the texture of everyday life.” And the combination of rowdy assholes in a never-ending action movie? One that feels, well, pretty viscerally real?

	Sold.

	There’s a certain pleasure to be taken, in building up your abilities in a game. In something like Baldur’s Gate, there’s a slow bootstrapping process while you pick up crappy “level 1” swords, hats, and pants. They’re enchanted, sure. They make you slightly more powerful. But it’s a few hours before you get the “level 15” hat. And a few more after that to get the +5 swords of righteous dragonsex, or whatever. The slow build of aiming skills, in something like Counter-Strike, and the slow build of gear in something like BGII, both are a kind of subtle internal grin that we might call pride.

	Game developers enjoy calling this, “Fiero,” the Italian equivalent. Sounds fancier, and I’m sure there are minor cultural variations, but cazzo. Lo non parlo l’italiano. In the interest of being understandable, I’ll stick with the ‘merican term pride.

	Pride also refers to the, “big win.” Author and researcher Jane McGonigal has some great screen captures of gamers’s “fiero faces,” after they’ve just climbed some daunting Everest or another. She talks about them pumping their fists, screaming, and describing an intense rush. To look at them, I just hope they had a change of undergarments nearby, and also hope that I never get caught making a fiero face.

	This is made all the better, of course, by sharing a prideful place with other live miscreants. Especially one with the “texture of everyday life.” Between the presence of being inside a new space, and the display of your skills to other people, pride is amplified.


Loving the Devil

	 

	Counter-Strike, for instance, was a good place to be. Especially when you were skilled enough to dismantle whole teams with novelty firearms.

	The Devil and I continued to merrily MAC-10, TMP, and UMP others, and one another, day to day, week to week, until shit-talking and trolling blossomed into something more. He wound up being Cameron, a high school junior living about four hours away. A decade later I have a spare key to his apartment. I don't think there was any single moment where friendship “happened.” It went from sharing a few rowdy in-game conversations, to sharing emails and stories, to then – in Counter-Strike and beyond – sharing adventures. When all I knew, at first, was that a serial UMPer probably wasn’t pretentious, only worried about maximizing their chance of a win. They were my brand of ridiculous. My brand of fun.

	Games and the internet – somewhere along the way – became just more places in the world. Some of them gorgeous, hand-crafted and surprisingly social. Others, gaping abysms of antisocial desperation and rank odor.

	It would be long years before I cared to learn the difference.


Unity

	 

	In music, unity is Tom Waits’s gravelly voice, singing about grit and death and life. In writing, unity is Cormac McCarthy’s mix of the harsh and beautiful, to capture a blood-drenched Old West. Unity is similar in other genres as it is games, though there are differences.

	There’s a less-than-obvious systems layer. It’s probably best described by Ian Bogost, with one of those onerous automated telephone systems. You know, “press 5 to get another set of options, which may or may not include speaking to a human being.” Games are like any other art, but there’s a navigable system underneath. We try to make them more engaging than an automated telephone system. Not always with success.

	Games literacy is more than just knowing that the underlying systems exist. Robert Frost once wrote that, "No poem is intelligible except in light of all the other poems, and the poems that were ever written. So you better get about them, circulating among them." Part of a being literate means knowing how weird or unique or common systems worked in other games. Today’s indie games poke fun at staples like Sonic the Hedgehog and Mario, partly because their mechanics (jumping, collecting coins) are so simple.

	Matching up the systems with everything else – the visual aesthetics, writing, and subject matter – that takes literacy. Pulling it off gives a unified experience, but flying in the face of it can be just as good, if done well. “Press 1 for a transcendental experience.”

	One of my best examples of Unity – a strongly-designed link between the system and its aesthetic experience – is a game about spaceships and death. In Brendon Chung’s Flotilla, you’re put in charge of a flotilla of spacefaring warships and told you have seven months to live. Healthy combination. As you travel through space, you will sometimes come across Rastafarian cats, or celestial phenomena which forcibly remove your pants. Sometimes one must battle insane space hippos, or fowl space pirates.

	You’re given a three-dimensional version of a chessboard, in which you can move your ships like pawns and rooks. Then you hit, “Go,” wait for thirty seconds, and listen as Chopin’s Raindrop Prelude plays. Beautiful piece, by the way. Very soothing, in a 2001: A Space Odyssey kind of way. Hopefully that didn’t really make sense, on the first read through. Because those are the aesthetics of the experience, and they are wonderfully strange. While cavalier on its face, at its core the game is tragic. Occasionally, while the ships are moving, your battleship will be cut to shreds by enemy beam weapons, sending sizzling chunks of its carcass into the dreadnoughts and fighters that you won in fondly-remembered vodkahol-fueled karaoke contests, and by spelunking into ghost-infested ships.

	But now they’re gone, blown to pieces.

	And all you can do is watch.

	For thirty whole seconds. A lifetime, in the world of twitchy Counter-Strikes and immersive Baldur’s Gates. In being a participant, drawn into that system, there’s a very certain experience to be had. I really don’t know if Chung intended it, with his game, but at a certain point I got it. Everything clicked. There was the flotilla captain’s impending death, the devil-may-care silliness of the story, and the fragility of your ships, accentuated by an elegant piano sonata.

	And then there was the system, the process. Once you set your ships to move, you could only wait. Only watch. You had to let go. Where so many games are about inflicting your will on a system, Flotilla was about letting go. Everything in the game reflected it, all in Chung’s quirky personal style. Flotilla was the first game I ever saw with true unity.

	It’s one of a handful I’d consider truly beautiful.

	And you’ll never understand why, without procedural literacy.


Exogenous Value

	 

	Game designer Greg Costikyan originally brought the term Endogenous value to games, from biology. That said, I think Jesse Schell explains it the cleanest, in his Art of Game Design. “…it means “caused by factors inside the organism or system,” or “internally generated.”” Schell’s example is that Monopoly money only has meaning in the context of playing Monopoly. You can’t take it to the bank, unless you’re looking to prank some bedraggled teller.

	Though even that isn’t completely satisfying, since Monopoly gets a lot of that context from how we value money elsewhere in life.  While we can get some satisfaction from knowing how to get what we want out of Monopoly money, or chess pieces, or the local bar on the night of the big football game, internal meanings can be at the bleeding mercy of external ones. And that’s everywhere, the effect isn’t exclusive to games.

	If it really is game night, and that’s what the crowd officially wants at O’Malley’s Pub, then the conversing human beings, the beer, the loud smoky atmosphere of O’Malley’s, might just become secondary. Brawling frat boys might catch your attention, in the brief moments before an enormous red-haired bouncer throws them out by the popped collar. A juicy conversational nugget may catch your ear, especially if the game is on a commercial break. That particular bar’s atmosphere might have been why we chose it, over another bar, or a someone’s couch. The game imbues that place with an extra reason to show up. Sometimes an experience works better when it references an entirely separate reality. Fun can absolutely be about the obnoxiously wordy exogenous value, caused by factors outside the organism or system.

	Our knowledge of sporting events does the same for certain videogames. FIFA and Madden are game franchises worth hundreds of millions, and certain players choose them over things like BioShock or Warcraft or FarmVille not because FIFA and Madden are heart-stoppingly innovative. They buy the games because they understand and enjoy Soccer and NFL Football, respectively. That exogenous value references familiar players, rules, and teams.

	Which can add a layer to fun.


The Wolf Was Here

	 

	One exceptional gentleman would occasionally burst in, rescuing me from the accumulating stank of Counter-Strike and Baldur’s Gate II. Blonde and tall, he gallivanted around campus in a German officer's coat, calling himself “an elitist” and “The Wolf,” unapologetically quaffing as much of my rum as he could get.

	The Wolf had a knack for making sumptuous, stunning websites. He had grown up using Photoshop, writing poetry, and coding clever little experiences. I remember opening up his personal website, alone one night in my dorm room. His rambling blog (a word that wasn't yet in common use) spoke like Kerouac, but was backed in explosive, Picasso color. You could tell it was The Wolf. It made eye contact. Compare that to 2013, where two-thirds of the population of the United States shares their lives in the same homogenized blue-white dentist office waiting room called facebook. I guess that layout shouldn't surprise anyone, Zuckberg's parents are dentists.

	If The Wolf had never shown me how elegantly individualized websites could be, I might've been just as content as the other billion members of McFacebook.

	I had this professor at the same time, Dr. Aaron Delwiche, who'd been teaching us Wolf Skills. He made the point then – and has since made it in a TED talk – that if nobody knows how to program for themselves, if everyone starts believing that only men in white lab coats can do it, then we're essentially leaving the internet to folks like Zuckberg. We'll pour in the words and pictures that make up our lives, just so that a billion dollar company can own those. In 2001 Delwiche made a pretty straightforward affair of helping 20-year-old, caffeine-addled students (like me!) pick up basic HTML, CSS, ActionScript, Photoshop, and so on. With that literacy, I'd start adding my own color and voice to places I'd only been an observer, or a player. I'd held up The Wolf – who'd known how to work most of this since the seventh or eighth grade – as a true-to-life Wizard.

	I'm not convinced I was wrong, not completely. As much as the fear of programmer magic might be out of proportion with the reality, as much as I'd love to see more color and voice online, most people do blithely settle for boring, banal shit. With everything, they take it in every other part of their lives. Why not online, too? For now, people like The Wolf are Wizards. They might wear German Officers Coats, or black turtlenecks, or lab coats. The magic comes from a desire to express themselves – to do more than just sit on their asses playing, watching, or reading.

	All this, sadly, never really clicked for me in college. Play, for better or for worse, had me locked in its spell. I didn't even see the magic in The Wolf's site until he drowned. When his real, vibrant, stick-thin body slipped under the cold waters of Greenlake one night, was not retrieved in time by any of the poets or artists he’d been with. The last time I saw him, a couple days prior, I'd cruelly denied him a second glass of my rum, straight-up.

	I skipped the funeral, avoided the poetry slam he’d been organizing (now dedicated to his memory) and in both cases sat alone in my dorm room, finally seeing his website. I just stared. It was just The Wolf. Just there. And very, very occasionally, just staring back.


Resonance

	 

	In her well-known GDC talk on Train, Brenda Brathwaite describes hearing Mary Flanagan, another designer, refer to a game as, "my work.” That the subtle change of language brought on a weird transformative moment, helping to further shift how she thought about the medium of games. Not long after, at Ian Bogost's tenure party, she's having the standard games industry conversation, 

	"So what are ya workin' on?" 

	"Can't say." 

	"Yeah, me neither." 

	But, this time, Brenda was working on some board games because she wanted to, because she could. Trying to use games to capture the difficult emotions open to other mediums. Trying to see if that's possible.

	"So, what are your games about?"

	She'd made one about the Middle Passage, called The New World. One about the Cromwellian Invasion of Ireland. And just then she was working on one called Train, about The Holocaust.

	"But, Brenda," says this industry person, "That's not fun."

	Was Schindler's List fun? Is fun what makes blues music compelling? Brenda started to question whether fun had anything to do with meaning. That of works most likely to move us, and stay with us, some (if not most) deal with human pain. With suffering. And that under the worst atrocities in humankind, Brathwaite says we can always find a system. And with a system, designers can make a game. If we care to treat games as emotionally complex experiences, as mediums for big, moving ideas, then we need to look past the fixation with pleasantries.

	This is where the word “fun” starts making no sense at all. If we’re talking about the most atrocious in life, about pain, it’s time to call it something neutral – probably “engagement” – though even benched standbys like “delight” or “reinforcement” are better (if only marginally). Anything but fun. Friends pleaded I not call this a language of “fun,” but this is where I’m finally convinced. The draws to gaming are too complex, and “fun” is a nearly ghastly word to use if we’re talking about Train, Black Dog Game Factory’s Charnel Houses of Europe: the Shoah, or any work that deals with those elements in life that we’re meant to challenge.

	In the past, if I was being belligerent enough, I’d argue that holding a newborn baby has resonance, a first kiss has resonance. You could call those “fun,” but they sit more at the fringes, they ask fun to grow up. And much to the chagrin of those around me, I probably can’t grow up completely. I like engagement as a more neutral term, but I’m not giving up on fun. This chapter, and the next, are about the same fundamental concept that underlies fun and engagement, but at some point I gave myself permission to keep both words. I decided that I didn’t have to decide. And yes, I am fully aware that at this point most casual readers will probably be saying,

	“Yawn.”

	But this matters. This is a book about words, okay?  As long as we realize that it evokes a rich rainbow of meanings, and that sometimes engagement makes more sense, I’m okay with fun.

	Some fun might just be icing, but style can help great ideas stand out. I think that up till now, the stylistic ordinance of games originated at the simple delight of them. Gamers frolicked in dreams, in ways not possible a generation ago. Of course these worlds would catch the eye. When The Great Train Robbery's highwayman pointed his revolver at the audience and fired, at the turn of the 20th century, some members of the audience literally ducked. We don't do that anymore. Novelty eats itself.

	Fun still comes first. Some of what raised up great works of the last three millennia was decorative -- the arresting styles of Bram Stoker or Van Gogh; historic shifts in skill and execution brought out by Jimi Hendrix or Imhotep. It makes a difference, in the final product, but it's also a mistake to confuse it with substance. In every creator just named (and, sure, it's my subjective opinion) style and substance came together. The language of fun only takes us so far.

	It’s also, sometimes, enough to carry us away.

	And always a little fun to say.


 

	ENGAGEMENT

	 

	 

	"The most important Manhattan Projects of the future will be the vast government-sponsored enquiries into what the politicians and the participating scientists will call "the problem of happiness" -- in other words, the problem of making people love their servitude."

	 

	-Aldous Huxley, from the 1946 foreword to A Brave New World

	 

	 

	hath no bottom

	 

	If you dumped LAX in with the highrises of downtown Los Angeles, surrounded that with two miles of California barrens, then circled that with Compton, you’d have something approximating Coronet City. I showed up close to midnight, on the home planet of Han Solo; heavily armed pimps, strippers, and Wookies barreled into one another drunkenly, their dutiful droids whirring by at polite following distances. No matter where in the city you go, Coronet sounds like the inside of a factory that makes dying refrigerators. Wandering anxiously, I occasionally glimpse up at the skyline, black and neon. The hydraulics on the next interstellar transport fire off somewhere behind me, in the punchbowl center of the starport.

	Magni Jormund was supposed to be waiting.

	He’s not. Instead, some horned alien with a leather jacket and facial tattoos inches towards me, holding the same icy expression and body language for several minutes. His clothes look bloody, with a mean-looking energy rifle slung out in front. I sidle away slowly, but not carefully. Before I’ve figured out how my legs work, the mysterious force called lag has me suddenly out into the dark barrens between Coronet and Coro-Compton. The gnarled rifleman might not have killed me for fun. The weird animals out here?

	Magni finally sends a text. Says he’s waiting on another planet. Talus, not Corellia. Of course.

	He and a few online friends just lured me onto the Sony/LucasArts game Star Wars Galaxies. It’s mid 2003, back on Earth, now midnight, and I just spent the last hour fine tuning the facial coloring for the half-man, half-fish I’d masquerade as for the next year or so. If you know Star Wars (but not Galaxies), the game was set after the destruction of the first Death Star, and before the icy battle at Hoth. Vader, Luke, Leia, they’d make appearances. Jabba and the Sarlacc? Ayup.

	Back on Talus, what would soon be my home world, Magni missed the interstellar transport that comes once every ten Earth minutes. So he’s tussling with Imperial Stormtroopers, and I’ll need to find my own way. First, he text-talks me out of the barrens. Next I'll need to find the spaceport, ticket console, spaceship, then ticket collector. Then, on Talus, find the map feature, the planetary shuttle, the booking agent for a flight to the player-created city of Ba’aar.

	Total simplicity.

	Only, after winning the scavenger hunt, the automated ticket console politely reminds me I have no money. No problem, says Magni. Think you could work the email console? I’ll drop some credits in escrow.

	Early SWG tossed new players in with naught but the clothes on their backs, so it was a good thing I had Magni. He got those credits into that escrow, and I got that ticket. With its mean-looking players, their flurry of textboxes filled with ALL-CAPS product advertisements, and gangs of lady aliens on humming hover-bikes, this world was starting to make sense. Not quite natural, yet. SWG – Coronet in particular – was notorious for lag, an experience not unlike attempting to walk mid-seizure.

	Once I’d gotten the hell out of Coronet – an entire planet away, in fact – machines politely informed me it'd take another 300 credits to get to Ba’aar. Without another thought, and partly because lag was no longer at brain aneurism levels, I walked. Despite Magni insisting that he was actually pretty close this time.

	A few minutes later, completely lost atop the mountains of Talus, I had my first truly magical moment in an MMO. It was Magni’s turn to ask where the hell I was. My only reply was to inquire as to how the discerning semi-aquatic gentleman might photograph what was on his screen. Having walked a sheer mountain ridge and evaded violent mountain Ewok creatures, as well as Stormtroopers, I came across a huge, peaceful, brontosaurus-like reptile. It casually defied laws of physics, strolling along a near 90-degree slope. Think David Bowie in Labyrinth, sashaying up the side of a wall. The info bubble let me know it was a vicious huf dun. I wanted to pet it. No command for that. Instead, I figured out how to take pictures, learned the technical commands necessary to smile, and captured the moment. The screenshots are still floating around on old backup disks, and I still can’t look at the things without a grin.

	Not long after, Magni pulls up in his X-34 landspeeder.

	“hey babe,” he says. “want a ride?”

	Back in town, Magni sets me up. There were the little details: admission into his guild: Self-Righteous Paladins, joining the Rebel Alliance (requirement to join The Good Guys? Kill a few dozen Stormtroopers!). There were basic items: a jet bike, Ubese armor, a black T-21 rifle, finding the marksman trainer. Finally, the deed to a small house. With permission from the mayor of Ba’aar, I dropped my new home in view of the sea. No furniture, decor, or house pets, yet, but in this world I'd carved out a space of my own.


Embodiment

	 

	Before any of that, I had to make my face.

	The first step was picking among the fictitious races in Star Wars: Zabrak, Twi’lek, Human, Rodian. Most had high health and endurance: perfect for hand-to-hand combat. Not weird enough. Then I spotted the aquatic gentleman. A race called “Mon Calamarian,” made famous by that fishy admiral at the end of Return of the Jedi. The one who gruffly shouts the obvious, as dozens of ships speed toward the Death Star, “It’s a trap!!” My Mon Calamari came standard with low health, not much endurance, but an enormous reservoir of a mechanically useless attribute called “mind.”

	Perfect.

	Never before had a game presented me with so many options for body modification. The color, size, and spacing of my enormous fisheyes. My height, the musculature on my scaly arms. The green splashes of color on my brown calamari-shaped forehead.

	And here, some researchers will bemoan the boring familiarity of most virtual worlds.

	Nick Yee, Jason Ellis, and Nic Ducheneaut, in their paper Tyranny of Embodiment, remind that, “…we oftentimes forget that we can do the impossible in virtual worlds.” They think it’s fascinating that we’re so cozy with the idea of familiar realities that we, “...create a legion of artifacts that revolve around our bodies.” Including, “…virtual chairs, virtual tables, and virtual people.” That when we can make anything, anything at all, we make what we know. Rather than embody ourselves as floating triangles of pure energy, we pick fleshy blobs with arms and legs.

	Virtual worlds allow us to hijack certain elements of embodiment. The speech patterns of living people within the game might add words like, “please,” or “thank you,” without the speaker’s knowledge or consent. People running tall avatars, or more attractive avatars, not only barter more aggressively. They more often get what they want. The confidence built while so embodied carried over to their Earth embodiment.

	Galaxies did a few neat things. For the first time, when you spoke, other players would move their heads to look at you. Such seemingly simple details of animation joined a hundred others, and brought out a depth of emotion I couldn’t have gotten from Baldur’s Gate, to say nothing of the bullet-based communication in Counter-Strike. I was Mon Calamarian, in a Brave New Galaxy.



	



	Falling In

	 

	The sun was up and shining outside the other bedroom window. While the world woke, I shut down my ailing jet-engine PC and snuggled in on an inflatable green mattress. Summer had always been that time best suited for cracking open new games. And wasn’t this recent college graduate all but owed a break before kowtowing to a life of soul-shredding careerism? Mom and dad wouldn’t mind.

	And maybe they didn’t, on week two or three, or twelve. But by the point Galaxies really got going, I was already well-entangled in this other game called don’t get kicked out. Job applications, all to extravagant positions at games companies, all fueled by caffeine overdose, angst and procrastination, all politely refused or unanswered for months. Mom would give me time to figure this life thing out. Dad wanted a plan. Both, more than anything, wanted me to build a healthy and satisfying life; both set up smart boundaries, when they could corner me for conversation.

	Easier said than done.

	My bedroom’s side window was preferable to the front door as an entry and exit point, when exercise or escape became absolutely necessary. The house had a dozen kinds of nightingale floorboard.  The front door cried like a cat in heat. Socks had to be worn on hardwood floors, at all times. To my parents I was the ghost in the side room: unpredictable if disturbed, and rarely visible to the naked eye. The blind corners of my odd bedroom and large desk made for great comic stealth. In my own mind I was the plucky ninja, living undetected in the heart of the samurai fortress.

	Meanwhile, the sheer depth of Galaxies, the volition and promise of that universe, hit me like meth. I started going twenty, twenty-two hours at a time if I could, fueled by five-shot espressos and whatever food I could snag when the kitchen sounded empty. I lost 40 pounds in two months.

	Magni may have given me a rifle, but Medic held the most promise for tagging along with the cool kids. Magni Jormund used a huge, two-handed, nuclear-powered sledgehammer. His high school friend Azrael was a Master Ranger. Phobius played all hours at Azrael’s dad’s house, eventually moving in; the three of them had grown up with my very first in-game friend: Cameron.

	Magni and Azrael, before long, would be the first two games friends I'd meet outside a game.

	Waiting ten Earth minutes at a time to travel between Galaxies's planets, the four of us arrived in the misty green of Dathomir. Magni, Azrael, and Phobius had all spent an extra twenty or so minutes getting “buffed,” priming for battle by bartering with sidewalk doctors and watching exotic dancers (hey, they had to have some systems-based reason for sexy dances). I figured, why bother buffing myself? I'd only be healing.

	Off in the distance, obscured in the digital mist, a couple of ancient bull rancors walked back and forth. If you’ve seen Return of the Jedi, this is the building-sized, leathery-skinned creature that Jabba the Hutt keeps under his chair, to terrify then masticate solicitors. Some of the Galaxies rancors are smaller, some are bigger. These were bigger. And, apparently, these would do. Rancors make nice, heavy, stack-of-phonebooks-dropping sounds as they lumber around. Their shrill calls are eerie, a roar you’d hear while lost in Jurassic Park. One walks up and starts to open Phobius like a lunchbox. I heal Phobius. I die instantly. Then, with the rancor looming over my broken body, I die permanently.

	A few days later, apparently unfazed by my Dathomir performance, Phobius texts me in-game, sending co-ordinates.

	“We’re at war!” He's repeating.

	Thirty or forty rebels gathered to one side of the field. A yellow lightsaber glowed. I could see a vague outline of the Imperials, and a two-sided red saber. In the center of the battlefield, somebody dressed like Beat It Michael Jackson was dancing. Red leather jacket, black jeans, jheri curl. Heedless to the danger.

	It was Magni.

	Both sides traded energy bolts, and a mess of sword, axe, and hammer-wielding players met in the middle. The fighting went at least ten minutes, the riflemen and I crawling back farther and farther, until the Imperials overwhelmed our puny band. Before getting permanently killed again, I spy Magni. Still alive, still dancing in the middle of a battlefield. Surrounded by dozens of corpses. 

	Back in Gig Harbor, the tension of perpetual stealth was taking its toll. My folks' ever more clever attempts to communicate impending eviction? Getting harder to avoid. The last two times dad knocked, there was barely enough time to leap onto the slowly leaking plastic air mattress to feign comatose sleep.

	The girlfriend was tired of making 45-minute drives to pick my ass up on weekends. Oh yes, there was a girlfriend. A very thoughtful one. Well into SWG she hit me with a clever idea: apply for grad school. Her ulterior motives – being the high school valedictorian and a legitimate scholar – were my future stability and happiness. That was nice, but the gamer/con artist in me immediately saw two convenient nuances. First, students get to keep living with their parents! And dedicating myself earnestly to the scholar’s path would only add to the sizeable arsenal of reasons to contribute nothing around the house. I would instead spend every available second ardently preparing the highest possible quality of college application materials. Second, actually getting accepted? That’s two-to-five more years of classes in the afternoon, cocktails, then gaming all night. I think yes. Grad school. Quite the erudite decision.

	I went to share this happy, happy news with my folks.

	It didn’t do much for the perpetually-exhausted look in their eyes. Looking back, it didn’t do much for my calcified ambitions, or withering dignity. Some creature was looming, flat and banal. When its gaze got remotely close, I was long gone. Dived deep into SWG. At some point, the fifty-pound CRT monitor migrated to the hardwood floor, making me hunch awkwardly if I wanted to play. Intended as disincentive, the sharp throb in my back only furthered the miserable sentence that was reality. I’d started pilfering any beer, wine, or whiskey my folks hadn’t glued down – sometimes watering it after. Not knowing how else to get away from the unnatural gravitational pull of Galaxies, one early AM I spent the last of a nest-egg, about a grand my deceased grandparents had set aside for school, on a ticket across the Pacific Ocean.

	One downside to getting a really good deal on airfare was not boarding the airplane sooner. Back Ba'aar, with healing losing its charm, I shifted gears to the crafting in Galaxies; it was like nothing before or since in online games. A miner in World of Warcraft can only ever get one kind of copper, can only smelt that with one tin, to make one bronze. All blacksmiths in WoW can use that one bronze to churn out identical bronze shoulderpads. No different in armor, strength and stamina bonuses, no matter whether the blacksmith is an illustrious grand master, or a journeyman. Galaxies had nine varieties of copper, with specific types required for the most coveted weapons, armor, or armoire. All these coppers, steels, low grade ores, had a selection of eleven attributes, like Conductivity, Overall Quality, Malleability, Flavor, each ranked from 1 to 1000.

	We could geek the hell out, get real in-depth on material quality, surveying, and mining…  But...

	Well, shit. Just a little. Imagine – hundreds of materials – some with six or seven attributes. Most changing in quality weekly. Some violently protected. Many stockpiled. The game had depth. Perpetually-identical bronze shoulderpads? Pfah, I say! Compare that to the armor all fighting players in SWG begged, borrowed and killed for: composite. Composite armor ran the gamut – from near-useless – to pieces that blocked 100% of all damage, from everything but lightsabers. Sony literally had to rewrite the goddamned game so players with 100% armor couldn't just roam through cities, heedlessly slaughtering anyone and anything not a Jedi. I wasn't keen on that kind of crafting. It took time – scouring shops for fragile dragon tissues – haggling with Night Sister hunting parties – dealing with smugglers.

	A touch too much for the short attention span in me, though there was an easy crafting profession, with the goods I'd been wanting for awhile. It dawned on me when Magni re-arranged my furniture on the ceiling. My 'bearded jax' (a cat-sized alien with a devilish goatee) looked down as if to ask, “Why? Why must your furnishings be so plain? Also, why the fuck would you give Magni household permissions?” Two good points, bearded jax. Two good points. But since Magni is not easily outpranked, I'll start by working towards becoming a master architect.

	This backpacking through New Zealand thing would be a minor delay only.


Freedom

	 

	The very best comparison I have, for that moment of logging into a big game for the first time, is stepping off the plane in a foreign country. You’ve got a backpack full of things you may need. You’ve got your experiences till now, as a human being. Maybe a little cash in pocket.

	Everything else is new.

	I tend to fuck up those first few hours.

	In a bus that was rapidly leaving downtown Auckland, I distinctly remember walking up to the bus driver and asking him, “We pass that hostel yet?”

	Him saying, “Oh yeeh mate, sorry! We passed it fifteen minutes ago, but I keen drop you off here.”

	And he did, he dropped me off at one of the biggest, most beautiful graveyards I’d ever seen. Old stone markers and tombs in tall grass, the waterfront off in the background, gentle breeze. My first time traveling alone, outside the country, and I’m in a graveyard where my anus was bleeding. It was the “synthetic fiber undergarment” a friend had been kind enough to get me, for long days of hiking. I never did tell them how or why those sandpaper undies made it to a Kiwi trash bin.

	Nor did it help that, being an American traveler in 2004, fresh after George W. Bush’s somewhat unpopular invasion of Iraq, most walking directions I got were comically incorrect. With my enormous backpack and chafed undercarriage, I discovered the hostel after approximately five hours.

	Pretty stoked to be alive. And able to gingerly lay down.

	Even after that, neither the pain in my ass nor the sniggering locals could come close to the simple joy of just wandering in a place that was new. Seriously, I understand that this it may seem strange, at first, that I regarded this rough introduction with boundless gratitude. Stumbling into a hole-in-the-wall with one of the most delicious baskets of fish and chips I’ve ever encountered. The light off the water, at the end of a pier. A group of regular folk playing rugby at a park. Trees producing what appeared to be oversized ferns, along with the subtle botanical and cultural differences around every corner. Dropped off in the graveyard, with a history of free-form exploring in games, I forget the pain and have an adventure.

	A few days and a train ride later, I found myself in a city named Hamilton, where at 8AM two men were hanging out the window of the local pub, both blindingly drunk. With startling coordination, one latched onto my arm.

	“Yer a backpacker! Yer ass better get back here once you drop that pack. I’m getting married today.”

	My ass had not yet properly healed. I wanted to sleep. I stammered, decried his aggressive drunken insistence, then acquiesced like a good nerd. I could have just stayed in the hostel.

	Stepping into the pub, I was immediately greeted with “not quite proper, but surely not the worst,” Guinness. It was cold, and good. The youngest at the table was a 13-year-old girl, the oldest a leathery-tanned 81-year-old who still surfed the Gold Coast of Australia. Or so he said.

	“Ya see, we Kiwis love backpackers,” said the groom-to-be. “Because we’re all backpackers.”

	“It’s true,” says his brother. “If everyone came back at the same time, the island ’d sink!”

	And it’s to do with love, too,” says the groom, putting an arm around his fiancé. “You need to travel the world before you find the right woman for you. I been to Asia, France, Germany, Sweden, I been everywhere. But this lady here, she’s from Scotland!”

	Then we talk about love, weddings, beer, and before I can promise to attend the ceremony I drunkenly vanish from the party, stagger across six lanes of traffic, and pass out in a Kentucky Fried Chicken.

	The next day I meet back up with a German traveling buddy. We travel across an ocean to the South Island. The stars there are brighter than anywhere I’ve seen. I go back across the ocean. On a hill overlooking Wellington, I watch part of a cricket game with the proper British version of a womanizing bro (“I always go for the ugly ones, you see. They’re quite a lot more energetic, and the lights are off anyway.”). At the hostel I get cornered by three Australian forensic scientists, and their 2-liter bottle of duty-free vodka. 

	That kind of exploratory chaos is a lot like the beginning of most games. Before grinds and weirdos and routines get their claws in us, we’re free to pursue every new thing. It’s a beautiful feeling, wherever you find it.


It Could Happen to the Bishop

	 

	I love vulgarity. Reading some of the shit twenty-two-year-old Neils saw fit to scribble in a leather-bound travel journal? Still gripped by his bloodlust of gaming and angst? It's a disheartening counterpoint. I won't venture too deep into direct quotes – the scrotal and anal irregularities one encounters on a fourteen hour flight, the wistful depictions of urinating into a 1.5 liter bottle during a nonstop five hour bus ride. Even the kind words of the elderly Irish gentlemen sitting next to you, on a nonstop five hour bus ride,

	“Don’t worry, lad. We have this saying: It could happen to The Bishop.”

	Pretty sure the Bishop knows not to drink 1.5 liters of water, on a nonstop five hour bus ride.

	Point is, not long after I get a continent away from Galaxies? My brain appears to, I don't know, reset itself.

	A week after the bus incident, I meet the kind of classy, gorgeous lady I’d only ever have a chance with because of an extravagant accent. Scribbling turns to poetry (the not-terrible kind – a trick I haven't figured out since). We spend a night walking the deserted Wellington waterfront. We're laughing one second, and the next our faces are too close. Things slow down, and the last few months cease to matter. I’d gone my entire life without that specific gravity. And Wellington emptied of people – but full of trees, life-sized Cave Trolls, and a wyvern-riding Witch King – was beautiful. She and I each had someone across a body of water, but I kissed her on the cheek.

	Yeah, sorry. That’s all that happened. I’m a good little nerd, okay?

	Still!

	This was life at age twenty-two: effulgent, unstoppable; Galaxies holding it hostage. I'd stay in this nerdy city. Find work, and romance, figure things out, and never again touch a videogame. 

	Or, I could get accepted into grad school, fly home, and leap back into the mire. I did that second thing. Three days after touching back down at SeaTac, the magic of Wellington already evaporating, I’d write: 

	 

	April 3, 2004 – It seems fitting to write while a pack is on my back, and I’m standing in the sun.

	 

	Some East-siders are coming over this week – for the first time. I’m HIGHLY curious to see how this turns out, if at all.

	 

	There’s nothing I can say to keep you from falling into laze, malaise, and apathy. I know you want that one sentence – the one that is immediately and lastingly motivational – meaningfully inspiring. It just doesn’t exist. What exists is the now, and if you’re so far gone that you can’t even try to enjoy the present – or at least appreciate the humor of its travesty…

	 

	Then you’re in luck. That means it’s time to go traveling.

	 

	Those East-siders were Magni and Azrael. The following week, the then-high school seniors made the four-hour drive over Snoqualmie Pass, the mountains separating brown Eastern Washington barrens from grey Seattle drizzle.

	Meeting online friends in person is always unique, and almost never what you’d expect. I couldn’t have asked for better than Jared and James. Jared – “Sasquatch” in friendly conversation and “Magni Jormund” in Galaxies – sports a commanding presence and messy mutton chops. James – often “Gnome” for his stature – always seems to regard his surroundings with darting, intelligent eyes. Over a weekend we explored Seattle, drunkenly wandered Gig Harbor at 3AM, and engaged in light criminal trespass. We got a picture of James and Jared with, “Neils and his dad,” which featured the most intensely pedophilic-looking 45-year-old fisherman we could find wandering the harbor, along with his 70-something father. Think a redheaded Zach Galifianakis and an age-progressed John Malkovich, linking arms with two bright-eyed high schoolers.

	Jared would later show this photograph to his mother.

	She said, “Oh he looks nice.”


Escape

	 

	Lord of the Rings author J.R.R. Tolkien supposed that literal magic pulled us into stories. He also supposed that detractors of fantasy were clearly confused, on some points. In his roughly 70-year-old lecture On Faerie Stories, Tolkien makes a distinction between the Escape of the Prisoner and the Flight of the Deserter.

	He laments an Oxford clerk who welcomed the “real life” invited by roaring of factories and mass-production. For one, Tolkien supposed the term “real life” a bit odd. “The notion that motor-cars are more “alive” than, say, centaurs or dragons is curious; that they are more “real” than, say, horses is pathetically absurd. How real, how startlingly alive is a factory chimney compared with an elm-tree: poor obsolete thing, insubstantial dream of the escapist!”

	To say nothing of the gasses, machine-guns, and other variegated weapons of mass-production.

	As much as escape is chided by the champions of industry, there are a few kinds of escape worth our consideration. In the first, we appreciate older times, “…when men were as a rule delighted with the work of their hands,” as opposed to the present, where it’s more common to, “…feel disgust with man-made things.” He has no problem, at all, if we want to fly from, “the noise, stench, ruthlessness, and extravagance of the internal-combustion engine.”

	But also the, “hunger, thirst, poverty, pain, sorrow, injustice...”

	Or more ancient limitations, which sit at the heart of fantasy. “…the desire to visit, free as a fish, the deep sea; or the longing for the noiseless, gracious, economical flight of a bird…” Tolkien calls such desires the root of our love of such escapes. Wishing to connect to life, to people and their stories, to understand the living things in the forests and oceans: these aren’t lesser desires. We want to converse with every other living thing – but will probably laugh at the guy claiming to speak “bird.” Fantasy is the answer. Tolkien calls that desire to conference with all things “as ancient as the Fall.” All these escapes have deeper, older meanings that we can lose touch with, especially where culture is reduced to repetitive jingles and complex branding initiatives.

	“Why should a man be scorned if, finding himself in prison, he tries to get out and go home? Or if, when he cannot do so, he thinks and talks about other topics than jailers and prison-walls? The world outside has not become less real because the prisoner cannot see it.”

	Fantasy allows us one more escape, “the oldest and deepest desire, the Great Escape: the Escape from Death.” Which he supposes the hallmark of the genuine escapist, or “fugitive spirit.” In this we can come closest to giving a reader, or viewer, or player, a taste of something utterly powerful, beyond even a story: eucatastrophe. That beautiful feeling when all is truly lost, and yet our heroes find the “turn” in despite. Where we pull through, and survive. Escaping like that moves us. We bring it into the other parts of our lives, and persevere, despite the cold marches of “real life.”


The Dark Side

	 

	Not an hour after James, Jared and I said our goodbyes, I was back in Galaxies. Alongside acceptance at the University of Hawaiʻi and a job as a fish restaurant busboy, things got manageable with the folks. Business also picked up on Talus. Getting serious about home furnishings, I’d eventually notice that the most coveted luxury décor, i.e. 'a broken lightsaber', would occasionally be offered on market for a couple hundred credits (common resale, 10,000-100,000 credits). Some “artifacts” could be picked up infinitely – no agonizing over resource quality, or dealing with shady Krayt Dragon hunting parties. Niche ahoy! Artifact Dealer. It wasn't long before I had prime merchant real estate in Coro-Compton, and the loot one needs to become a Jedi.

	“Unlocking the Jedi Slot” a.k.a. “The Jedi Grind” a.k.a. “Kill Yourself, Sony” was, and perhaps remains, the most soul-grating time sink in the history of the MMO. George Lucas told Sony Online that they, “Could not include Jedi.” Their response was to make the process so utterly onerous, so completely secret, that they hoped to never see a Jedi. And yet, what better to a whole world of imaginative geeks than uncovering the esoteric mysteries of The Force? Once I’d gotten around to it, the esoteric mysteries were thoroughly uncovered, dissected, and loathed.

	The sacred path to Jedi involved mastering four to seven of the game’s 33 professions (mastering Architect and Medic had taken me months – though that’d been without the geyser of cash brought on by “artifacts”). Sadly, the professions each character needed were secret, and random. Jedi Holocrons – softly glowing blue boxes – revealed all but the last profession, where they offered the text, 

	“The Holocron is quiet. The ancients’ knowledge of the Force will no longer assist you on your journey. You must continue seeking on your own.”

	I slowly surrendered hard-won Architect and Marksman skills, learning Bio-engineer, then Commando, and then Galaxies’s answer to Kung-Fu: Teras-Kasi Artist. With the intensity building, I ventured out in search of my own hard-won Holocrons. Find them I did: boxes that glowed a violent red. Sith Holocrons. It was on opening one of these the Holocron imparted no further knowledge.

	In Gig Harbor, the general manager at my restaurant job seemed unable to grasp that years of gaming did not certify me to balance fourteen full glasses of icewater on one hand, while using the other to squeeze the green plastic cups between bulging socialites. Slapstick ensues. Consistently failing such dexterity checks made me unpopular, the sleep-deprived and caffeine-addled punishment for under-performing members of the wait staff. Then, well after a hasty firing was in order, the appropriate looks of derision and malice stopped. Tips increased. Everyone at the restaurant became… friendly. Warily, I accepted an invitation out drinking with the chefs and the bar staff. I was – much to my amazement – not stabbed. So preoccupied was I with Galaxies, that it literally took weeks before I’d realize what naïve faux-paus had changed my fortunes so drastically. The only important detail seemed that the rest of life was getting to be pretty fun too. The white and sheltered University of Washington graduate was getting a crash course in heavy drug and alcohol abuse, petty crime, and party-crashing, all under the tutelage of accomplished masters.

	Back in Galaxies, grinding through random professions had gotten to be too much, especially after Master Doctor. Instead I ventured deep into the prosaic birthplace of The Force. A place I’d superstitiously avoided since my earliest days. Home to the rancors, and littered with caves and camps of the deadliest Force-infused humanoids: the Night Sisters. Armored in illegally sliced 90% composite, stocked with the luxuriously expensive healing gear of the Master Doctor, and temporarily empowered, or “buffed” by my own doctorly prowess. During the day I’d hunt and fetch rare “artifacts,” for my décor business, growing a war chest in the tens, occasionally hundreds of millions of credits. At night I’d venture out on high-stakes exploration, alone, on the dark and miserable surface of Dathomir.

	Except on the nights with high bonfires, hundreds of people dancing in Douglas fir-encircled fields of dark, rainy and miserable Middle of Nowhere, WA. Black-out drinking, I was that solitary male asshole up on the makeshift plywood stage, dancing with the half-naked women. On one such night, between shots of Goldschläger at a trailer park, I played Halo for the first time. These guys and gals – who might not ever admit to playing games – were godly at Halo. It set a tone. That peculiar evening now comes to mind any time I’m getting murdered on any Xbox shooter game.

	In Galaxies the Jedi Grind was no longer a priority. Killing whole families of rancors was long passé.  A Twi’lek exotic dancer working a backwater moon was all too happy to toss that and go on an intergalactic shopping spree. We went and earned some “badges,” which also set a tone. Since then, in-game achievements (whether they’re called badges, ranks, whatever) always seem the last resort of the drowning victim, the gamer who clutches greedy nails into anything that’ll keep him breathing digital air just a little longer. I followed Phobius to The Empire. Changed my face. Turned to the Dark Side.

	My first and only experience with Madden Football was after a long night of binge drinking, bong-hitting, and fiddling with oversized firearms. The Sous-Chef was betting a half grand against the Head Bartender, and after further gratuitous bong hits they upped the ante to double-or-nothing. Suddenly I understood my invitations to restaurant escapades. It was that bulging plastic freezer bag – heavy with a fragrant green substance – five or six hundred bucks worth. Overhearing the Head Bartender mention Something Like That, I figured he’d make sure it got back to its rightful owner.

	You live and you learn.

	My new Imperial guild was teaming up with expert bounty hunters to hunt one of the server’s most notorious Jedi Guardians, a powerful warrior on the cusp of becoming a Master. The buildup took hours, with buffing and intelligence on his movements coming in slow.

	And then – out of the blue – it was time to pounce.

	The Jedi Guardian was protected by maybe a dozen Rebels, all lounging in a remote desert cantina. Within twenty seconds everyone had been killed, save three on our side and the Guardian. After fifteen minutes of fighting through the streets of this desert town, then giving chase up the side of a mountain, Phobius was killed. At the mountain’s peak, another fifteen minutes later, the Imperial bounty hunter fell – leaving me and the Jedi. We fought another twenty minutes, learning each other’s weaknesses and styles, but I – with my evil face and evil demeanor – would be the winner. The Jedi couldn't permanently wound a fish with so many overpriced healing tricks – and his health gradually dropped. He had impressive abilities to regenerate and press attack – but I’d learned them (firsthand, which “real gamers” don't cotton to these days) – I countered them all. The sun was rising. He panicked, tried to run. I knocked him down, started laying in.

	He was mine.

	And then, about ten of the individually-weak cantina Rebels attacked from behind. Slowed me, kicked me to the ground, and delivered the killing blow.

	The volume was at eleven, but I couldn’t hear the music.


Flow

	 

	In his book Flow, father of flow theory Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi writes, “We have called this state the flow experience, because this is the term of many of the people we interviewed had used in their descriptions of how it felt to be in top form: “It was like floating,” “I was carried on by the flow.””

	We get there once we’ve mastered something, say, Stalking Jedi in Star Wars Galaxies, and then matched that mastery to some equally breathtaking quest, say Take Three Jedi Masters at Once. When we have the skills, and the challenge, we can feel utterly competent, and in the moment. We know what we’re supposed to do, but things are happening so fast that we lose track of our own selves. We’re completely invested. It was a state of mind that Csikszentmihalyi observed in factory workers, CEOs, professional athletes, scientists, pianists.

	Action and awareness come together, “When all a person’s relevant skills are needed to cope with the challenges of a situation, that person’s attention is completely absorbed by the activity. There is no excess psychic energy left over.” It takes enough of our attention that we can’t focus on the bad shit in life. It’s a double whammy, if the experience itself can also be involving and meaningful.

	It is, perhaps, the most engaging experience available to humankind. Which can on occasion be a problem. Csikszentmihalyi explains,

	 

	Early ethnographers have described North American Plains Indians so hypnotically involved in gambling with buffalo rib bones that losers would often leave the tepee without clothes in the dead of winter, having wagered away their weapons, horses, and wives as well. Almost any enjoyable activity can become addictive, in the sense that instead of being a conscious choice, it becomes a necessity that interferes with other activities. Surgeons, for instance, describe operations as being addictive, “like taking heroin.”

	 

	When a person becomes so dependent on the ability to control an enjoyable activity that he cannot pay attention to anything else, then he loses the ultimate control: the freedom to determine the content of consciousness. Thus enjoyable activities that produce flow have a potentially negative aspect: while they are capable of improving the quality of existence by creating order in the mind, they can become addictive, at which point the self becomes captive of a certain kind of order, and is then unwilling to cope with the ambiguities of life.

	 

	Flow is powerful, so it’s no surprise that in her Reality is Broken, Jane McGonigal uses Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s theory as a major pillar for her definition of games. She calls the gamers who understand flow Happiness Engineers, saying they’re uniquely positioned to help fix reality. But she too seems aware of gaming’s potential to overwhelm, describing a weekend where she, “…spent twenty-four hours playing WoW – which was about twenty-three more hours than I’d intended. What can I say? There was a LOT of world-saving work to do.

	“… When Monday morning came around, I resisted the idea of going back to “real” work. I knew this wasn’t rational. But some part of me wanted to keep earning experience points, stacking up treasure, collecting my plus-ones, and checking off world-saving quests from my to-do list.

	“…I did go back to real work, of course. But it took me awhile to shake the feeling that I’d rather be leveling up. Part of me felt like I was accomplishing more in the Kingdom of Azeroth than I was in real life. And that’s exactly the IV drip of productivity that World of Warcraft is so good at providing. It delivers a stream of work and reward as reliably as a morphine drip line.

	“…and it doesn’t matter that the work isn’t real. The emotional rewards are real – and for gamers, that’s what matters.”

	While Jane only mentions one weekend of “blissful productivity,” Galaxies had me lost for a year. Her book means to use flow as the foundational evidence that games make us happy. Even if flow was ever really about happiness, there’s more happening here. At some point, games go beyond “fun,” or even “engagement.”

	Galaxies gave me a first taste of that strange limbo, the awkward space where engagement stretches too long. Whether because the game world is simply too rich, or the alternatives in the rest of the world too awful, the ability to function in any world starts to corrode.



	



	Quite Done

	 

	A week before I’d fly to Hawaiʻi, a new busboy friend and I trespassed our way up a path overgrown with blackberry bushes, to an abandoned gazebo overlooking Gig Harbor. I partook of eight bowls of marijuana (roughly seven more than I’d ever had before). Time passed. He then took a call from his girlfriend, who absolutely, positively, needed him right that second. So he dropped me off at home.

	It’s three AM. This is the last place on Earth I want to be. In the pale orange of the buzzing streetlight, my folks’ place looks the part of the haunt it’s been. Like the cult horror flick Hausu, I’m defenseless as a Japanese schoolgirl deposited at the home of a screeching vampire auntie, who will – no doubt – jump from the shadows at any second, dragging her rough, claw-like fingernails over my throat, draining every drop so that her cat can float around in a tub of my life's blood. Just running the key into the lock makes the sound of a bonesaw. The deadbolt groans as I twist this rusty blade. Inside, every step is the wail of my witchlike captor. The door to the bedroom opens no less banshee-like, and there. I finally see the thing that’s bounced around in front of my face without being seen, for over a year of my life.

	In the corner of the room, on the hardwood floor and half in the shade of a sheet metal industrial table, is the enormous specialty computer monitor. The jet-hum of my computer’s fan growls. Circling the boxy CRT is a disabused shrine of weeks-old food, at least three empty bottles of Charles Shaw, piles of wine stained, printed notes on the art of SWG artifact-finding, and, the real clincher, sickly orange, circular blotches of dried and forgotten semen. I might have stared for ten minutes, I might have stared for an hour. I lost the ability to move.

	When that changed, the barest step was an alarm, announcing a year of oblivion and indiscretion. But I cleaned. Completely outside of myself, I could finally meet the gaze of the lurker. The concentration and admixture of, for instance, an ever-present fear of my parents, regret over wasting my college girlfriend’s time, the moats I'd dug to block off stable employ, the crocodiles I'd been raising therein. Everything Galaxies helped me escape. But more, I saw the abject, clear and present need to escape the escape. A few days later I'd leave for Hawaiʻi, and graduate school, with the intention of never again owning my own computer. Once there I would try to understand what had happened, how things had gone so far.

	I honestly wish I’d known then what I know now: the anchoring that comes from carving out a life you want to live. That you'll fight to live. Galaxies created a community unlike anything that’s been tried in the history of gaming. I would have loved playing it clear-headed. From 2003 to 2005, SWG was a geek Shangri-La, a place now lost, of which many travelers claim knowledge but few saw in its prime. In 2005, executives at LucasArts demanded it become, “More like World of Warcraft,” so insane were they with greed at seeing WoW’s billion-dollar annual profit. Commercially understandable, but sad. It would then die, officially, when servers came down December 15, 2012.

	Some compare SWG’s early days to Woodstock, a free-love experience that you just “had to be there to understand, man,” while others reminisce in the way grandpa might, recalling bygone days of trudging thirty miles through five feet of snow, staring down grizzly bears and mountain cats. The antics of people like Magni, made possible by an as-yet unparalleled depth, made Star Wars Galaxies a welcoming and wonderful place. The kind that, when I’ve fallen so far into laze, malaise, and apathy that I’ve lost even humor, I might want to visit. If I could go back in time, I’d take my twenty-two-year-old self aside, show that pretentious, arrogant child what I feel I know now – as a thirty-one-year-old, pretentious, arrogant child – on the off chance that he might have played that game reasonably, loving every second he had the privilege to be there.

	Or I’d set up to play Galaxies on the desk. He wasn't using it. I just can’t forget to pack plenty of Purell.



	



	Structured Flow vs. Free Flow

	 

	Eric Weiner’s travelogue Geography of Bliss starts every chapter title with, “Happiness is...”  And each country gets its own catchy headline. Thailand is, for instance, where Happiness is Not Thinking, and in Moldova, Happiness is Somewhere Else. The former NPR correspondent chuckles at the “self-help industrial complex,” then consults glowing Indian gurus and happiness politicians in Bhutan.

	Happiness seems to be the distracted, ephemeral promise of near every television, magazine, and news advertisement out today. A few hours after cracking Weiner’s book open, at the local supermarket I walked by a box for a Snickers-brand ice cream cake with the slogan, “It's what happiness tastes like!” Structured flow – flow that’s designed for us, so we can take the experience and leave – suffers from the same problem as a chocolate cake. Chocolate cake makes some of us happy, for awhile. But not if we eat it every meal, every day. Flavor without substance is just dumb stimulation.

	And sure, I love cake as much as the next guy – probably way more – but I can only eat so much of it. Some games go on indefinitely. Though I haven’t exactly given Jane McGonigal a fair shake yet, I’m not convinced that every game fulfills “…genuine human needs that the real world is currently unable to satisfy.” Like a lot of art, game experiences might take us outside ourselves, connect us with cool shit the likes of which we might never have seen otherwise. If she means the kind of escape Tolkien is talking about, I absolutely agree. To some extent, social organization and high technology have dug some deep moats between the planet’s human beings, her creatures, and her boundless physical beauty. Past that?

	There’s a difference between flow that we can take from the world – that we consume like a Hot Pocket – and flow we create. In one, the experience is carefully structured (by someone else) to mete out rewards on just the right schedule, so that a mass audience can detach. So that with minimal effort we can feel one of the most powerful experiences available to humankind. Flow is just a good mix of challenge and skill. We can feel it at the start of a task (easy to learn) or even with the complexity of a massive task (hard to master). In both cases, good game design ensures that we’re always given hints as to where we ought to head next, or just how to better build ourselves up for the larger challenges. Those hints usually come in the form of rewards.

	Jane talks about the difference between extrinsic and intrinsic rewards, in the happiness research. That the extrinsic “American Dream” goals: money, power, cars, can go so far as to make us unhappy. That’s certainly in-line what the research suggests. But the rewards, goals, what have you, which evoke the structured flow in games are by and large extrinsic. They’re gold, credits, currency. They’re rideable tigers, floating jet bikes, and other thoroughly pimped rides. They’re palatial mansions on Naboo, legendary swords, achievements, visible skill rankings, visible titles, and all manner of status symbols. That’s hard to see, because we’re still struggling with a more fundamental misconception about games.

	The big problem in naming a book “Reality is Broken,” is that it establishes from the outset that false dichotomy between “games” and “real life.” The distinction is what’s broken. If all you can see is someone winning a staring contest with a computer monitor, it might look intrinsic. Like the motivation to sit twenty hours at a time is all coming from within. It looks just as much like flow as it does pathology. When you know how rich these worlds can be, about the people you can meet inside, the treasure troves of fun and the abysmal bullshit grinds, it becomes clear that they’re a place that’s real, imperfect, and changeable as any other geographical subsection of the planet. We can go after trite readymade goals (and many do), we can find readymade flow (and many do), we can also build our own flow, and in so doing learn a thing or two about ourselves (and many do). To be fair to Galaxies, I made a lot more of my own flow there than in later online games, say Warcraft or League of Legends. To be fair to Jane, I can’t be too judgmental where book titles are concerned.

	Free flow – flow experiences we build ourselves, after listening to both the world and ourselves – show us that, in Csikszentmihalyi’s words, “…the old riddle “What is the meaning of life?” turns out to be astonishingly simple. The meaning of life is meaning: whatever it is, wherever it comes from, a unified purpose is what gives meaning to life.”

	If we can discover some “harmonious theme” to the chaos of our lives, then we can take steps to building for ourselves the experience of flow in more and more places. The individual who embodies free flow – who sticks to a goal, builds their skills, and tackles big problems – the universe might not be there cheering them on, life might be awful, but they have perhaps the most powerful gift an individual can give to themselves: purpose.

	It gets really easy to just rely on the experts, who can build engagement into our entertainment, our jobs, our lives. We might get a lot more motivated (intrinsically and extrinsically) to do those jobs, and live those lives. But in so doing we might not notice the worlds we could’ve liked a lot more, which could have meant more, had we been the ones making them flow.

	Games aren’t autopilot for happiness. That doesn't exist. They reveal life by giving it a basis for comparison. A fish doesn’t know it’s in water until you snatch it out. Galaxies did just that. It transported me to rich worlds populated by strange automated creatures, shady guilds composed of shady human beings, and people I’m still grateful to have in my life. It wasn’t exactly a shining golden age for the part of me doing misdeeds in Gig Harbor, but it wasn’t completely bereft of merit. Even without any so-called “experience language” I’d learned – first hand – a few things about fun, and the futility of grinds.

	“...some readers wanted to know if they should move to happy places like Iceland or Bhutan.” Wrote Weiner, in his Geography, “Perhaps, if that is where your heart lies, but the point is not necessarily that we move to these places but, rather, that we allow these places to move us.

	“I believe, now more than ever, in the transformative promise of geography. Change your location and you just may change yourself. It's not that distant lands contain some special “energy” or that their inhabitants possess secret knowledge (though they may) but rather something more fundamental: By relocating ourselves, reorienting ourselves, we shake loose the shackles of expectation. Adrift in a different place we give ourselves permission to be different people.”


200-foot-tall Death Monkey

	 

	The last thing I’d do in Galaxies, the night before this gazebo escapade, was to join Phobius at the Coronet spaceport to help him test some lance empowered by “Mind Fire.” I’d merrily gone to duel, to show him just how powerless he’d be against a Jedi-hunting, Dathomir-spelunking doctor-slash-ninja. But with three hits, he’d incapacitated me. So wild was the mind fire that he, a Master Combat Medic, could not heal faster than it permanently damaged my tender aquatic brain.

	In fact, when I logged in for the last time – just before getting on a plane to grad school – the mind fire was still going. By conservative estimates, it’d be 28,678 Earth years before my fish could fully recover.

	Magni had been next in line for a duel. Phobius presented the lance. Magni took out a 200-foot-tall death monkey. As with my fish, three hits and Magni was down. The monkey? The monkey was unstoppable. Magni claimed that, incapacitated as he was, he could not recall the fearsome creature. It savaged Phobius – who at first grew nervous about his ability to keep himself alive – then died. Then the monkey sent Phobius to the cloners. Completely outside of Magni's control, of course.


 

	MANIPULATION

	 

	 

	"An ex-drug-dealer (now a video game industry powerbrain) once told me that he doesn’t understand why people buy heroin. The heroin peddler isn’t even doing heroin. Like him or not, when you hear Cliff Bleszinski talk about Gears of War, he sounds — in a good way — like a weed dealer. He sounds like he endorses what he is selling. When you’re in a room with social games guys, the “I never touch the stuff” attitude is so thick you’ll need a box cutter to breathe properly."

	 

	-Tim Rogers, Who Killed Videogames? A Ghost Story

	 

	 

	Raiding, and Other Acts of God

	 

	40-man raids were a bitch. You try herding a highly-skilled, unpaid work force of forty human beings onto their computers for fifty hours a week. Do it for two months straight – on the same adrenaline-incinerating, brain-draining, repetitive failures – all trying to kill the same fleshy eye-beast nobody actually cares that much about.

	It was absolute, cankerous, black-hearted evil. Which ranked it among those rare pleasures that lift off from the realm of guilty, transforming themselves into something more. Rabid pleasure? Unhinged and questionably sane pleasure?

	At that point, it didn’t really matter.

	I would soon join a hardcore raid guild: the throbbing shaft in the World of Warcraft. Full to bursting with those lenient miscreants who grind like nobody’s watching. The vast majority of these were unemployed men. There were two women, I was told, though they seemed invariably to suffer from the harassment-mitigating “microphone problems.”

	There was Ezbake, our belligerent guild leader. He directed us like the drill instructor from Full Metal Jacket. There was the near-silent Piroshky, the Russian National living in New York City on an expired student visa. He was the main tank, meaning that of the forty people in a raid, the menageries of monsters we fought would focus their swords, claws, oozes and bad breath on Piroshky. Gehenna, rated as one of the best damage-dealing rogues in North America, was a black man living with his mother in Louisiana. One of our best-outfitted healers, Nilhouse, had just defected to us from an older guild, Grisly Retribution. I quickly learned, in the Dragoons, this was the constant worry: that doling out too much loot to any one player would get them picked up by Grisly Retribution, or even The Cold, hardcore raid guilds presumably depraved as us.

	Little did I suspect that this patchwork of improbable demographics would lead me down such a delightfully dark path. That alongside their sloppy racism, sexism, petty selfishness, and blunt force ignorance, we would share one pristine moment. The kind that stands out, in a life.

	Right, well, first there was the Act of God. I’d been so good in Hawaiʻi. My roommates gamed, they’d all picked up World of Warcraft the day it came out. I’d gone without a computer for months, using campus computer labs where necessary, enjoying mischievous shenanigans with my fellow studentry, in the sunshine. Then it came; Wakiki suffered its worst flooding in 80 years. That trickling little stream outside our dorm had turned into class-5 rapids, an unfordable, biologically hazardous, brown-and-white hell torrent that came within five feet of our dorm. The geriatric electrical system was the first to go, sending portions, and finally the whole of our campus into nightmarish darkness. Ancient archival maps, heirlooms of the Hawaiʻian islands, were being spread out and across the campus mall, floating in a hearty stew of desks, chairs, and an unknowable number of books.

	Even after a long Thanksgiving holiday weekend, every campus computer lab I knew of still closed indefinitely, many of the computers washed out for good – I suddenly seemed the most backwards asshole on this island. “Not even a goddamned cellphone? Who does he think he is?”

	I needed a computer. Nothing but a custom-built speed beast with blinking blue LED lights and World of Warcraft would do.



	



	The Grind

	 

	Grinds come with three assumptions: that the work is fairly menial or obvious, that we’re working towards a specific reward, and that it’s killing our time with fire. As opposed to life, where we assume a certain blandness in the daily grind and the nine-to-five grind, games which don’t want to be branded as flaccid failures are typically designed with human pleasure in mind. Add feral raiders to the mix, and you might as well strap a futuristic nuclear rocket to the grind’s back, laughing maniacally when a containment tube bursts, showering toxic levels of radiation on any and all it touches.

	In games, the rewards can be anything imaginable. At any Game Developer's Conference, there are usually at least two presentations dealing with statistically-verified psychological methods for making resonant rewards. Especially for retention (read: keeping player at computer, preferably meeting your company's monetization goals). Equally important is the pacing, the scheduling of reward. We’ll get to B.F. Skinner's well-known box – where a pigeon or rat is cajoled with a food pellet every 10 lever presses, then every 100, then every 1000 or so presses – and free will seems to evaporate as the animals press that one lever at astonishing rates.

	When you combine rewards designed to feel truly epic, truly meaningful, with schedules that involve a dozen buttons to press, in thousands of unique patterns, you're close. When the payoffs for those rewards come only after weeks, months, or years of investment, great job! You have a grind.

	I did walk away from my years in Galaxies and Warcraft having met a lot of great people, going after swords and armor and whatever else. But I don’t remember a whole lot about the quests. Mostly they were just little puzzle pieces in the grind. And we’re talking something like five years in Warcraft. In three hours, the game Dear Esther gave me chills.

	The indie game developer Jon Blow made a comment that I’ve always enjoyed, likening the length of games to abduction,

	 

	A movie can give you a satisfying experience in 2 hours. A painting or a sculpture can give you a satisfying experience in 10 minutes. A song can give you a satisfying experience in 3 minutes...Gamers seem to praise games for being addicting, but doesn’t that feel a bit like Stockholm syndrome? If you spend 20 hours playing a game, but the good parts could have been condensed into 3, then didn’t you just waste 17 hours?

	 

	The design of a beautiful experience has a lot to do with how you arrange rewards, you might even say that the two are intertwined. But in some games it's clear that art – or even fun – wasn't so high a priority on a developer's list as retention. Joseph Campbell once warned against that kind of repetition, in literature. That, "the story tradition becomes so narrowed that, like an artery that is clogged, the heart begins to starve."

	Game mechanics have Things to Teach, but we can’t get those things if we only ever use one bountiful recipe. Past a certain threshold, where certain games are best described in the language of human manipulation, they threaten their players personally. In our ability balance games with life. Developers might spend years building grinds. Publishers might spend half the budget on PR, to cleverly hawk grinds. Gamers may even spend thousands of hours clicking grinds. The only magic we find in them, we find in our fellow abductees.

	Even though, at raid time, they can be the lobsters pulling us back down into the boiling pot.


Scheduling Conflicts

	 

	It was probably an appropriate portent of the sustained disaster to come, that my first serious raid would piss off the ol' roommates.

	That was fine. It was, after all, part and parcel to allying myself with these choicest of deviants. Collecting your garden variety games data was easy. Any ten-year-old could putter around until they miraculously arrived at level sixty. But there wasn’t much solid research on what it felt like to raid. To do it with the people who made it their lives. The Hell's Angels of the virtual world, that one prurient percent that demanded a special brand of lifestyle.

	But only a handful qualify, and what self-disrespecting biker invites (unironically) the university researcher on a moped? For weeks I’d tried to get an invite to one of a few guilds with the real clout: those forty or so individuals among thousands, sometimes all the millions playing Warcraft, with the honor of being first. First to successfully destroy the nastiest, most vitriolic black dragons or molten-hammer-wielding gods. Since a new finish line for first arrived every half-year or so – from the black dragon Onyxia to Ragnaros the Firelord, from Nefarian to C’thun, and Kel’Thuzad – the first to kill them would hold that title, and respect associated with being the best, for months. A Worldwide First – or sometimes even Server First, on large enough servers – meant a new life of professional gaming, minor nerd celebrity and product endorsements for game developers and high-end consumer electronics. On smaller servers, first endowed a guild with permanent respect, an invitation to join is suddenly A Big Deal.

	Piroshky, an old guildmate, could get me an invite. The quiet Russian had risen to the hallowed position of main tank in our server's number two Horde guild, the Eternity Dragoons. Despite having a guild name which evoked imagery of sparkles and ponies, they were big news. Making a run at #1, Horde-side, on one of the thirteen original World of Warcraft servers. They needed a healer, and Piroshky had some pull. He’d gotten me an invite at 9PM – for a teaser – a mini tryout-raid in a place called Zul’Gurub. But at 9:45, my roommates were still clawing to keep me.

	Rewind to dinner at around 5PM, where conversation predictably turned to Warcraft. Curtains draw that old familiar glaze over the eye of every non-gamer in our social group. The spunky Palauan, a blonde California girl, and one of South Korea's rare non-gaming males. It was in those throes of WoW cant that self-declared “Lawful-Evil” roommate, Pat, and his soft-spoken, rotund Asian friend Kai, appraise me like famished cannibals. “So you’re totally going to help us get the three gemstones we need for the Unadorned Seal of Ascension to unlock Upper Blackrock Spire, right Neils? Should take a couple hours?” “Bro, at most. Yo, Neils, you healin’ us rite?” “Umm, I've got this tryout, at 9, so I need to be there on time. For science.” “Haha, yeah whatever won’t take but two hours. But like, that ain’t actually part of your degree rite chief?” “Actually, it is part of my degree. It is research. For science?”

	It should be mentioned that sitting through LBRS – their desired night's destination – was not unlike undergoing an unanaesthetized root canal. With neither of them certified for the operation. At 8:30, not halfway done and three hours in, half a dozen healers had (understandably) declined my friendly invitation to replace me mid-procedure. At 9, Piroshky urged me not to hurry, that they were still waiting on three or four guildmates. No big.

	At this point Kai types, “Yeah, good thing you’re stayin. Get to see where your loyalties lie.”

	At 9:30, the Eternity Dragoons raid was forming up. No need to freak out, said Piroshky, but you should definitely wrap up with the roomies.

	“Hey guys,” I type, “That tryout is starting. I've got a replacement for the dude who left (because you are both bad at games). Were any of you able to find a healer? In the last hour?”

	“We ain't ask nobody. Wait the FUCK, you LEAVING?” types Kai.

	In person he typically says nothing, preferring instead to stare intensely from shadowy corners. Though he did later showboat that comment, and similar choice tidbits of the night's discourse, by saying jovially, “Haha, how you like my dark leader personality?” Pat, one room away and fond of turning light conversation to interpersonal vivisection, had hardly typed or spoken once we'd logged on. Eking in on 9:45, Piroshky said that someone from The Dragoons was about to instantaneously summon me to this Zul’Gurub tryout raid.

	“So that’s how it’s gonna be?” Asks dark leader Kai.

	“Uhh, yep!” I type,

	And vanish into a spray of light. Not classy gamer etiquette, conducive to smooth sailing at cafeteria time, or good for my spoke in the wheels of MMO karma, but fuck it. One must heed the call of rational inquiry. And mind-controlling voodoo skull piles. And aquatic Godzilla knock-off novelty bosses. And every other new and wonderful thing I saw in Zul'Gurub that night. In the tryouts I’d handily outheal the competition, but more importantly I'd impressed Piroshky’s friends, officers in Eternity Dragoons (ironically enough because of how long I'd manned a sinking ship in LBRS).

	That night set me up to experience, first hand, the race to be the very best in the World of Warcraft.



	




	Misdirection

	 

	Sometimes, games are the stories showing us who we want to be, and how to get there. They’re like any good book, song, or movie character in that respect. At other times, we get lost in the points and places and ponies. I think that it’s best explained by Abraham Maslow’s handy graphical pyramid chart of human needs.

	Sort of like the food pyramid, you’ve got foundational needs at the bottom, like breathing and eating. Maslow wrote that we wouldn’t strive for much, "if our stomachs were empty most of the time, or if we were continually dying of thirst, or if we were continually threatened by an always impending catastrophe…"After those are sorted, we’ll look for security in employment, resources, health, that sort of thing. In the rough middle of the pyramid comes friends and family. After that, Maslow suspected we’d look for achievement and self-respect. Finally, if all that’s taken care of, we’d seek to “self-actualize.” We’d look for those goals that made life really worth living. Art, understanding, learning to develop ourselves in ways that might be fairly unique to us. It might be finding our “flow experience.” It might just be figuring out why we’re around.

	It’s not exactly canon for the psych research, but I’d venture that just looking for a self-actualizing behavior, having that luxury, probably puts us at or near the top of the pyramid. The Search is probably just as important as figuring out The Thing. But once we find it, well. That’s powerful. That can, legitimately, make a lack of food or safety less pressing.

	Games can conveniently hand-deliver some of our uppermost needs. By giving us cognitively tangible realities, with their own culture, their own context, and other living people (embodied however they might be) they impose their own pyramids. When we move between any two worlds, one set of needs can overshadow another. Certain things in games – say, just learning to move around, learning how to keep your account from getting deactivated – these things satisfy that lowest foundation. Next, in good online games, basic competency leads pretty quickly to social engagement. We find a group, and a place to belong. Or at least, ways to bring our existing groups in. As we build up, progress, maybe even collect the occasional achievement, we build up the near-top level of the pyramid: esteem.

	The capstone quests, rewards and recognitions are probably the most enjoyable, and therefore the most likely to drive grinds. They’re what I’d call game-actualizing rewards. Traditionally it’s beating the game. Often that’s augmented with achievements, for instance a Steam recognition – visible to all your friends – for beating it on the highest difficulty level. Harder in some games than others. In Sid Meyer’s Civilization V, even the games set to the easiest, fastest modes can take six to twenty hours. “Marathon” games might last seventy. About 1.2% of all players have beaten the game on the highest difficulty: “Deity.” In the World of Warcraft, players will raid endlessly for the small chances on very powerful items, or very adorable pets.

	A deep self-actualization isn’t the same thing as tricking out your facebook profile, or an in-game character. It could certainly do things for friendships and your esteem in the community, and that’s not nothing. It’s just that game-actualizing rewards have the same problem as automatic flow. Everything’s been laid out for you. Legitimate self-actualization – in games or anywhere else – involves a decision. You decide for yourself what’s at the top of the pyramid.

	Games helped me to find meaning in very personal ways, but usually not when I was too busy thinking about a purple glowing sword.


World First

	 

	This being late 2005, first had come and gone a few times. The black dragon Onyxia was dead a thousand times over, as was Ragnaros the Firelord. The Dragoons only visited those two to “farm,” slog through 2-6 hours of fighting they'd slogged through for half a year, just to reach that one last bountiful fight, with its weekly harvest of two always-random, always-coveted items. My very first week, each just happened to be Druid items, my items. The most powerful hat and pants in the game. My first week. None of the more senior Druids needed them. And should you, oh dear reader, think that hats and pants are trifle things, that this is all just a bit silly, do consider these things were valued at about a hundred bucks each. They were, at the time, the aforementioned “game actualizing rewards.” And since those mighty monsters had been guarding Druid-based treasure, it meant that the comparable items for Shamans, Warriors, and so on (and everyone else who'd been in the guild for substantially longer than a week) did not “drop.” That is to say, didn’t magically arrive – fitted and ready-to-wear – at the feet of the monster. After some choice refrains as to my sexual preference, expectations for attendance and punctuality were made crystal clear.

	“You ass belongs to Eternity Dragoons now, faggot,” said the guild master.

	The gear is what makes the World of Warcraft endgame such an ingenious and ingenuous grind. From the first level to the last, you go from maybe a few hundred hit points, to many thousands. And there’s nearly always better gear, to make those numbers higher. Likewise, your damage, ability to heal, and armor are sometimes improved exponentially, if the right hat and pants drop this week.

	Usually, it was just a handful of the most snarling badass players out of our 40 – wearing the fanciest of gear – who were doing the lion’s share of the damage, healing, and tanking. Some days I’d never see them sleep. They’d be out in the snows of Winterspring, collecting powerful oils from the anal glands of invisible white tigers, or luring out great white sharks in Azshara, with questionably-gotten chum. Or just grinding for the latest hot item, for good ole’ gold. So when I got these hugely coveted items in my first week, my relative inexperience maybe mattered less. It’s just that somewhat more was expected of me.


Compulsion

	 

	“Ding!” 

	“Grats!”

	Is a really common thing to hear, in any online game. The expression originated in EverQuest, whereupon leveling up a player would hear something like a 40-foot-tall bronze gong being torn in half by another giant gong, with that sound being run through someone’s gravelly track & field loudspeaker. It’s not exactly my favorite sound in the world, but then I never got to hear it after days or weeks of grinding, as the harsh audio reward for my long labors.

	Players would broadcast their glee, by telling nearby players and guildmates, “Ding!”

	To great adulation and congratulation. It became such a cultural artifact, such a hallowed ceremony for the first big player organizations, that they brought the tradition into the games they migrated to later: Warcraft, Galaxies, Dark Age of Camelot, City of Heroes, EverQuest 2. The Ding! has since been repurposed not just for levels, but picking up coveted weapons, new skills, even sometimes a chance to practice rough fights. Lately I’ve even heard people who don’t play many games, using it after getting promoted at work, moving to a nicer apartment, or getting some hot guy’s telephone number.

	“Ding!”

	A great deal of the ding’s power rests securely in its ability to inspire pride. It’s a part of fun. In fact, a lot of our language for fun – in this book – relates back to the ding.

	Many of the game design languages built specifically for developers, for instance by designers Dan Cook, or Benjamin Ellinger, relate strongly back to musical notation. They take specific kinds of fun (or engagement, if you prefer) specific rewards, then paint in terms of very subtle dings, and very powerful ones. In this way, structuring rewards is central to design; it’s as key as grammar in developing a writing style, or as vital as pacing in cinematography. Especially in games whose systems ask us to perform actions we’ve never tried before, and to navigate systems that might work in stark contrast to the other realities we’ve lived. We often need to use the rewards, the dings, to teach a player simply how to walk around.

	It’s inevitable that the artistic structuring of reward would have some crossover with behavioral conditioning. This is especially tricky ground to walk, because the implications of behavioral conditioning are chilling.

	“We want to know why men behave as they do.” Wrote the father of radical behaviorism, Burrhus Frederic Skinner “Any condition or event which can be shown to have an effect upon behavior must be taken into account. By discovering and analyzing these causes we can predict behavior; to the extent that we can manipulate them, we can control behavior."

	B.F. Skinner is best known for placing a pigeon, or rat, into a box. Inside these Skinner Boxes, he would eventually place a food dispenser, a signal light, an electrified floor, and a push button. By mixing the dispensation of food, signals, and punishing jolts of electricity, he displayed that it was possible to train pigeons and rats to any number of behaviors. Pigeons were trained to be more effective than early computer algorithms, in guiding missiles towards enemy ships. The only reason they weren’t ultimately used in wartime, was that the notion seemed laughable to officers.

	In discussing his training of pigeons, and un-training of them, Skinner noted that they remembered what they’d been conditioned to do "… as long as six years after the response had last been reinforced. Six years is about half the normal life span of the pigeon." Skinner’s primary interest isn’t just placing exacting routines into pigeons. He wants to control the behavior of human beings.

	We start this process by basic shaping. A boxed pigeon may wander to the left, wander to the right, but once he tilts his head slightly towards the button? We drop a food pellet. He dallies a bit longer, then takes a step towards it? Another food pellet. He taps the button? Maybe more than one pellet. Like a nice mini-jackpot. He taps it again? We give him pellets for every press, and so shape the behavior that we want. Though we don’t keep going indefinitely, or eventually the pigeon gets full (or  maybe we run out of food pellets).

	Thankfully, we don’t need to reward him for every press. So enters the science, in Skinner’s book Science of Human Behavior. He believes that there are ways to structure rewards, so as to simply keep pigeons, or human beings, pressing the proverbial button. Skinner doesn’t believe in free will. In point of fact, he writes that "Man's power appears to have increased out of all proportion to his wisdom." That it’s the duty of better men to shape their lessers to “productive” ends, else they’ll never, ever, be satisfied.

	So after shaping, we use Interval Reinforcement, reinforcing a behavior after a certain amount of time, a certain interval. “We are less likely to see friends or acquaintances with whom we only occasionally have a good time,” writes Skinner, “and we are less likely to write to a correspondent who seldom answers. The experimental results are precise enough to suggest that in general the organism gives back a certain number of responses for each response reinforced.”

	Rewards based on the passage of time will never quite be so effective at encouraging behavior as Ratio Reinforcement, where rewards which come in response to some behavior. This could be a Fixed Ratio, as when “the schedule of reinforcement depends upon the behavior of the organism itself—when, for example, we reinforce every fiftieth response” He writes that this is essentially getting paid on commission.

	What’s much more effective than every 15th press – if our goal is getting a pigeon or player to tap furiously on buttons – is Variable Ratio Reinforcement. When the pigeon doesn’t know quite how many responses it will take, somewhere around fifty, maybe it’s around a thousand. Skinner writes that the “… pigeon may respond as rapidly as five times per second and maintain this rate for many hours.” He continues, “The efficacy of such schedules in generating high rates has long been known to the proprietors of gambling establishments. Slot machines, roulette wheels, dice cages, horse races, and so on pay off on a schedule of variable-ratio reinforcement….The long-term net gain or loss is almost irrelevant in accounting for the effectiveness of this schedule.”

	We can also combine schedules, “so that reinforcement is determined both by the passage of time and by the number of unreinforced responses emitted. In such a case, if the organism is responding rapidly, it responds many times before being reinforced, but if it is responding slowly, only a few responses occur before the next reinforcement.” When rats and pigeons are kept in physical boxes, tapping on buttons, it's the ratio schedules, especially variable ratio schedules, that get them tapping in the vain expectation of something. They go from tapping around 50 times – without reward – to thousands. Since they never know when the next food pellet is coming, they keep pressing the button.

	Human beings may or may not need better rewards than food pellets, but our rewards can be so much more subjective. Shiny best-sword-in-game may fit the bill. Perhaps it's shiny best-shield-in-game, or shiny best-horse-in-game. Warcraft provides its players no dearth of variety for their (often game-actualizing) pellets. Last I left Warcraft, one friend was killing foxes on the 1/10,000 chance they'd yield a fox kit. Maybe the momma fox is pregnant? They don’t explain it. Anyway, probably fewer than twenty foxes were out in the world at any given time. When I last logged out he'd been at it awhile, with no dice. But if he got one of those kits? Boy howdy it'd be worth some gold.

	And there is, always, gold. Skinner noted that with physical internal needs, say food, we can eventually get full. With sex there’s a refractory period. At the very least a Gatorade break. That’s why, when these “better” men went to improve life for their “lessers,” they’d also use Generalized Reinforcers. “The commonest example is money. It is the generalized reinforcer par excellence because, although "money won't buy everything," it can be exchanged for primary reinforcers of great variety…the exchange value of money is more obvious than that of attention, approval, affection, or even submissiveness.”

	Oddly enough, in near every online world in which I’ve played, near every monster is carrying currency. How did I get seventy-five pieces of silver from that Embittered Dire Wolf? I really, truly, don’t need to know. I’m just glad to have it. I’ll need it for something, down the line, I’m sure.

	I’m conditioned.

	It's probably not that every big-ticket game designer spends all her time crayoning inside the lines of a BF Skinner coloring book. It's no huge surprise when game experiences wind up looking like even blatant Skinner Boxes, with a designer who knows what passion looks like. Not necessarily because she picked up a psychology degree, but because she lived it. Because, whether or not she has any inkling as to why, her imagination thrives, writhes, and lives within the language of systems.

	But there is a difference. Even in our simple language of fun, we had eleven unique ways in which these rewards might speak to a player. I hope that the languages on community, place, challenge, and art provide more. I hope they spark insights on the artful crafting of rewards. When the depth of our world is reduced to the cold, hard, simple Ding!, it’s not about the designer providing something unique. The word “compelling” doesn’t even seem to fit, despite being so tied to its sister “compulsion.” At the point of compulsion, designers are being lazy. When their only goal is retention, they deserve less consideration than a sidewalk con artist peddling fixed shell games. This is why compulsion, especially when used to knowingly and willfully create grinds, is so far beneath fun.

	B.F. Skinner was a man for whom culture and the arts were naught but the ringing of some dog’s food bell. "Literature, art, and entertainment,” he wrote, “are contrived reinforcers. Whether the public buys books, tickets to performances, and works of art depends upon whether those books, plays, concerts, or pictures are reinforcing."

	Which is offensive. To Skinner it’s all about the science, “only the observable in behavior.” Which is nice in theory, but nobody can accurately observe everything. It’s almost painfully clear, the fissure between Skinner and the vitality and soul of the arts. Science without philosophy is like sex without condoms, and in rejecting free will B.F. notoriously infects his theories with a demented megalomania. Rejecting the philosophies that enrich and color our world gives the impression of a cold interior, to the boy who once wanted to write fiction. Who abandoned it out of the belief that he had nothing to say. Skinner once remarked, "I do not admire myself as a person. My successes do not override my shortcomings."

	Gamers have been drunk on the deluge of sights and sounds and feeling, because we were the ones seeing something new come to life. But when it works, and more than that you uncover a new piece of vocabulary – so painstakingly carved – in the language of experience? Suddenly new dimensions of understanding, human understanding, become available. Your world is the richer, and all it took was play. That’s not the product of dumbfuck conditioning, it’s a hallmark of art. The two couldn’t be more different.

	Novel systems are the height of game design, but they're unreliable at best. Expensive at best. Rather than capture something essential about the processes of human experience, rather than draw us in with the magic of the unknown – so painstakingly carved – many developers have turned to the more fiscally-responsible twisting of behavioral, motivational, even positive psychology. Some of you designers are my friends. Hear me when I say,

	Cut that shit out. Make something fun.


Five Years

	 

	World of Warcraft often gets described as, “a job I wasn’t getting paid for.” That statement signals to Anna DiNoto – probably the most competent young clinician I’ve met – that a client’s gaming has very likely welcomed some brand of pathology. It’s also one of the more common things you’ll hear from daily raiders.

	When the Dragoons kicked into high gear – seven days a week and 8-15 hours a day – things went past job. It was a life that didn’t feed me. An entirely separate existence that ran sidealong to every life I’d known, including the other games in that life. When I finally re-emerged in a (mostly) final manner, five years later, I had five years of culture to catch up on. Books, movies, games, news about the world.

	That existence became everything.

	The frenetic race to be first to Nefarian, the black dragon at the end of Blackwing Lair, finished in my first few weeks with the Dragoons. We didn’t win. On our server – still one of the largest – first went to a professionally-sponsored Alliance guild. Paid gamers. First was still up for grabs Horde side, but The Cold, our server’s longtime top Hordies, were working on Nef, and the Dragoons still had three bosses to figure out before we’d even lay eyes on him. Blackwing Lair was a big place; we were more interested in beating Grisly Retribution for the #2 spot, making us look welcoming to skilled defectors for the next big race.



	



	Destroyed Time

	 

	In 2010, Ian Bogost created the game Cow Clicker as a way of poking fun at FarmVille, Zynga’s social game which at the time boasted tens of millions of active players. Observing that in these games, all you did was click, pay for the privilege of clicking more, and pay for the occasional decorative item, he made a game that simply had cows. Every four hours, you could click your cow. It would moo. If you wanted to click it before the four hours were up, you could pay for that. If you wanted specialty cows (which included oily BP cows, shimmering gilded bovines, and a Hello Kitty style Hello Cow) you could pay for those too.

	On September 7, 2011, disappointed at having made more profit on Cow Clicker than all the rest of his tremendously thoughtful oeuvre put together, he finally raptured the cows into the great milky beyond.

	Cow Clicker still exists, as an app, though its cows remain in our hearts and memories only.

	In a blog post, also called Cow Clicker, Bogost outlined his frustration with social games. He wrote that games like FarmVille didn’t merely consume our time, they destroyed it. “Social games so covet our time that they abuse us while we are away from them, through obligation, worry, and dread over missed opportunities.”

	While Skyrim might take some folks nearly a hundred hours to finish, while some gamers might drop hundreds more trying out Deity games of Civilization V, online games are always there. Waiting for the player’s august return. Those games never end, not after a hundred hours. Not after a thousand.

	When games mix attractive rewards, compulsive design, and a disregard for the value of a player’s time, they create grinds.


Mooncloth Boots

	 

	It was four AM in my Hawaiʻian dorm, and I’d been killing stunted manbears since midnight. As a break from writing a thesis about excessive gaming. Ironically enough, after scoring the most powerful hat and pants in the game – during that first week of raiding – for weeks thereafter a pair of decent boots eluded me.

	If I became “Friendly” with a tribe of bear people called the “Timbermaw” (by killing roughly 1,000 of their “corrupted” brethren, who bore bone-chilling names like “Gardener” and “Pathfinder”) I could get my hands on “Mooncloth Boots.” They weren’t the greatest, but the Eternity Dragoons were constantly teasing me for sporting a pair of particularly weak-ass boots.

	Killing Furbolg was dangerous. Not because the Furbolg themselves were any particular worry. It was dangerous because at any time, goodie-goodie Dwarves or Elves could swoop down, securing this scant resource, catching a Furbolg grinder mid-battle. Having a semi competent buddy helped everything go faster, and it gave some slight protection against ambush. When a rogue-class character offered to join me, I was all too happy to have the company.

	We didn’t talk much, in that first hour. After that, he started by name-dropping some of the rare gear he had on his alternate characters. A greatsword called Ashkandi, on his warrior, nearly everything he’d need for the legendary mace: Sulfuras, Hand of Ragnaros. Full tier-one armor on his priest and shaman characters. I had tier two hat and pants, which were strictly better, but tier one meant he’d been at this roughly a year longer than me. Once he was level 60, he’d switch this rogue away from the random leveling guild it was in now. No-name guilds usually have one or two wealthy players who suppose they’re ‘mentoring’ lowbies (who often, like this player, are all too happy to take their gifts and goodwill before a swift exit). He’d switch to his main guild soon, and they’d have this rogue geared out in a few weeks. This rogue would be his main character. He said he loved it.

	Then he started talking about his personal life.

	He was Australian, had just turned seventeen, and had stopped attending school a couple weeks before. His mother had no way to force him. He played twenty hours a day, which struck a little close to home. For another half hour, while we wiped out Furbolg on a clockwork schedule, I just listened.

	His home life sucked, or at least, couldn’t hold a candle to his raid life. He was making fundamental changes to his living arrangements, he said, so that finishing high school wouldn’t be necessary. He didn’t mention what he’d do for money. Maybe a classmate had a spare room, he didn’t say. It did sound like he’d be living with his guildmates.

	For a long while, just meditatively killing these oversized Ewoks, it bothered me that I didn’t know quite what to say. There aren’t any magic words. And I hadn’t been researching games or dependency for long. When I told him to finish school, that it was important, he finished killing one last Furbolg, then politely excused himself. After a few hours grinding together we parted ways, and I never saw him again.

	I never could quite forget that.


Coping

	 

	Dr. George Vaillant studied one group of 237 male Harvard Graduates for decades – a group of men which included President John F. Kennedy and longtime Washington Post editor Ben Bradlee – and observed that not a single one lived a life without, “a full share of difficulty and private despair.” Called The Grant Study, the lives of these men inspired Vaillant’s classic psychological texts on alcoholism, aging well, and coping. The public-at-large – gamers included – might understand how the body reacts to breast cancer, mononucleosis, and a broken leg, but recovering from mental illness can still seem a bit arcane. This is where games shine, I think. They have a lot to teach us about good and bad coping.

	Vaillant writes, “for centuries fever and pus were synonymous with disease, yet they are actually the body’s adaptive response to invading bacteria. If complications do not occur, such responses are normal; it is the external infection that is unusual.” So it was with coping. These inner processes reflected the human ability to be creative, in the face of extreme outside conflict. Vaillant was ever amazed by coping mechanisms, writing that, “I can not explain why specific defenses emerge and not others. In my opinion, the origin of defenses is as multidetermined as the origins of humor and art.” But he could observe which defenses cropped up, mining his specific terminology from – among others – Sigmund and Anna Freud.

	If the shit going on in life is atrociously bad, and support is utterly lacking, people sometimes develop the most intense of the coping mechanisms: the psychotic. The paranoid delusions, denial, and gross distortions of reality. It might be tempting to assume a hardcore raider as having something like denial, if they quite literally reject certain parts of their lives. Sometimes the opposite is true. In games, a lot of the thefts, sexist or racist trolling, and general shitty behavior gets justified as a-okay, since “the game isn’t real.”

	To Vaillant, immature mechanisms were the step up from the psychotic, but they still bespoke problems with intimacy. They were the escape of fantasy, projection, hypochondria, and passive-aggression. They’re hard to improve, though it’s possible given time, a therapist’s help, friendly interventions, and getting better people into our lives.

	Schizoid fantasy – the tendency to fall headlong into books, TV, and other escapes – is I think tricky for games because it’s so common everywhere. We all have our safe places, and in my experience the harshest critics to gaming drop exponentially more time and cash in their lives as barflies, foodies, and serial Vegas vacationers. I’d venture that the “escape” we spend so much time chiding comes in two flavors, one of which probably deserves to get sorted more on the level of mature coping. I take my cue here from Jane McGonigal, and her 2013 Game Developer’s Conference talk, There is No Escape. She differentiated between escape for self-expansion, and escape for self-suppression. In the former, we might drop into games for a little energizing fun, but as life gets more challenging, we play less. We still take care of things. In the latter, when life gets harder, play becomes a downward spiral. We play rather than fix things. This is probably my favorite way to differentiate where escape moves from being healthy, and useful, to where it starts to drag us down. Whether you’re getting lit at the local dive, or diving into the depths of Ahn’Qiraj.

	In projection, we attribute our own prejudices and intimacy problems on others. We assume that the raid leader is abrasive, when we’re the one barking more than a dockload of sea lions. Hypochondria transforms unbearable aggression, intimacy, or loneliness into physical pain. Passive-aggression is openly redirecting anger towards others onto yourself, typically with less than stellar results. Acting out probably figures into some of what Jane is talking about with escape, though it is a separate extra layer. It involves impulsive motor behavior, or throwing tempers, or failure by way of drugs, perversion, and/or excess fuckuppery, just so we don’t need to be aware of something unconscious and bothersome.

	Such ridiculousness will turn other people off to being around you – no matter what world you’re in – but to a far lesser degree than the psychotic.

	Neurotic defenses were to Vaillant healthy enough, and common in folks acclimatizing to the stress of everyday life. Intellectualization is overthinking for the sake of not acting. We isolate, rationalize, ritualize, distract ourselves with busywork, and use magical thinking in order to not actually do anything about whatever’s bothering us. Repression is that aggravating, “oh, darn, I forgot” that we sometimes get from the people in our lives.

	Displacement is taking strong feelings, and then pinning them on someone or something we don’t care about so much. Hostile jokes and caricature, prejudice, we’re getting it out of our system in a place where it feels safer. Finally, there’s dissociation, where we drastically change who we are, our own identity, so we don’t have to deal with certain of life’s bullshit. It can be a sudden devil-may-care-attitude, or abandoning responsibility, just for a little while. Vaillant writes that, “Dissociation is more comprehensible to others than distortion, more considerate of others, and less prolonged than acting out.”

	Finally, mature coping is the realm of those who can balance the world, the people in it, and their own bad selves. Altruism, be it through philanthropy, service to others, or just our showing up for the friend in need, is instinctually gratifying. Humor, to Vaillant, “lets you call a spade a spade” – it was a way to express the underlying, oft-ugly truth of a thing – to the inclusion and enjoyment of all parties. Suppression was the conscious to mostly-conscious decision to not pay attention to bullshit. It included, “looking for silver linings, minimizing acknowledged discomfort, employing a stiff upper lip, and deliberately postponing but not avoiding.” Anticipation was the sometimes-harsh shoring of defenses, in “anticipation of death or surgery, separation,” or to accommodate the difficult leaps advised by a psychotherapist. Sublimation, the last of the mechanisms described in Adaptation to Life, comes when we act on our inner desires in healthy ways. Our, “expressing aggression through pleasurable games, sports, and hobbies” or perhaps romance, “during a real courtship.” Making good art was Vaillant’s “classic example.” Sublimation pours our efforts into the pursuits we care about, and the results can be grand.

	Near the end of Adaptation to Life, Vaillant goes to the home of a Grant Study participant whom he gives the moniker, “Alan Poe.” Vaillant says that the bedraggled guy reminds him of either a tug captain, or a French Resistance Leader. The man lived on almost nothing, frankly chatted about the benefits of rampant alcoholism, and would later blithely say of Vaillant’s early book drafts,

	“…the end judgments, the final assessments, seem simplistic. As I read over the material, they seem to come down to having a good income, a stable family, reasonable job satisfaction, a capacity to love, and a capacity to play.” That a person, “either copes satisfactorily by mastering his life, or he limps along.” Alan Poe asked Vaillant, further along in the letter, “What’s the difference between a guy who at his final conscious moments before death has a nostalgic grin on his face as if to say, “Boy, I sure squeezed that lemon” and the other man who fights for every last breath in an effort to turn time back to some nagging unfinished business?”  This changed the course of Vaillant’s research. It showed him that maybe good living was just a balancing act.

	Random misfortune or poor choices might lead to a broken leg, but that big cast could also be the mark of some scintillating hiking, biking, or asskicking. We need to let that heal, but it’s just as important to get back out there, to live.

	“Anxiety and depression,” writes Vaillant, “like blisters and fractures, become the price of a venturesome life. In daring to live and grow up, we create disparities in our inner balance between conscience and instinct, and between that precarious balance and the people we love. True, doctors can lance boils and desensitize phobias, remove cinders and anesthetize anxiety. But much of psychiatry, like much of medicine, becomes simply supporting natural healing processes.”

	It’s not about being blindingly happy, at all times. Some of the “happiest” aging gentlemen in the Grant Study only fit in that category because they’ve never taken the time to look at their lives. They seem to have rated the most happy, in standardized tests, because they took life’s lemon without ever really inspecting it. Alan Poe’s response was to take a lemon and squeeze. Not just dutifully eat it, to keep from getting scurvy. He didn’t just cope, to get by, to keep contented.

	Alan Poe sat at one extreme, but he’s a reminder of that curious balance to be struck, between coping with blisters, fractures, or compulsions, and having the unhinged fun that creates them in the first place.


Nilhouse Had a Daughter, Apparently

	 

	Nilhouse always showed up an hour late because of his fucking job (but he was probably a fucking liar). 39 other regulars could figure out how to show up, and yet we always wound up replacing Nilhouse the priest with some incompetent or another. They never worked out.

	Especially not in the last couple of boss fights.

	We'd fought through the sickly, goo-crusted halls of the city of Ahn'Qiraj. Learned the weaknesses of the towering, self-cloning boss monster living on the surface of the city. Fought our way inside, slaying scarab-like royalty in the caverns below ground. We'd slain a chitinous princess, who'd flown around a room, slaughtering us repeatedly for a week. The giant Anubis-faced bug guardians, the centipede boss, both “on farm,” meaning easy enough that we could harvest loot from their steaming corpses and move on.

	Killing the Twin Emperors, that required a surgeon’s precision, with accompanying competent nurses and support staff. We needed that rat bastard Nilhouse. Figuring out the Twin Emps, and their far less impressive minions, had held us up for a few weeks. Worse, every week your progress would be reset. Even if you'd finished the epic fight against the Twin Emps, even if you'd gotten to gaze into this last luscious room, getting one sweet glimpse at the C’thun, the house-sized, gazing eye at the heart of all this bullshit, if you didn't kill him by the end of the week – all those other bosses came back to life. And The Cold was catching up to us. So when every other priest couldn’t help but fuck up, we really weren’t in the mood to hear about his daughter’s ballerina recital.

	We had to get past the Twin Emps, before we could resume practicing C'thun.

	Thus far we'd all invested about 5 months of work, easily 40 hours a week – if not 60 – all working up to this one fight. Our stinking selves, stewing in sweaty seats, eating god-knows-what while we stare at computer monitors for eight hours straight. Don’t broadcast your wailing baby behind you. Let your fucking Cujos out of the house before we start. And for the love of shit, please oh please, be on time for the raid.


Embedding

	 

	I first met Jesse Schell on a busy sidewalk in San Francisco, where he asks our group, near-ecstatically, “Have you played Wushu Turtle?”

	“No!” says my friend, feeding on Schell’s seemingly bottomless enthusiasm.

	“Guess who has turtles?!” He reaches into his pocket and presents a handful of little toy reptiles.

	The rules are pretty simple. Everyone puts a turtle on the back of one hand, and the goal is to de-turtle other players. The catch, is that you can’t touch the hand that’s got the turtle resting atop it. This game was cool. Jesse and my friend wind up almost falling into a busy city street, they’re so engrossed, and finding the turtles afterward winds up being a game unto itself. Schell once worked as a Disney Imagineer, brainstorming their rides. So it’s neat that he made up Wushu Turtle one day, while waiting in lines at Disneyland with his daughter.  The game was so cool, that the next day I bought my very own turtles, and have since taught it to co-workers, game designers, and other patient friends.

	I have played a good amount of Wushu Turtle, but I’m still terrible at it.

	In Art of Game Design, Jesse Schell lists – as one of the three major reasons for game designers to plan strong community engagement – what epidemiologists call the “period of contagion.”

	 

	The personal recommendation of a friend is the most influential factor when purchasing a game. Game designer Will Wright once pointed out that if we truly believe that interest in a game spreads like a virus, it makes sense to study epidemiology. And one thing that we know from epidemiology is that when the period of contagion doubles, the number of people who catch the disease can increase by ten times. “Catching the disease” in our case means buying the game. But what does “period of contagion” for a game mean? Is it the time when a player is so excited about a game that they are talking about it constantly with everyone they know. Players who become part of a game community are likely to “stay contagious” for a long time, as the game will become a deeper part of their lives, giving them a lot to talk about. 

	 

	In the hands of a man like Schell – who is thought of as one of the kindest, and most ethical game designers now living – epidemiology just helps us to spread the word about fun, thoughtful games. There is a useful side to it, which should be thoughtfully understood. Just like twitter promotions for good books, or street teams for indie record labels. He seeks to describe what other developers are exploring, so that he can give them a sort of academic categorization.

	Raph Koster – an adorably geeky game designer who attends Very Fancy Conferences in hoodies and dad jeans – has written convincingly that in one way or another, all of his games are about creating glue. They’re about bringing people together, whereas he spent his childhood moving from place to place. Something which made me tear up a little, when he blogged about it. Koster, you see, had been the creative lead for Star Wars Galaxies. The game that had gotten me close enough to online friends that I’d finally feel comfortable meeting Diablo, Squatch, and company. Sometimes games encourage a kind of high-fidelity communication – in the face of digital danger and risk – which we might never encounter elsewhere in the world.

	Sometimes, online games are the best kind of glue.

	But Schell and Koster aren’t the only ones making them. Whether those other designers lack their skill, elegance, or ethics, Ian Bogost writes, in his Cow Clicker, that in some games, friends aren’t really friends. In something like FarmVille, the people you enjoy are reduced to “mere resources” to what have you done for me lately? In the time of 40-man raiding, you’d better not be late. Not ever.

	And it’s getting to be something that players pay attention to. Whether they explain to their good buddies exactly why they’re quitting or not, the social pressures of poor social embedding can strain friendships to the breaking point. Though, unfortunately, for the time being this avoidance usually only happens after the jaws of life have pulled us from our first collision. We have to have experienced this brand of road hazard before we can swerve. Ham-handed social embedding still works on people who don’t want to let down their friends, but it’s an experience we rarely enjoy repeating.


Epic Mount

	 

	Gold is always at a premium in the World of Warcraft. I guess it’s sort of like the rest of life that way. Generalized reinforcer par excellence, and all. In 2005, even 100 gold could buy a tremendous amount, for the raider looking to boost their power. As much as I joke about it, even I, paragon of laziness, spent a couple hours out fishing in the oceans outside Gadgetzan, farming rare voodoo essences in Winterspring, and scraping up ghoul drool in the Plaguelands. A couple hours, for every night of full raiding. Buying gold would have been faster.

	Especially for an epic mount. Every Joe Blow had his 100 gold mount. The riding tiger, or giant wolf, or flaming black shadow steed. The 1000 gold one was a bit harder. The Eternity Dragoons all had theirs, of course. They flew by me at high speed, as we all made our way to the raid entrance. I’d catch up eventually, usually to some loud sighs.

	You could always buy gold from the Chinese farmers. The 2010 documentary Gold Farmers tracks hundreds of Chinese youths, starting with a shot of a whitewashed office space in Zhe Jiang Province, and eventually showing cramped, dark buildings where young men walk around shirtless, in boxer shorts. One farmer estimates 500,000 professional gamers, in China. One farm owner says, “Gradually we have developed to more than 100 computers and more than 200 workers. This is just medium size in this industry.”

	The farmers talk about the scarcity of work in China. One says, “I used to work at a zipper factory… this one offers free food and bed.” He worked Warcraft from 8AM to 8PM. It was easy to ID the farmers from the comfort of a Hawaiʻian dorm room, they’d just be in the same spot, killing the same thing, for hours on end. One farmer noted, “Because this is his job and there is pressure from the boss, he has to stay there. If some other players come to that spot, then he has no choice but to fight with them.”  I’d killed my share, usually only if they were hogging some specific tiger, whose mystic claw I needed for Mighty Epic Quest #73.

	The gold is often bought by Americans and Europeans – typically via PayPal transactions – then delivered on burner Warcraft characters. If you’re a well-off programmer making eighty bucks an hour at your day job, maybe it makes sense to buy gold. Skip a little farming, here and there. Even though it’s strongly prohibited in the legal agreements you click “agree” on, before you can play. Even though your accounts could possibly be obliterated for the infraction.

	A few months after my escapades with the Dragoons, and C’thun, a 31-year-old Manhattan woman reportedly sold her body over Craigslist, for the 5,000 Warcraft gold required to pick up one of the coveted flying mounts. By the going rate of farmed gold, on her server, it was probably three to four hundred US dollars worth.

	Journalists had a lot of fun with their headlines, like, The Oldest Profession in the World Catches up with MMO Worlds, and Escort Quest. Her original Craigslist ad, much embellished by various good citizens of the internet, read, “Hello I need 5000 world of gold for my epic flying mount. In return you can mount me.”

	I guess we pick and choose our grinds.


Optionalism

	 

	Though Warcraft traditionally hasn’t allowed the open trading of USD or Euros for their gold (a practice called RMT, real money trade) RMT has been a longtime selling point in games like Linden Labs’s Second Life. Players spend real money on shirts and angel wings and comically oversized strapons, and the sellers can use that currency to pay their monthly fees. Games like FarmVille take it a step farther. It’s part of what Bogost was critiquing, when he let Cow Clicker players pay real money to skip the four hours they’d normally need to wait before clicking their cows.

	It’s also part of what Zynga CEO Mark Pincus meant when he said, at a conference, “I did every horrible thing in the book to – just to get revenues right away.” He wasn’t only talking about the compulsion loops built into the game, or telling players they were donating to charity (and taking a healthy chunk from that). It was the big green button they could push at any time, to skip it all. They could literally pay to not have to play the game. They might also spend their time taking arduous online surveys, for the privilege of more activity points in an arduous game.

	In Cow Clicker, Bogost calls optionalism the choice between rote acts and, “delegation or, more often, spending cash money.”

	Since the rapture of Bogost’s cows, even in the last couple of years, optionalism has become a major trend such that the only game expected to be a major challenge to Warcraft’s supremacy: Star Wars: The Old Republic, switched from charging players modest monthly fees (the Warcraft method), to “Free-to-Play.” They allowed new players to create a few characters for free, and level them up, but functionality like in-game email and player-to-player sales, all that requires that you spend a little cash. You want to level up super ultra fast? You have the option to spend dollars. Want the speeder bike with a 500-banthapower engine, to travel the drudgerous distances? You have the option to spend dollars. Sadly, the only thing that distinguished the game from every other “WoW-killer” MMO, or even Warcraft itself, was the game’s in-depth stories. Which became free. The rest of the game might have looked like Star Wars, but it played almost exactly like Warcraft. Only now all the grinds, embedding, and other painful bullshit had been strewn with deadfall money pits and cash landmines.

	We didn’t need that. Warcraft was bad enough.



	




	C’thun

	 

	So here we were, 40 beleaguered players split into two groups (20 on one side, 19 on another), waiting another ten minutes for Nilhouse to run through a city of insectoid goo and egyptianesque bugs. As soon as he got in line, these two streams of 20 started to run, perfectly-spaced from one another, into The Final Room, the chamber where C'thun's all-seeing sixty-foot-tall eye bulged over the top of pulsating fleshy tentacles and black smoke. For a moment, it was ballet. Synchronized digital running, a fifteen-minute fight, perfected over the course of months. Sleeze the Warrior got too close to the guy in front of him, which triggered the giant eye to send a lightning bolt careening at his face.

	Killing us all.

	The trick to getting inside is not standing too close to the person in front of you, and trusting the person behind you. Not the easiest thing in the world, if they've been subbed out at the last minute.

	Ezbake sneered, “Focus, cocksuckers! On my mark!”

	Followed by a mystery bong hitter.

	Then laser beams would shoot from the gaping eye in the center of the huge, black underground temple. Anyone hit would probably live, if barely. But then the laser would arc to any other player too close to that first guy. Since it did double damage to the second guy, their chances of living were pretty small. If it hit a third person, it doubled its damage again, so that third person was more or less assured destruction. Ever since our first attempt, where the fucking laser had arced to near every single one of us, ultimately doing something like four million damage to the last recipient, the importance of experience had been made pretty plain.

	Once inside, the room was bigger, but there were 40 of us. And that first laser could fire off any time. Which got problematic, when C'thun also created an entire wall of red lasers that he rotated 360 degrees. A trick that would melt anyone who so much as tapped the thing.

	Giant eye-stalks also sprung up from the ground, and needed to be killed fast, lest they do that extra bit of damage when that main laser hit, very nearly killing someone.

	To say nothing of the giant fucking Eye Deity in the middle of the room.

	It was rumored that taking him down would require about 15 solid minutes of fighting. No fucking up, no dying, playing at the very top of your game for 15 intense minutes. These days it's considered courteous to pay a visit to youtube, and watch someone else die to all a monster's lethal little quirks. That way, when you're in it for the first time you're not, say, trying to jump through a big red wall of lasers. When we were fighting C'thun, the Eternity Dragoons were among the very first guilds to see some of these bosses. Those that were ahead of us (on other servers) weren't exactly publishing notes. They weren't sharing the love because it was a big fucking race. To be the first, worldwide, to take down C'thun would be A Big Deal. Even being the first on our server would be something. On some level, we didn't really know what would work and what wouldn't. Part of what we tried came from word of mouth – friends of friends on other servers – people anywhere on the internet with an idea of how to kill this ugly son of a bitch.

	This time, I knew something was different when C'thun swallowed me.

	My first thought was, well fuck. They'd told me what to do if I got swallowed. I hadn't been listening. I knew that even as a very squishy, very weak healer, I was expected to actually kill something. It was a pretty big deal. That I was standing next to the beating heart of this digital god. At first I balked, spending all my mana just keeping myself from being dissolved by his stomach acid.

	Fucking attack it someone shouted over voice chat. Maybe they were talking to me? So I start. And I do absolutely, positively, zero noticeable damage. Then I realize I'm nearly dead. I heal myself more. I'm about to die. I had a one-in-forty chance of getting sucked in here. The fight's almost over, and we've made it as far as we ever had. A few of us are already dead, and I really shouldn't die. I've got the ability to bring a more useful player back to life. Suddenly Sleeze the damage-dealing warrior is in here with me. He's hacking at this thing in the center of C'thun, and I'm ejected back out into the fight. I make it another couple minutes.

	This is the farthest we've ever come. I think it's been longer than 15 minutes, but nobody is sure. Everyone is nearly dead, including C'thun. I resurrect someone. I get cornered by an eye stalk. With a shriveling feeling in my stomach, I watch as my character falls out of the fight – dead.

	And a few seconds later, I watch as C'thun sinks down into a pool of his own steaming, black blood.

	As one, the Dragoons erupt into the upper decibels. It sounds like a football game, forty people bellowing. The elation of six, six whole months working on this City of Ahn'Qiraj, two on C'thun himself. It's over. It paid off. We did it. We're the first in our class. It's done.

	I join in, scream a little, and hear my parents stir.

	Then remember I’m not in Hawaiʻi anymore.

	Then look around, and have the curious thought that the room seems vaguely familiar. It’s pretty dark, really, but the computer monitor lights up the general shape. I take off my headphones, and it’s quiet enough that my ears ring. I think it’s been three months since I lived in Hawaiʻi, but I’m still not quite officially graduated. And then I think,

	I’m right back where I started.

	Which lasts a couple moments, before I’m back at C’thun’s smoking corpse, posing like some sunburned fisherman in front of a gutted trophy marlin.


Deprivation

	 

	It’s easy to misread Abraham Maslow, in part because of how easy it is to read the brightly colored food-pyramid style charts of needs people draw up. But he’s not just talking about the people who hit the top, and start searching for their Soul’s Purpose, though I’m sure he doesn’t mind the folks who do (he’s most assuredly one of them). It’s just, not everyone who satisfies every basic need feels the overwhelming urge to go out and change the world. They could be completely boring, unspectacular people. They could be swarthy assholes. Not everyone wants to be a prizewinning physicist or an accomplished writer.

	Rather, satisfying all the needs on the pyramid gives a human permission to, according to Maslow, “just be.”

	Called B-people in his notes, he was mainly contrasting them to folks who suffered some kind of deprivation on one of the five levels. Someone who goes hungry too long, especially in their childhood, might freak out if the cupboard is looking a little bare. The five levels of the pyramid get more severe, and overriding, the closer to the foundation we get. Take that same person, who’d been deprived of food as a child, and starve them in a locked room for a week. Do that to practically anyone, and they will officially have food on the mind. Then deprive them of air for a minute straight, and the food gets to be a less pressing concern. The more base need: breathing, it takes over. It overwhelms.

	One of my favorite metaphors for problems in gaming comes from Dr. Jerald Block, a psychiatrist who consulted with the FBI’s task force on the Columbine shooting. He recalled a specific day in his medschool residency, where two patients came into the ER having lost roughly the same amount of blood. One had multiple gunshot wounds; he came in strapped to a gurney and screaming. The other walked in off the street. The second man had suffered some kind of internal injury that had, over a period of months, very gradually taken him to the point where he could barely function. He had no idea why.

	Block called problematic computer use a “Slow Bleed.” A subtle de-skilling that, left long enough, could be just as serious and severe as major depression, anxiety, eating disorders, really any major mental health issue.

	Some game realities turn our attention towards a separate set of needs, built out to consume tremendous amounts of our time in compulsive grinds. They invite us to abandon similar needs in another reality, sometimes to the point of deprivation. The quality or thoughtfulness we give our job, the attention we give to our family, the non-toxicity of our food, even our ability to play better games, suffers. Especially given that games can make certain rewards into great achievements, they really can fulfill our dreams. They really can, in that reality, satisfy. It can be possible to, in that reality, “just be.” Which can make it all the harder to find balance in all of our worlds.

	It might also give us the confidence to try, where before, all we ever saw on Earth were impossible obstacles. Either way, it helps to eat.

	It may also help to not live with your parents. I say from much personal experience.


 

	COMMUNITY

	 

	 

	"There is a message contained in the true role-playing game. It is the message of the difficulty in surviving alone, and the folly of trying to profit from the loss of others. The inability of any lone individual to successfully cope with every challenge is evident in RPGs and reflects life."

	 

	-Gary Gygax

	 

	 

	‘Tis new to thee

	 

	My first World of Warcraft wife and I had an unlikely meeting.

	Not far away, players smothered each other in blankets of ice and fire, or filled each other with arrows and bullets, or hit one another with axes and daggers and all sorts of Very Dangerous Things. We were supposed to be killing each other.

	I saw her dancing, this human female priest named ‘Bepbep,’ and could not resist the urge to abject goofiness. My grisly undead character was a decomposing wreck, missing a jaw, along with most the graying flesh around his elbows. His name was ‘Hawtgrrlirl.’ I’d been playing him, now and then, when my healer wasn’t needed by the Eternity Dragoons, my very serious raid guild.

	Since Hawtgrrlirl was a rogue, he could sneak past the other humans and dwarves and elves that liked to attack things. It was doable. Getting closer, I noticed that Bepbep’s guild – which appeared as text under her name – read <I MC Buff Undead>. This advertised a certain willingness to be silly. To cast the spell ‘mind control’ (MC) purely so that she could improve (Buff) the fortitude of enemy combatants (me and my rotting brethren)! She lived up to that name, and cast mind control the moment I left the safety and total invisibility which rogues can find in midday shadows. So it was that before I could make another move, I was under her power. She buffed me, and resumed the dance.

	We danced.

	The killers killed.

	In these early days, humans couldn’t speak to the undead. The words literally got garbled. The game, and especially this cutthroat server, encouraged either attack or escape. Dance gave odder players a classy sort of way to give a firm middle finger to Warcraft's restrictions. To find common ground.

	A few more odd bits of game humor with Bepbep – weird gestures, messing with the killers who came to kill me – and suddenly I was getting messages from another Horde character named “Space.” Space – I’d later find – was Bep's real-world boyfriend… Sitting at the computer next to her in California. Being Horde (like me!) he could pass along Bepbep's non-garbled messages. The banter (presumably unedited by the faithful boyfriend) was stellar. Somebody floated the idea of in-game marriage. Space provided me with her terms:

	“She’ll be needing The Rock,” he typed.

	To which I replied, “Done and done.”

	The Rock (A Warcraft item with the description: “It’s huge!”) was one of those odd novelties you come across in the vastness of the hundreds of hours it took to reach level 60. It cost 100 gold. The most expensive wedding ring in the game, at that point. 100 gold bought a lot. Bought things that might give a more serious-minded raiding character an edge. That’s nice, but –

	You can’t put a price on awesome.


Connection

	 

	Sometimes, on planet Earth, mixtures of social taboo and expectation make it near-impossible to make basic human connections.

	Sherry Turkle talks about some of the surrogate connections we’re making, in her Alone Together. She says that we love twitter, facebook, and sometimes even that cold “droid” ring tone, because they deliver on three gratifying fantasies: that we can put our attention wherever we want, we’re always heard, and we’re never alone.

	Turkle was surprised when nursing home orderlies gushed at seeing an elderly woman pour out her heart to PARO the empathy robot. PARO is a white fluffy seal, about the size of a teddy bear. It makes sounds like a baby seal, is adorable, and elderly folks latch onto them. They tell them about their days, tell them stories. Turkle said, in a TED talk, “I was thinking, that robot can't empathize, it doesn't face death. It doesn't know life. And as that woman took comfort in her robot companion, I didn't find it amazing. I found it one of the most wrenching, complicated moments in my 15 years of work.”

	Spending time with the elderly is not glamorous. It is by nature wrenching, and complicated. Some elderly people have no relatives, nor friends, with any interest in visiting more than once a month. When Margaret, my own grandma, was slowly fading out, she’d been one of the few reliable local friends I’d kept. We’d play LEGO Star Wars, and Super Smash Bros until she’d start complaining about her thumbs. I mean, pretty legitimate when you’re ninety-six. When they moved her from a little apartment to hospice care, things went from lonely to desperate. People calling out for help, and too few staff. I never saw visitors for the two elderly women sharing Margaret's room. Every minute or so she’d lean in with a mischievous look. “C’mon, Neils, let’s get out of here. C’mon!”

	Do people deserve more than PARO the Empathy Seal, when it’s their time? Hell yes. Value your people. I for one am glad that my people happen in a few different worlds. If I make it to hospice I won’t have to go it alone. 

	So long as someone figures out the problem of thumbs.


Married on a Pirate Ship

	 

	The goblin auctioneers of Booty Bay were kind enough to help me get the ring to Bepbep, though she was careful not to wear it. First we’d need a good, old-fashioned wedding on a pirate ship. Nothing less, Bep insisted, would suffice. This only hardened my resolve, my ironclad commitment to this enemy combatant I'd met minutes ago. Love at first sight – as unlikely as they come – between a human priest named Bepbep, and a rotting, jawless rogue named Hawtgrrlirl. Invitations were sent.

	Bep’s boyfriend Space, sadly, would not attend.

	It just so happened that a pirate ship was free, in a secluded cove to the South of the rolling hills of the Arathi Basin. Bep was beautiful, with her frilly blue pirate hat, white dress, and scimitar. I, the undead groom, wore a tuxedo and a Gnomish mind-control helmet. I invited a few friends: Recrimination, a Vietnamese-American living in San Francisco, and Piroshky, that old, reliable Russian main tank. Most of Bep’s friends came from a notorious social guild Horde-side: Zombie Puppy Fun Times; many of these players lived in her hometown. Bep’s Maid of Honor and real-life best friend – the particularly not-to-be-fucked-with attack hugger Nika – would, two years later, wind up being the first person from the World of Warcraft I’d meet in person. Bep's Horde-side friend Unctuous would preside over the seaside ceremony. Because many screenshots were saved – World of Warcraft making me both groom and wedding photographer – I know that the text looked a bit like this:

	 

	[Unctuous] says: We are gathered here in the sight of God and the GM's and in the presence of these witnesses,

	 

	[Hawtgrrlirl] says: afk bio

	You are now AFK: bio

	 

	[Unctuous] says: To Join Hawtgrrlirl and Bepbep in Holy Matrimony.

	[Unctuous] says: which is an honorable estate, instituted by Jeff Caplan in the time of Closed Beta, signifying to us the mystical union which is between Bep and Her RP'ing fetish. 

	 

	Unctuous points at you.

	 

	[Unctuous] says: Hawtgrrlirl, do you take Bepbep to be your in-game wife?

	[Unctuous] says: To Quest and to Grind, at Full HP or Out of Mana, to Level and Rank, till logging do you part?

	 

	You are no longer AFK.

	[Hawtgrrlirl] says: Damn straight!

	[Hawtgrrlirl] says: I do.

	 

	The rest of the ceremony was in Common, the language of the Alliance. At best a jumble. I recall one or two bits like:

	 

	[Preest] says: [Common] faergas ador.

	 

	Until she equipped the ring.

	There were showers of flower petals: which players could save from Valentine’s Day events; as well, the guests cast wide columns of white light: holdovers from a Warcraft holiday based on Lunar celebrations. We stood together, an Undead Rogue, a Human Priest, in love, joined despite all boundaries. And since no self-respecting World of Warcraft funeral or wedding would be complete without a violent surprise attack from the opposing faction, Alliance players swept down on us like Valkyries riding from Valhalla.

	The Zombie Puppy Fun Times players were the first to go, flattened like dough under a rolling pin. Fast as I could, I swapped out the tuxedo for some hard-won PvP gear. Recriminations was killed, then Piroshky. Because my lovely bride, Bepbep, was also Alliance, she could but watch as her festively dressed high-seas wedding guests one-by-one were ejected into the game's temporary afterlife. The tuxedo-clad groom brought down all but one of the attackers, and then was the last to be slain. 

	Cool wedding.


Inclusion

	 

	It’s always nice to feel included.

	The leader of the wedding crashers apparently had a thing for Bepbep, back at her high school. When someone tipped him off he was astounded, then instantaneously enraged at having been overlooked. He gathered what allies he could and rode, rode to intercept the dire insult that was my wedding to Bep. We totally said the vows, though. Dude was too late.

	Some of us, perchance one or two of the social butterflies in online gaming, know what it’s like to be the last-pick. Or the not-picked. We may realize that Those Sorts of Parties exist, but we may not have been. Online games give us a blank slate. When we’re able to modify our presence in the world – how we’re embodied and what sorts of world we enter to begin with – we’ll commonly have an easier time with the approaching part.

	And sometimes also the inviting part.

	I say from personal experience that learning to approach people in games, learning extroversion there, does carry over. Nick Yee and Nic Ducheneaut tested this, in their experiments on embodiment. Games teach us – at least temporarily – social boldness.

	This gets muddled, once trifle things like “gear” or “cash” come into it. To even enter some areas, online games might require us to be a certain level, have certain obscure and hard-to-find keys, or attire. More and more of them require us to spend US Dollars. Sometimes, whether or not we face invitation or rejection is built into the programming of the game. It’s embedding, it’s optionalism, and it’s taken for granted. Planet Earth’s restrictions are often a bit more subtle, but not always. Executives typically don’t invite the janitor to the board meeting, and gouging cover charges can make it hard for us to enjoy certain bars or amusement parks. Hardcore raid guilds aren’t inviting just any high-level character on their raids. Legendary social players aren’t bringing petty assholes along for their goofy banter quests.

	Whether or not mechanics have anything to do with it, being included is usually pretty nice.


Hands Off the Loot

	 

	They talked about finding him. Traveling from Austin, Texas or Sacramento, California, to his mother’s house, in Louisiana, and beating the ever-loving shit out of him. It was creepy, and wrong, but we all felt a little bit betrayed.

	After spending months in Ahn’Qiraj, we’d finally beaten C’thun. The Eye gazed no more, its body now just a wreath of thick black smoke. Before the forty of us stood in a lineup, for group pictures, before we announced it in Orgrimmar, was the part that the guild’s officers had been waiting for: the loot.

	The treasure here was so incredibly rare, so valuable, that only the highest-ranking guild members could bid. The bidding was private.

	There wasn’t anything new about back-channel hawking over loot. The officers had a special guild channel to talk about most any gear worth having. Every raid we attended, every boss we helped to down, would score us a few points in an internet-based database for the Eternity Dragoons. These sorts of systems are usually called Dragon Kill Points, or DKP. Since there weren’t many other druid healers, I’d been able to bid low and save a stockpile, hundreds of DKP.

	It didn’t matter.

	For C’thun’s treasure, people were bidding thousands of Dragoons DKP – a year’s worth – and losing. The gazing eye had dropped the most coveted damage-dealing dagger in the game, and even our guild master Ezbake sounded nervous to be giving it to his third-in-command: Gehenna. I didn’t understand why, I was still just ecstatic we’d actually won. That it was over.

	Besides, he was our top damage by a large margin. Without him, there wouldn’t be a dagger to loot. So Gehenna got it.

	The next day, Gehenna didn’t log in. Nor the day after that. It was nearly a full week before he popped in; I happened to be online. People tried to talk to him, congratulate him, ask him if he enjoyed a much-deserved break, before he simply left the guild. And then logged off.

	A few minutes later, someone pointed to a forum post on the Dragoons website. It was from Gehenna, who had sold his account for 1200 dollars. A black man who’d taken years of dull racism from this group, who’d spent years raiding eight hours a day with these petty assholes while living with his working-class mother. He was taking her on a Caribbean cruise. There was zero hint of an apology, and maybe a touch of satisfaction. He’d spent his DKP.

	In a week, the Dragoons had all but disintegrated.


Reputation

	 

	In T.L. Taylor and Mikael Jakobsson’s entertaining journal article The Sopranos Meets EverQuest, the authors compare online games to a sometimes-lawless, frequently conflict-ridden Sicily, where guilds and out-of-game communities serve much the same role as mafia families in arbitrating conflict and exacting justice. Taylor and Jakobsson also make the useful distinction between social guilds, and those focused on the hardcore “uber” raids. Both have their ways of punishing various misdeeds.

	Usually we’re not talking C’thun’s booty, the kind of hallowed loot that’s cause for a Class-5 Nerdgasm. Much more common are the little thefts, in the smaller five or ten-person “dungeons” in online games. Taylor and Jakobsson describe a “Lizard named Phrank,” who basically steals some fairly uncommon earring. He says, “Oops,” so they’re polite, and say something like, “No problem, man. Just pass it to the priest. She was really excited about that earring.” Meanwhile, Phrank is quite suddenly offline, and not coming back any time soon.

	“Needless to say,” write the authors, “none of the members is ever likely to invite Phrank into a group again except perhaps for the chance to punish him. Several members took the time to inform their guildmates that this character was not to be trusted. In the absence of potent enforcement of law and order, the issue of trust – not unlike what the situation is in Sicily has been historically – becomes central. Alternative methods of policing, punishment and enforcement emerge. Reputation systems come to fill in an important gap left by the myriad of violations that threaten to spoil the everyday gaming experience of the EQ players.”

	We found out that Gehenna’s account had been promptly moved to another server in the World of Warcraft, basically an identical world, just populated by different players. Whoever had bought it could move the thing where they wanted, but that might not have stopped Gehenna from creating a new account on our server. It wouldn’t have been wise. If word got out, his new character would have a hard time getting much traction with any of the really solid guilds. His reputation was shot, but so was – to some extent – the Dragoons’s. What should have been their moment in the sun, and an admirable increase in power, had turned into an embarrassment. If one of our most senior officers could turn around and ebay his account, what did that mean for everyone else?

	Even some minor social guilds jealously protect their reputation. Taylor and Jakobsson write about guilds with notorious members, “…it is fascinating when guilds develop reputations that are more contentious. In these cases it might be argued that the reputation ones guildtag gives could conceivably hurt game opportunities.”

	As the Dragoons fell apart, some of our chief members retired their characters. After a few weeks, I never did see Ezbake. Nilhouse would make appearances, now and again. I was one of a few that went guildless. The ex-Dragoons took on a fairly mercenary reputation, scoring us regular invitation as last-minute replacements in raids for other high-end guilds: our old competitors Grisly Retribution, and the Cold.

	Sometimes we’d make our own pickup groups.


Dragon PUGs

	 

	Once again, Piroshky vouched for me, and started getting me into high-end pickup groups (PUGs) for Onyxia: fighting against a black dragon. With decently-geared, knowledgeable people, the fight could usually be completed in forty-five minutes. Less, with certain group compositions and skilled players.

	Healers were in short supply, especially druids with C’thun-level gear. Getting in wasn’t the problem, Piroshky pointed out. The problem was not getting fucked over. Whoever created the raid had absolute control over how the loot would be divvyed up, and it was very, very common for people to create groups because they wanted something specific (and wouldn’t give a second thought to pulling a Phrank – simply taking it and leaving).

	There were a few ways to work out who’d get loot, but most legit pickup groups used the game’s random number generator. For instance, if two people want the “Stormrage Helm,” they both generate a random number between 1-100. High roller wins. Accidents, and “accidents,” happened. A bumbling raid leader might send a piece of gear to a character who couldn’t even use it. It might “accidentally” go to the loot-master’s friend.

	Piroshky wasn’t the only one being brutally honest with his appraisals of the raid leaders. If the sleazy ones advertised a new PUG in, say, the capital city of the Horde, the peanut gallery would chime in,

	“Don’t do it. He scammed me out of my Stormrage loot.”

	Or, “He’s five years old.”

	Or maybe, “He’s a moron. Gave my Bloodfang to a random character. So bad.”

	Because if you take 40 people along to kill Onyxia, that’s 39 witnesses. Screw up? Don’t know what the fuck you’re doing? Terrible leader? People tell their guilds, tell their friends. Word gets around fast.


Trust

	 

	“Advanced play involves immense coordination and cooperation,” Write Taylor and Jakobsson, “and participants trust each other to not only play their characters well but to see through group events till everyone leaves safely.”

	If everyone dies, we call it a “wipe.” Wipes happen, though a lot more rarely to groups that play together and know what to expect. If key people die, it’s not uncommon to hear a raid leader say, “Wipe it.” Or “That’s a wipe.” As efficiently as possible, the remaining folks will leap into the flames, or kindly present their flanks for the hungry dragon whelps. Once in the temporary afterlife, players find their way back to the raid entrance, and get ready to try again. Sometimes one wipe was enough for certain high-end players (or more commonly, impatient beginners). They would rage, and then quit. Or simply, in the parlance of our times, ragequit. That made for some waiting around, for the 39 others. Sometimes, one person leaving is enough to collapse a pickup group.

	It’s nice to know who you can count on.

	It’s also good to know you can trust the raid leader to give Onyxia’s half dozen, dozen items to the people who actually win them. There are a few ways we’d do PUG loot. Usually need before greed (if it was pants for a druid, and you’re a druid, that’s need). If there were three druids, each would roll the dice, and ask the game for a random number between 1-100. Whoever rolled highest, gets the loot. People gasp at 98s and 99s.

	Then it’d come to Onyxia’s head. You get that, and you can put it on a spike outside the capital of Orgrimmar. Everyone in town gets to hear that your character killed the great black dragon. It’s pretty cool. You usually needed to roll high to take that puppy home. In random PUGs, sometimes you’d get to the end, where it was time for the raid leader to dispense the dragon’s gaping maw to the winner. Except they’d be offline already.

	Trust, at the high end, is central. And sometimes winning loot, but giving the powerful gear to another player, could be worth a lot more in the future.  “We might think of this as a form of participation in a mafia “favore” system,” write Taylor and Jakobsson, “where those in need are helped out but later will be called upon to return the favor.” You might call on them to help with a guild raid, when you’re short your 40th man. You might get some preferential treatment with rare, prohibitively expensive item improvements.

	The largest form of trust involved an activity that’s strictly against “the law” of most games: account sharing. Usually roommates, friends, family, they don’t have any problems with sharing their characters. If they’re in the room with you, then you might hop on their character to help some friends raid. But, “A guild member who for some reason told a GM about other guild members sharing an account would be regarded similar to a squealing mafia member. On the other hand, a person at a high position in an uber guild told us that they did not have any problems with the GMs knowing that they shared accounts, so it seems that some guilds have reputations which may in fact put them above the law.”


Heinously Graduated

	 

	Having been heinously graduated from the University of Hawaiʻi, I of course staked out some sweet digs at mom and dad's. In the basement this time, wrapping a thesis on addiction whilst raiding 8 hours a day. Nothing problematical there, right?

	A few months previous dad had evicted the basement's most recent tenants: a circular sander, a table saw, workbenches, a bench planer, wood, tools. I was setting up a research and raid sanctuary on top of cracked concrete floors and sawdust. Over that was a makeshift desk: three big slats of leftover particle board laid lengthwise over stackable plastic packing boxes. This too was coated over with long-unused fine linens. Around me were stacks of oversized, arabesque pillows.

	It was in this palatial setting that I sought to spelunk into a dozen MMOs that were not Warcraft, to get the data I needed to finish a thesis. Star Wars Galaxies was a ghost town. Or near enough. Every so often my moseyings through the Mos Eisley Spaceport yielded hard data. But these older, more sparsely-populated virtual worlds had emptied of all but the die-hard holdouts: closeted, xenophobic, and scared. Rightfully scared, given Galaxies, one of the biggest MMOs yet made, closed its doors December 2011. Most reactions to this “researcher” looked more or less like:

	“sorry I play so much and am so in the game that never do something else and dont have time with this survey”

	Or, 

	“fuck off”

	Or,

	“you know soe thinks of this as spam and you should be reported” going all the way to “to make this short I no longer work and I play this game almost all day every day for over a year now”

	I was spooked. Any of these could have been me, fast grammar and all. They had been me, not two years previous. My research was poking at my own sated ghosts. Maybe all of my fixated hours of gaming were okay, merrily closeted away with my grad school superiority complex. I'd even lined up a cushy consulting gig. So mom and dad weren't letting me move in, so much as letting me “build up a cushion” of delicious, delicious cash. Maybe all of this raiding really had paid off.

	But here I was, the stalwart researcher, poking my head into other peoples’ caves. At 24 I didn’t exactly understand as much about the world as I’d suspected. Maybe I knew what sorts of things went down in one or two of these fabricated worlds – but the people? Their lives? Why they'd make abandoned shantytowns of past-due MMOs their homes? Barreling between worlds, I thought I was saving the fucking world. That the research would make a difference.

	Now? Eh.

	The statistical analysis of my 291 survey-takers did make one thing clear: folks who spent a lot of time in the grind – especially raiding alongside players who expected them to – were more likely to rate highly for the measure I was using for addiction. Big surprise. They reported gaming as hurting their lives, corroding friendships and jobs, and making them miserable. Members of raid guilds typically didn’t see gaming as fun, but rather as a responsibility to be dealt with. A job they didn’t get paid for. On the other hand, membership in entertaining, close-knit, conscientious guilds related significantly to high engagement – enjoying the game and spending time – but not near the same negative consequences as obligatory grind.



	



	Responsibility

	 

	“In many high level guilds there is a, sometimes quite explicitly stated, rule that when the guild is participating in an important raid or if your services are needed you will as one player we interviewed put it, “drop everything and get your butt to the raid.”” That’s how Taylor and Jakobsson describe the refrain, though it’s giving us some credit where vernacular is concerned.      

	“While many guilds account for people having “offline lives,” one states its requirements quite dramatically:

	 

	You must play more EQ than you spend time sleeping. We need people who are dedicated and like to play a LOT. Our raid time is generally 4-12 PST in the evening. If you can’t make it for that, Fu isn’t the right place for you.”

	 

	As previously stated, it’s not just showing up. If your guild is trying to be the first, in the world or on a server, to down bosses? If they’re going for the highest levels of competition, then you won’t just be expected to spend two or three extra hours a day gathering special materials for the raid. You’ll be expected to already know what rare golden bovine you’re supposed to milk, atop the typically secret and mystical snowcapped peaks of Wherever-The-Hell, so that you can drink the Hallowed Beverage before attempting serious boss-fights. Because the guild probably actually needs that .01% bonus to your healing effectiveness.

	Gold, secret access, powerful PUG items, the more effort you put in on top of the actual raid, the more likely it is your team will be first. The more necessary all that chaff becomes. Taylor and Jakobsson put it best, “A good guild member is what Tony Soprano would recognize as a “good earner.””

	It’s why the raid guilds are so deliciously evil.


Fifty Gold Repair

	 

	“I don’t get those assholes at Zombie Puppy Fun Times.” Says Ezbake, the Eternity Dragoons’ guild master.  This is before we’ve quite made it to C’thun. “They’ll give you the wrong directions just for fun. So this douche Space gives me a rare quest location I need. Right? I fucking need this shit for the final phase of C’thun. I get fucking insta-killed by some enormous flaming dragon that just happens to be exactly where Space sent me. I spend fifteen minutes getting back to my body. Fifty gold repair. Fifty fucking gold.”

	“And he's their fucking guild master.”

	“Yeah, like they think that shit’s funny.” 

	“That’s actually pretty funny,” I say.

	“Who the fuck was that? Nilhouse, was that you, cocksucker?”

	And, after a few moments of silence, “Goddamn Nilhouse.”


Banter

	 

	A little friendly banter isn’t the same thing as bullying. But even under normal operating procedures, the lines get blurry. Somewhere in the murky middle is an oft-maligned word: trolling. Once upon a time, I wanted to call trolling the art of wiseass mischief, and further lift it up as a proud and venerated tradition. I’m not so sure about that, now.

	To outsiders it appeared a bacchanal of malicious entropy, and maybe became that, for some. When the Internet was first exploding, driven by Napster and a free-for-all mystery grab-bag of culture, everything was novelty. We didn't know quite why some people got so strange, joking about bestiality, rape, kiddie porn, or suicide, when dropped into stranger climes: be they forums, blogs, shooting games, MUDs or MMOs. Or why dozens of people could get together in Warcraft to not merely interrupt, but massacre weddings and funerals.

	We just knew it was hi-larious.

	Penny-Arcade, now a gamerly empire and institution – a household name among the web-savvy – began as a humble webcomic extolling these otherworldly oddities. In the mid-1990s and early 2000s new web-based comics exploded, then burnt themselves back down to cinders within weeks. But Penny-Arcade not only made free, regular showings of new content online, they riffed on the Internet-questionables, gaming's heroes, gaming's villains, and the humor and horror in navigating between this new industry of alternate universes. Sometimes they trolled the trolls, sometimes they were the trolls, but they near-always captured truth in the new strangeness.

	As the online population went from less than a million, in the early 1990s, to having over two-thirds of the USA on facebook in 2011, that new strangeness just became – at some point – strangeness. The troll instinct gave no sign of abating.

	At some point it got self-serious, even sadistic. Some trolls devolving to the level of petty ignorance. One account on the website tumblr was, at first glance, a collection of pictures of young women, their names, and their locations. Reading closer, the author described it as follows (LGBTQ means Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer): 

	 

	I have been collecting thousands of names, addresses, photos and other personal information about LGBTQ people around the world to establish a LGBTQ database in order to out these LGBTQ people against their will to their friends, families and employers.

	 

	In Spring 2012, I had planned to start a website where people could have informed themselves about LGBTQ people (where they live, what they do, who their partners are etc.).

	 

	Unfortunately, due to certain laws, I am not able to show this information on a public website.

	 

	Instead, I have sent all the information I had collected about LGBTQ people to anti-LGBTQ organisations, mostly from the USA, but also Canada, the UK, New Zealand and Australia.

	 

	All these LGBTQ people will be contacted by these (Christian) anti-LGBTQ organisations, sooner or later.

	 

	I was just doing my duty and being honest.

	 

	I only regret that I will probably never find out what happened to all these LGBTQ people.

	 

	    Sincerely,

	 

	       [name redacted]

	 

	Hateful bullshit isn't the extent of trolling's dark side. Because its intended payload is bearing witness to the victim's oft-nuclear reaction, the almost-automatic response is to not react. Provide no feedback whatsoever, and the hungry troll stomps off into the dark internet, hunting for better sustenance. 

	Except, this incubates an atmosphere where sexist, racist, homophobic, and other intense descriptive horrors – graphic murder, animal cruelty, rape – are flaunted without rebuttal. Should you be fool enough to speak up, you’re instantly branded as trollbait, a white knight, or worse. If people are shouting from the rooftops about wet horseshit, and you don’t want to hear it, you essentially have three options: try to ignore it, stop playing the game, or join in. Wade into the mire.  

	Not everyone can be foolproof, or firewalled, everywhere and at all times. Part of today's everyday human now exists in this weird, amorphous space called internet. Little digital copies, doppelgangers we ought to protect. If only we knew how, or had the time. We are, after all, only human. 

	When first starting this book, I wanted to call it possible to troll in a genteel, refined fashion. I’m not so sure anymore. If online space is really just space, then who trolls the troll? Who decides when they’ve gotten out of hand, and who stops the ones who have become bullies? I’m really not sure. 



	



	Nerds of Quality

	 

	It was during that delightful dance of procrastination and research that Bepbep's truculent friend Nika called for volunteers. She needed some people who weren't averse to casting off their great and epic responsibilities in Azeroth. The hunt was on for some random player named Waver. For reasons that really wouldn't have mattered, had they existed to begin with.

	Who knew what the hell the woman planned. All I saw was an exit from the monotony of ongoing escape. Under the tutelage of an accomplished master of obscure silliness.

	The plan was simple enough. We had the name of his server, his odd alternate slice of the Warcraft reality. Nika, myself, and another Zombie Puppy would make new, level one characters with Waver-themed names (Waverlicious, Wavertronic, and Waveretta come immediately to mind), and we would do everything in our power to lift up the good name of this (we would learn) pillar of this alternate community. The amusing energy of mostly-innocuous trolling coursed through us. The three of us were having way too much fun, leveling these new characters, chatting over the Zombie Puppy Fun Times ventrilo. The third merry gamer (I think Waveretta) Bepbep and Nika knew in person. Someone I'd seen here and there, playing one of those hilariously effeminate male elf paladins. He wound up being a she, but just as hilarious as the rest of the ZPFT. The three of us joined our own room in the ZPFT voice chat, made new characters in Warcraft, and prepared to parley with Waver, a very serious druid from an alternate dimension.

	By flying in the face of Warcraft's design, or rather by finding the humor in doing wild-ass spontaneous things the design didn’t exactly account for, I met another of the Nerds of Quality. As with getting to know Diablo through inefficient knifework, Sasquatch through his dedication to Death Monkeys, or Bepbep through battleground dancing, here came the Wavers. Nika, this other lady, and myself, lost apostles for this hapless, quiet, respectable druid named Waver.

	We called him our religion, and we called him our quarry. Extolling our love for the wondrous Waver for, let's conservatively estimate two hours, his concerned friends and guildmates, worried for the great hero's reputation, eventually summoned him from more urgent callings in Azeroth's battlegrounds. The druid presented himself.

	“what?” Asked Waver.

	“HE SPEAKS!” Said Wavertronic.

	“BOW TO HIS WISDOM!” Said Waverlicious. 

	“BOW, HEATHENS!!” Yelled Waveretta. 

	“Bow to Waver.” Broadcast Waverlicious, to all of Orgrimmar, capital city of The Horde.

	“what?” Asked Waver.

	And so on. Eventually, Waver turned into a tiger, and the three of us rode him unto salvation. It's something you can do in Warcraft.



	



	 

	PLACE

	 

	 

	“Listening. The most important skill for a game designer is listening.”

	 

	-Jesse Schell

	 

	 

	“Congratulations!

	“Today is your day.

	“You’re off to Great Places!

	“You’re off and away!”

	 

	-Dr. Seuss

	 

	 

	A Place to Hang Your Bong

	 

	“How are you, my little sex dwarf?” A woman's voice spills out from my laptop speakers.

	“Quite alright, Hechicera,” I say merrily.

	My girlfriend Leesa is walking over, peering at the Warcraft on my screen. Pretending not to understand what she just heard, so that she can make the I don’t understand what I just heard face.

	“Who was that?” asks Leesa. “I didn't know you played with other girls.”

	“Yeah,” I say. “It's just Hech.”

	“Did she just call you a sex dwarf? Her sex dwarf?”

	It was at that moment – Leesa later told me – that she finally understood how Warcraft was social. In grad school she'd endured years of cafe-time nerdbabble. She'd heard about these people we meet: the quirky carpenters, bartenders, Marines, bookstore cashiers, and airport mechanics. She'd never believed a word of how lifelike it could be, until now. Now – probing me for details on this mysterious “Hech”– Leesa was visibly relieved at hearing the gal was happily engaged.

	Hechicera was one of my lewd new social group: The Rotten Assholes. The invitation to this hallowed fraternity came from none other than my first internet friend: Diablo. There was a Burger King fry cook who'd named each of his characters after exotic French cheeses, a Burger King general manager: Jiggy. She rarely played in any state besides mind-blowingly stoned. Actually, it'd be fair to say that for most of the Assholes. Their close friends, family, and a cast of drug and booze-fueled hooligans came in and out of the Rotten Asshole ventrilo, our private voice chat. One of them sprang for the thing on a credit card that had expired months ago, and yet our clubhouse somehow survived.

	Though neither Diablo nor I partook of herbal remedies, the RA ventrilo voice chat must have transmitted the sound of hundreds, if not thousands of bongs. It was a perennial affair. Sometimes on the hour, sometimes on the half-hour, all ears logged on would be regaled with the catchy sound not unlike an eight-year-old blowing bubbles into cold milk. For the Rotten Assholes, it was the proud sound of camaraderie.


Immersion

	 

	We’ve already talked about J.R.R. Tolkien's lecture-turned-essay On Fairy-Stories, and how it treats escape. Deeper than just escape, he gives an account of how words can enchant us, take us away. Tolkien blamed the faëries, whose magic could, "produce Fantasy with a realism and immediacy beyond the compass of any human mechanism."

	Human mechanism has changed. It’s easier than ever to enter these magic places.

	Dr. Anne Marie Barry, in her essay Perception Theory, writes that while our wiring hasn't changed in millions of years, visual media has. "For the brain's perceptual system, visual experience in the form of the fine arts, mass media, virtual reality, or even video games is merely a new stimulus we have inherited as part of our brain potential and is processed in the same way." There’s no physical structure separating real visual experience from what we get from screens.

	What’s more, your spatial understanding of the world is the brain making guesses. A metric shit ton of them, every fraction of a second. When the reds, greens, and blues of planet Earth careen in through your retinas, and then bang back and forth between your amygdale and your prefrontal cortex, each of these eye structures and brain structures is discarding tremendous amounts of information, about 99% of it in fact. So there are rules – which get called things like “Gestalt” or “perceptual bottlenecks” – which dictate what the brain decides to tell you.

	Let’s use Gestalt. Driving down the road, we use basic cues like a car’s relative size, whether one is in front of another, how clearly we see them (especially in rain), textures, perspective, and shadows, to decide where everything is. We’re looking in the rearview, side mirrors, through our windows. Since we can only process so much at any given time, most of our internal map is from memory. If that asshole in the red Ferrari flies into your lane at 95 miles an hour – from out of a blind spot – this can be somewhat disruptive to your overall map.

	It’s the same map that we use for games.

	Reading requires not only learned literacy from the reader, but art and craft from the writer. It’s why Tolkien supposed that where the odd, spindly letters of literature are able to create the textured, desirable world, what he called a Secondary World, there’s a higher form of immersion at play. He named it Enchantment. Our senses in the Primary World fall away. Tolkien notes, "The moment disbelief arises, the spell is broken; the magic, or rather art, has failed. You are then out in the Primary World again, looking at the little abortive Secondary World from outside. If you are obligated, by kindliness or circumstance, to stay, then disbelief must be suspended..."

	Tolkien felt stage drama to be a bastard form, saying that Enchantment was best left to literature. The sight of a human being dressed as a donkey required a Tertiary World -- a world too many. Not on his watch. He did approve, however, of something called Faërian drama.

	 

	If you are present at a Faërian drama you yourself are, or think that you are, bodily inside its Secondary World. The experience may be very similar to Dreaming and has (it would seem) sometimes (by men) been confounded with it.

	 

	But in Faërian drama you are in a dream that some other mind is weaving, and the knowledge of that alarming fact may slip from your grasp. To experience directly a Secondary World: the potion is too strong, and you give to it Primary Belief, however marvelous the events... Enchantment produces a Secondary World into which both designer and spectator can enter, to the satisfaction of their senses while they are inside; but in its purity it is artistic in desire and purpose.

	 

	When the craft combines as much as a contemporary game, and when we're literate enough in games to see, hear, and believe, the magic of Tolkien’s "Secondary World" is almost automatic. It invites us to experience worlds. We've never left the Primary, the Secondary being simply one of its many territories. And yet we can believe. 


The Man Who Leaves Flowers

	 

	In the state of Washington, a couple minutes off the main touristy drag of Gig Harbor, is a small dog park. The overgrown patch of land was recently redone in “mod driftwood” by the city; a polite gravel path lined by driftwood logs, a few parcels set aside for carefully-planned trees and bushes. I'm not sure how they approved the remake, given the thing is a registered bird sanctuary.

	I’ve been walking back and forth past that park for ten years. Between visiting my folks and living with them – from before the old Le Bistro burned down, to after the Harbor History Museum sprouted up on undeveloped estuary land – I'd never seen the man who leaves flowers.

	When they redid the park, there were major traffic revisions. Gig Harbor is a wealthy little town, so the alternating orange and white lane dividers were taller, thicker, and more comically imposing than anything I’d ever seen on a highway. And almost every day, a new pot of flowers would appear on top of them. The workers didn't move them, they just let them accumulate. The park had been blocked off, so the man couldn't leave the flowers on the picnic table. I was told it was a man, though I'd never seen him.

	Occasionally there's a laminated sheet of paper on the park's single picnic table, explaining the flowers. The weather doesn't seem to do much to it. It could be that the man who leaves flowers wipes it down, keeps it clean. Maybe he's constantly printing up new ones, and I can't tell the difference. It doesn't feel that way.

	The laminated sheet shows the picture of a woman in her sixties, and explains that her family owned this land. That she grew up in a building called The Christmas House, across the street. The man who leaves flowers is her widower. The flowers have been fresh, left in that park, since I've been going. At least ten years. The flowers are out there now.


Vitality

	 

	Jesse Schell wrote that the core of good design is listening.

	To Christopher Alexander, who spent his life trying to understand what made some architecture stand up as “timeless,” you couldn’t bring buildings to life without listening. Buildings were given a certain character by the interactions that kept happening there. If you weren’t watching closely, for instance if you were some City Planner guessing from the comfort of his large leather chair in City Hall, then your changing a place would probably do more harm than good. Alexander’s first book, The Timeless Way of Building, tells us how to create a common language for a city, so that its inhabitants could make what they needed (not necessarily what the planning commission thought best). His second, The Pattern Language, covered a bunch of the patterns we do tend to use from day to day. Patterns that helped space to come, literally, alive.

	Videogames help us to experience lively patterns firsthand. “The discovery of a pattern which lives is not different from the discovery of any profound thing, Alexander wrote, “It is a slow, deliberate process, tentative, in which we seek to discover something profound, and where we recognize that we shall usually be wrong to start with, and that we may only approach a proper formulation slowly.”

	It’s more or less like any language. Instead of words, we’ve got the patterns, like “pitched roof” or “garden to the South.” Instead of grammatical rules, we’re just specifying how these set patterns relate to all the other patterns we’re using for our project. From that we build sentences. We talk about the fisherman’s statue on the public dock, its relationship to the grassy park and the road nearby, and we connect every relevant puzzle piece. Maybe also to the scenic views of the aging fishing boats and net sheds, the shoreline, places to eat. We create the equivalent of sentences, then paragraphs, then hopefully some kind of decent-looking whole.

	Life becomes a conversation, in which the inhabitants of this waterfront town all have a place to discuss how they’re using the park by its public dock. Like any language, these could never be exhaustive; the actual words used always vary from region to region, to say nothing of person to person. But through listening, and communicating in pattern languages, it’s possible to make places that feel markedly different. Places that come alive.

	 

	The adaptation between people and buildings is profound. Each detail has meaning. Each detail is understood. Each detail is based on some person’s experience, and gets shaped right, because it is slowly thought out, and deeply felt. Because the adaptation is detailed and profound, each place takes on a unique character. Slowly, the variety of places and buildings begins to reflect the variety of human situations in town. This is what makes the town alive. The patterns stay alive, because the people who are using them are also testing them. But, by contrast, in the early phases of industrial society which we have experienced recently, the pattern languages die.

	 

	We might not know we’re doing it, but we can have a lot of influence over whether the space around us works. Or, as Dr. Seuss put it, whether we stick around in the first place,

	 

	You look up and down streets. Look ‘em over with care.

	About some you will say, “I don’t choose to go there.”

	With your head full of brains and your shoes full of feet,

	you're too smart to go down any not-so-good street.

	 

	And you many not find any

	you'll want to go down.

	In that case, of course,

	you'll head straight out of town.

	 

	It’s people who decide the direction of a place, or whether a place is even worth improving. Because if it’s not, we can always go somewhere else. It’s one of the really beautiful things about place, in and out of games.

	In Timeless Way of Building, Christopher Alexander talks about an eighty-year-old carp pond, really just a square dug into the earth, where a single fish swims round in circles. To the carp, that simple square is the whole world. And it has been, for a very long time. Alexander’s Quality Without a Name, is “a slightly bitter quality.” In seeing things alive, in a place that’s alive, we’re reminded that we all die. It’s only in seeing that circularity that we can, to Alexander, truly appreciate spaces with vitality. When we accept that, there’s a powerful simplicity, and inner calm. Everything unnecessary is removed, and we can live in harmony with the larger space.

	The space itself has life.


Vampire Gothic

	 

	Leesa and I were driving down to San Luis Obispo. I was about to have my first in-person meeting with a fellow games researcher: Shavaun Scott. She wanted to interview me for a documentary she’d been making with her husband, so they’d offered to put us up at a local landmark.

	At first glance, one might mistake The Madonna Inn for an expansive candy mansion, a flamboyant mousetrap for Hansel, Gretel, and all the other plump little tourists. Each room, I would soon learn, was stuffed with décor befitting a certain era or theme: Oriental Fantasy, Old Mexico, Yosemite Rock. Leesa and I soon found our hosts had chosen us a room that screamed the 17th century, only in pink. The kind of Pepto Bismol nightmare paint you'd expect from Scooby Doo hauntings, Old Man McCreedy having cut careful holes into the paintings for his late-night voyeurisms. 

	Leesa and I dropped our things off in the cotton candy abyss, and got onto Highway-1 towards Morro Bay. The place, with a nice view of the Pacific Ocean, didn't take long to find.

	A heavy steel gate stood between the front door and Leesa's car. It seemed to calmly tell us, this is it, once we we're through that gate there was no escape.

	 “So they had a vampire-themed wedding?” Asks Leesa. “Dressed as vampires?”

	 “And honeymooned at the Madonna,” I said. “You want to stay in the car, just in case they drink my blood?”

	 “Mmm, nope.”

	The gate shut and electronically latched behind us, and the front door opened. Mike, the director of Gamer: Chronicles of Evanor, wore a rich Eastern European beard and mustache. Shavaun, the documentary's host, had long scarlet-red hair. She moonlighted as Evanor, the elf, most recently within Lineage II and Guild Wars. As they welcomed us in, Leesa and I took in the front room. Antique furniture upholstered in red crushed velvet. Fine paintings in ornate frames, an aging samurai sword. Shavaun noticed that my eyes kept wandering, with what she may have identified as mounting anxiety.

	 “Our friends call the style Vampire Gothic.”

	I notice photos of the two, dressed to the nines in vampire finery. Lacy crevasse for Mike, red velvet dress for Shavaun. I point, “The wedding?”

	 “Mmm-hmm,” says Shavaun.

	I sigh a bit of relief. Leesa and I trade a grin, and share it with Mike and Shavaun. The kind of relieved smile that says, Salutations, fellow nerds!

	Almost immediately, Shavaun and I start speaking in a kind of high-fidelity code. Raid guilds, Nick Yee, Csikszentmihalyi, games, and so on. Leesa looks a touch more bewildered than with Warcraft conversations in the Hawaiʻian cafe, but happy we've retained the lifesblood from our tender necks. Mike looks suddenly agitated.

	 “Stop, you two.” He's holds out his hands. “The cameras are set up downstairs. Go down there before you waste more ideas on empty space.”

	The conversation – which lasted literally eight hours – grew into an almost instantaneous friendship. The kind that could even weather the perfect storm of co-authoring a book.


Wholeness

	 

	Before it can be whole, and alive, a physical place needs strong centers. To Christopher Alexander, this didn’t necessarily mean the exact middle. Rather, it needed structures which clearly acted as centers for activity, and life-as-lived in a city. A spiderweb has a clear “center,” very often in the actual middle of the web, but each fiber connects clearly to those adjacent to it.

	Living wholes, to Alexander, were at one with the world more generally, rather than separate from it. Sharp-edged modernistic buildings, with harsh colors designed specifically to stand out and stand apart, aren’t typically about helping people to live. They’re meant to clash violently with the natures of the land, and its people, because they’re about the architect inflicting his grating self-importance on the setting. And yes, architect, we do notice your building.

	Then we laugh at how ugly it is.

	Likewise, a game city that obnoxiously, randomly blocks access to areas players need? Not always appreciated. Where Undercity was a beautiful disaster-maze of thirty-story elevators, grand stairways and labyrinthine tunnels, and Orgrimmar a laggy clusterfuck of rabid players, Shattrath’s allowance of flight made it not just good for goofiness. It was convenient. Easy to get in and out of. You could be in the world, questing, in seconds. The areas, quests, and objectives around Shattrath fit together, worked together, quite nicely.

	Not necessarily so, elsewhere in the first Warcraft expansion.

	Alexander points to an elegant and old Chinese structure, the Tower of the Wild Goose, which he calls, “so simple, so harmonious, it melts into its surroundings, is indistinguishable from its surroundings. But it does this altogether without giving up its character or personality.”

	Structures whose personality clash in harsh discord with the environment all around them, they certainly have a place in games. They’re the garish, evil castles of misers, the foreboding neon fortresses of post-apocalyptic dystopias. Maybe there are cases where Alexander’s repudiation of modern and postmodern architecture doesn’t really fit, but they’d be few and far between. Ai Weiwei’s stadiums, erected for the Chinese Olympic games and abandoned since, may have been a well-thought-out commentary on a country which has also boasted a mostly-unoccupied “Great Supermall.” Most of us don’t want that. We recognize dead architecture, almost right away. We do what we can to escape it.

	We want to inhabit places that live. We want to live.


Back Home

	 

	Every time I drive into Gig Harbor, about an hour south of Seattle, it feels good. Walking into my folks’ place might be more a mixed cocktail of emotions, but first driving in? You can see big swatches of water, and far off beach, enormous green trees, no matter which direction you’re using to come into downtown. When I do stop at the driveway, above my parents’ house, I get the full on view. If it’s daytime, Mount Rainier looms over the top of the harbor entrance.

	Moving back in seemed like a good idea. The lucrative consulting was done. I’d spent the money as fast as I’d made it. What else was a 25-year-old to do? Now I was writing a book about videogame addiction, was nearly finished. Was still playing online with the Rotten Assholes, and with Zombie Puppy Fun Times.

	The 45-minute walk along the harbor is better at night. A handful of lights bounce off black saltwater, reflecting orange and blue. A rich little town like Gig Harbor is completely peaceful at four AM. No overmedicated dogs, no third generation trophy wives, no Hollister model bros. I used to make this walk every four AM, after a daily 16-20 hour marathon of Star Wars Galaxies. Past a sewage treatment plant that’s plainly visible along the touristy walk. I’ve only ever smelt it after midnight: like tequila-marinated durians. Back then the smell wasn’t too noticeable, I’d had my mind more on lightsaber crystals, Jedi Holocrons, and spelunking the caves of Dathomir. Now I was back.

	Wondering what, if anything, I had learned.



	




	Boundaries

	 

	Living centers, to Christopher Alexander, are formed and strengthened by boundaries. Most important of these was “the gate.” This wasn’t necessarily a physical gate, at the edge of a place (though it could be). More, it was a boundary offering a mental transition: between the outside space, to the inside space (and then the center). Often, there’s some kind of special object: maybe a funky statue, or trellised ivy – or a view: a far off mountain over a cozy harbor – which acts to reset our senses.

	Though Alexander is mostly interested in boundaries of space, there’s also the boundary of time, and separation. Then we return.

	Geoffrey Zatkin has heard that story a lot of different ways, especially since he was one of the original designers on EverQuest. Players describing the homecoming, returning to starting cities like Qeynos, or Freeport, really wherever we got dropped for the first time. That place where we fought to simultaneously lift ourselves by the bootstraps, while also figuring out what the hell was going on. Zatkin has since been a senior designer on EQ2 and The Matrix Online, and lead designer on Sovereign and DC Comics Online. He eventually co-founded EEDAR, the world’s largest market research company for videogames. So he hasn’t just heard the tales of that glorious return, he’s says that it’s a thing designers intentionally build in. Players get quests that take them home, where they see all the fresh players bouncing around cities like steel pinballs flying off the bumpers and ramps, only ever inches from the drain. Geoffrey himself describes having the feeling, saying,

	"I started here, and now I've grown up."

	It can’t be simulated in a cutscene, or with any other zesty dash of backstory. You have to live that. Whether in space or time, boundaries serve to focus attention on a new center. By providing a mental transition, they help to unite that center with the rest of the world.


Norrathian Nights

	 

	It was dusk in the far fringes of Norrath. Geoffrey was just out double-checking some coordinates in the crunch before EverQuest went live. Since it was a Generation-1 game, they didn’t have the kind of powerful in-game WYSIWYG tools that let later game masters traverse the world, changing things at will. Their level editor – for building out different areas for the game – was called “Level Editor.” Their database – filled with the stats for, and items dropped by the world’s various monsters – was built in Microsoft Access. So EQ’s creators would wander around, using a very special set of gear that essentially let them “hack” the world into being.

	When one of the game’s artists decided to make random, strange landmarks in the game’s extreme no-man’s lands, one or two had caught Geoffrey’s eye. There was a weird set of pyramids, that he decided to imbue with special teleportation powers for wizards, and also some “stonehengy” standing stones, which he turned into a special location for the game’s druids.

	He arrived at the standing stones around dusk. There were, as expected, a few computer-controlled druids hanging out around the circle. As the sun went down, the game’s sky lit up in color. From the safety of 2014, we might call EQ’s graphics clunky or their buildings blocky, but the skies? This game had pretty skies. And in that changing light, a group of hill giants just happened to cross the threshold of the standing stones.

	Which the druids did not like very much.

	As the druids began their assault on the powerful giants, the sky lit up with particle effects from healing spells, and buffing spells, as the severely outmatched druids cast anything and everything to keep themselves in this fight, to express their displeasure to the enormous animal murderers.

	After a minute or two, it seemed almost certain that the druids would die.

	When – quite at random – along marches another small patrol of Druids. A small patrol, with one particularly high level druid.

	In Geoffrey’s mind they say, “Hey, our buddies are getting attacked.”

	He continued, “The night sky fills with these spells, the giant AI realizes they’re losing, they turn around and start running. The druid AI goes: we need speed spells, they start chasing the giants and blowing the crap out of them, though eventually they turn back to their default destination, the circle.

	“And the patrol goes back to marching towards its default destination.

	“The two druid groups – in my imagination – wave to each other.

	“The sun goes down.

	“The fact that it was happening, for everything we put together, all the AI, all the set design, it had come together to form a cohesive world that players could see and interact with but didn’t require them to be there. For me that almost made it more special, it would have happened whether I was there or not.”


Shape

	 

	We know that Christopher Alexander thought that good spaces needed to be lived in, and needed connection to their surroundings. To actually have working shape, Alexander thought it was crucial they not just be whole with the surrounding space, but play off it. They should exhibit levels of scale, and a quality that he called “the void.”

	By levels of scale, Alexander wanted each structure to contain wholes of many sizes. A flat white door doesn’t have the same life as a worn, handmade door with sunken oak panels. Or a bronze gate, with worn red paint. The Arabic mosaics at Meshed repeat one another, but imperfectly, and at varying levels of scale such that we know the carvings are separate, yet part of a whole.

	Along the waterfront of Gig Harbor, there are dozens of old East-coast style fishing cottages. Painted in white, and faded baby blue pastels. No two are in exactly the same repair, or of the same exact floor plan, but each exhibits patterns in their window shape, entryways, and roof design, such that they each work to define the whole of the waterfront. They become a group that’s distinctly alive, creating synergy, a place that’s larger than any one building would be alone.

	Alexander called “positive space” the quality we get where every single cell of a work is whole, well-shaped, and self-sustaining. We can tell that a structure like that has been “shaped over time by people who care about it.”

	The ferry dock, the Austin-Erickson log homes throughout the area, even the patterns made by the two dozen unique fishing boats, scattered around the harbor’s docks. Each discrete cell supports itself, but – in being shaped in tandem with the others – helps the larger whole to live.

	Good shapes are relatively compact, Alexander thought that meant no larger than a one-to-four ratio with their surrounding shapes. They had no need to overpower, because doing so would throw off the life of the whole.

	Like Lao Tzu wrote in the Tao Te Ching, a bowl is only useful when it’s empty. Good shapes know when to get the hell out of the way. They leave space for life and living. The houses don’t get so high, or closely-packed that you can’t see the most important parts: the water, the boats. There’s still plenty of trees. The roads and sidewalks are wide. There’s a central “void,” where people can not only exist, but thrive.

	Gig Harbor is one of the best-shaped towns I know.


Jerisich Park

	 

	Jerisich Park, in the middle of Gig Harbor, plays host to a few attractions. There's the public dock. It gets a fair variety of inclement boaters, given it's one of the few free public docks in the Puget Sound. Swarthy womanizers with tans the color of pus, young trust fund couples who look like models for upscale clothing companies, wrinkled older folks in their million-dollar powerboats. Every one of them ready to talk you up, tell you their story (the powerboat was manufactured at a Chinese Drydock, he explained, chuffed he didn't pay triple the price).

	The grassy park gets used for Tuesday-night music, frisbee games, Saturday-afternoon farmer's markets.

	Between the grass and the dock is a bronzed statue. I once watched a drunk high schooler laugh as he pissed all over the statue's groin and legs. The statue itself is a turn-of-the-last-century fisherman with a newsboy's beanie on his head, and a net in his hands. The net is real enough. Actual fiber and styrofoam buoys. The metal is the color of old pennies.

	It's a monument to fishermen lost at sea.

	Just as I reached it, one afternoon, a sunny day switched to heavy hail. I hadn't been paying attention, but thought it'd been a cloudless sky. I turn around, and make a beeline toward my car. I passed a young woman, also walking her dog. She gives me this smile. It’s utter surprise, and utter delight. You get thrown out of your element far enough, and everything is like new. Everything is delight. There’s just no better word for it.

	I completely forgot what I said to her – grinning the same grin – just as soon as it’d escaped my lips. Our dogs passed each other, merrily sniffing. When we passed, there was that moment of exploded chemistry. You’re too busy getting hailed on to have your defenses up.

	And then she was gone, passed through the misted veil of a thousand water-based falling objects.


Relationships

	 

	To Alexander, how discrete shapes actually do connect to one another, and their larger wholes, could greatly help or greatly hinder a place’s ability to live.

	Good centers often “hook” into their surroundings. One of my favorites of Alexander’s examples is the Inca stonework. You have all of these seemingly rough, misshapen stones, each sometimes weighing over a ton. And yet as a whole, they fit together with mystical snugness. It’s astonishing, and beautiful. Those perfect relationships give longevity to structures like Machu Picchu.

	Alexander wrote that different structures in a place exhibited echoes, a family resemblance between all component parts. You see it in the motifs of Norwegian barn doors, and the fishing cottages of Gig Harbor. When that’s combined with alternating repetition, the repetition of two separate types of center, one intensifies the other. Echoes and alternating repetition, whether in ideas, an arabesque mosaic, or buildings around the town square, they bring us deeper into a place.



	



	Vertical Logs

	 

	I finally met the man who leaves flowers. It was about a month before I’d finish a first draft of this book. He drove an old purple sedan. It was idling outside the park.

	“Want to take some fresh lilies to your wife?” He asked, pointing to a cut-open milk jug holding a dozen fresh flowers. “They’ll only go bad. You should take them!”

	“My girlfriend is in Korea!” I say, enthusiastically.

	“Hrrrm.” He says, scratching his chin. “I was in Korea once. I have the pictures here, somewhere.”

	I’m sure that my expression is at least a little doubtful, but he starts digging into his trunk. There are pictures in there. Stacks and stacks of old black-and-white photographs.

	“Were you there during the war?” I ask.

	“Oh no,” he says. “A bit before. See here?”

	He’s showing me a Korean boy, maybe six years old. He’s got the look of Mowgli out of the Jungle Book, wearing some kind of heavy hat and not a lot else. I’m suddenly desperate to know the boy’s story, and how the picture came to be made. The man who leaves flowers thinks, thinks some more, and has nothing for me.

	His new friend, in the back seat of his ancient purple car, wonders aloud when they might get moving. She looks to be in her mid seventies, to his eighty-something.

	“We all need to have friends,” he says. “She lost her husband, and needed a friend.”

	She repeats, “Yep. We all need to have friends.”

	He talks for awhile about how his late wife’s family had also owned the sawmill, which is why most of the homes in the area had vertical logs. “Always vertical logs,” he said. When I ask why, he says that they just liked the look of them. He’s thinking about building a gazebo for this park, with vertical logs of course. He’s worried that the city planners won’t OK the idea.

	“Something just big enough for a young couple,” he says. “They’re sitting in it and there’s a little rain. They see the rain on the water, and they hear the rain on the water. I think this park should have a gazebo. I’d paint it white.”

	He politely nods at me, then strikes up a conversation with another group, Want some fresh lilies, for your lady there? and before long I’m off. On the return journey of my walk, I finally pass a young couple, the woman smiling at a handful of lilies. When I pass the park again, the cut-open milk jug is empty. The sedan is still there, but nobody’s inside. Neither him nor his friend are anywhere in sight.



	



	Texture

	 

	“…almost anything which has real life has a certain softness.” Wrote Alexander, in Philosophy of Life. Life comes in gradients. Qualities vary, slowly, gradually, across the extent of each thing. Mass production works against gradients. Commercially-manufactured objects can be produced with the appearance of gradients, and sometimes are, but that’s usually not as cost effective as making them solid, boxy, and hideous.

	Textures with the quality of life, as with textures in nature, aren’t just soft. Alexander writes about the intentional manifestation of this quality in less-industrialized cultures, or even just thoughtful art, around the world, “things which have real life always have a certain morphological roughness. This is not an accidental property. It is not a residue of technically inferior culture or the result of hand-craft or inaccuracy. It is an essential structural feature without which a thing cannot be whole.”

	Roughness may look haphazard, or suspiciously like laziness and mindless randomness, but it emphasizes and protects other elements. Sometimes one shape, or one element of the larger place, sacrifices its own internal order for the larger order. One beautiful design will move itself out of place, will compromise, to make room for one more.

	Contrast is also crucial in living space, helping to distinguish the gradients of a texture. Black and white is a common enough contrast, though, “unity can only be created through distinctions.” To Alexander, contrast didn’t mean blatant mistakes, nor frilly eye-catching devices. Contrast within the quality of life may be neon for the sake of being neon. But even the most vibrant colors lose their effect if there isn’t some kind of meaningful comparison. Contrasts, like gradients and roughness, work to bring life into space.

	Without texture – whether in the initial space, or in how we adorn it – places get dull.


Fireworks

	 

	I was playing Warcraft in my mom’s office. Living at home, I’d not yet finished that first book. It’d been a year since I’d left Hawaiʻi, and months since the consulting petered out. Dark feelings were a-creepin’ in. Except when I played.

	It was the 4th of July.

	One of the office windows looked over most of Gig Harbor, and its denizens had spent some serious cash on colored explosives.  I had been drinking tequila, so know most of the next six or seven hours only from accounts of the fellow Zombie Puppies who’d joined me on ventrilo. At some point, apparently, my dog had been playing my character while I kicked back and sucked on a lime. The dog was, I’m told, far more skilled than I.

	Online, in front of me, I was falling in love with a woman. Well actually, in front of me was an elf man in plate armor. It was the lady playing the elf man. The best part of my day happened on days the elf joined me, for some quests to kill some other elves, which we could do once a day.

	Through the other window splashes of green, red and blue erupt.

	Over the headphones I heard a dozen other people chatting, while we all screwed around in the World of Warcraft. We spent some time questing, and grinding, on our own. We spent some time in battlegrounds and arenas. We spent some time in the waiting places, the big capital cities. I had hooked another computer into the voice chat, to play ska, ragged electronic, and punk music. We went to kill our daily regimen of elves.

	At some point I think I remember saying in-time with the reggae singer Alton Ellis, “If loving you is wrong, I don’t wanna be right.”

	That night was, she’d say later, when the woman playing the elf man decided to move 1000 miles away from California, to live in Washington.


 

	DESIGN CHANGE

	 

	 

	"We can't appraise the time in which we act." 

	 

	-Robert Frost

	 

	 

	“Experience is something you don’t get until just after you need it.”

	 

	-Laurence Olivier

	 

	 

	Once Upon a Time in Redmond

	 

	I moved in with a wonderful, geeky lady. We had jobs in the games industry and played Warcraft till three AM. It probably wasn’t the only time I’ve been that happy – but it was enough to scare me. So I did everything I could to fuck it up.

	It worked.


The Fuzzy Butthole

	 

	If it weren't for Diablo and Sasquatch, I would have eventually sped to a hundred and twenty before wrapping my car around that Douglas fir. Especially after a few months making a living picking up dogshit.

	Grad school and academic writing don't always leave a guy with a lot of marketable trade skills. Broke to the point of moving in with mom and dad for a third time, dogsitting was an escape; spend a few nights taking care of dogs, and camp out in a different swank homestead every weekend. Occasionally weekdays. I’d get to cautiously wonder on the particulars of breeding “labrabeagles” (do they give him a stepladder?) and wound up preferring to sit for a middle-aged lesbian couple (mostly for their tremendous collection of vintage erotic literature). Then a friend asked me to watch her house for a month. A month of fast internet, and a computer fast enough for uninterrupted Warcraft. 

	The sight of that game, even the little W icon on the desktop, made me want to projectile vomit. It had to go.

	Thankfully, this house also had booze. Four liquor cabinets, in fact. Futuristic champagne refrigerators, and a full-to-bursting cellar. Hearing tell of this mythic wet bar, and its accompanying hot tub, I was able to lure these first of gaming friends. Together they made the treacherous drive over Snoqualmie pass.

	Eager to mix the drinks and relax, we grabbed the least-empty, closest-at-hand bottles: Bailey's Irish Cream, Skyy Vodka, Beefeater Gin, Ron Rico Light Rum, and High-Pulp Tropicana Orange Juice. We combined them in no particular order. We dubbed this powerful drink: “The Fuzzy Butthole,” a name which fairly accurately described its aesthetic appearance.

	It was wretched, but in the very best way.

	I don't remember much else about that visit, aside the fact that when Diablo and Sasquatch left me for the long ride home, a few poor decisions had gone a long way towards keeping me sane.


Dislocation

	 

	I agree with the architect Christopher Alexander, where he revolves his theories around people. We do shape a given space. And it’s not just that. I think that certain people have the ability to resuscitate space. Chances are, you know who I’m talking about. The guy with the fancy moustache, the nice suit, and an encyclopedic knowledge of Irish drinking songs. The classy gal who can kick everyone’s ass in Guitar Hero, travels with 48 licorice jello shots, and generally gives zero fucks. Then the opposite is true. There’s always the creepy guy in the corner, slowly sipping on Powerade while his gaze wanders around the party’s cleavage. The swayingly drunk woman who – in the middle of a crowded room – starts a verbal boxing match with her phone. The ability to fill a place with story, with context and life, that’s equally important as a place that invites it.

	Alexander wrote that to grasp living places, one must, “overcome the prejudice of physics, which tells us that all things are equally alive and real.” And that, “The specific patterns out of which a building or a town is made may be alive or dead. To the extent they are alive they let our inner forces loose, and set us free; but when they are dead they will keep us locked in inner conflict.”

	But what kills them is a chronic inability to listen. We can’t just listen to whoever cries the loudest at a town meeting, or the entity with the heaviest war chest for view-destroying McHousing. It means actually watching and analyzing how human beings circulate, and interact with, the physical space in which they exist. “No building is ever perfect.” Alexander wrote, “Each building, when it is first built, is an attempt to make a self-maintaining whole configuration. But our predictions are invariably wrong.” 

	In the design of most any modern videogame, the actual space has to be tested. Big budget MMO games will employ dozens of quality assurance staff, or playtesters. In Redmond, both Nintendo and Microsoft keep a circulating staff of, sometimes, many hundreds of playtesters. Their primary job is to make sure there aren’t “bugs,” maybe the equivalent of runny ink in an early printing press, or empty frames in a reel of old movie film. This part’s good, since some big-budget videogames get released buggier than a Tijuana motel filled with cotton candy. What these QA gamers also do, if enough of them have issues understanding a certain area, is tell the designers where they’re getting lost. If some accidental lighting effect is an epileptic seizure lying in wait, or some item is just a pain in the ass to pick up, or interact with, the testers might say so. Though this may involve mild eggshell walking, given even talented designers can hate hearing about it. They shouldn’t. If Alexander is right, then getting real people inside, interacting, is crucial to helping a place live. Maybe if more Manhattan office buildings and Seattle traffic funnels got tested first, life could be a touch more pleasant here and there.

	Playtesting, in the case of large game worlds, can go on for a year or more. For worlds that might take five to fifty hours to play. We expect buildings outside of games to last a lot longer. Maybe it’s high-time we playtested more of them.

	Sudden sweeping changes to those places can really fuck us up. Especially since most of us aren’t really connected to the languages used to build up the space around us. We rely on architects and planners, even though those professionals can only have so much knowledge of how we actually live, how we actually need to use our spaces. Dead, dislocated places are more common where people lose touch with shared languages for space.

	 

	Instead of being widely shared, the pattern languages which determine how a town gets made become specialized and private. Roads are built by highway engineers; buildings by architects; parks by planners; hospitals by hospital consultants; schools by educational specialists; gardens by gardeners; tract housing by developers. The people of the town themselves know hardly any of the languages which these specialists use. And if they want to find out what these languages contain, they can’t, because it is considered professional expertise. The professionals guard their language jealously to make themselves indispensable.

	 

	Same goes for changing how we interact. When David Vonderhaar, the design director for the game Call of Duty: Black Ops II, announced a patch that would reduce a gun’s rate of fire by a fraction of a second, and reduce the damage on another gun slightly, he got a few comments on Twitter. Notably, one user wrote, “End your fucking life you cancer cunt I will fuck your daughter.” I invite city planners to imagine such exchanges, the next time a town meeting gets slightly unruly. In the larger MMO game worlds, the designers sometimes alter whole swatches of geography. They remove areas completely during “events” and add whole planets during game expansions. It’s sometimes not just the fringe element that protests certain changes, or patches.

	But that’s not the extent of the trickiness. Human mobility isn’t always limited to just one little mountain village. Whether it’s moving between cities of Earth, between a variety of game worlds, or some mix of the realities available, the human element is more important than ever.  We can lose track of the centers that make spaces vital, the boundaries, the gradients, and every other element outlined by Christopher Alexander, Don Norman, and other venerated theorists of space. We block off and obscure the good shapes, in the places we live, sometimes simply by virtue that our worlds overlap like pushy Venn diagrams. The less we have the language with which to understand and discuss it, the less we’ll be able to build, and preserve, the places we so desperately need to be vibrant. “So long as the people of society are separated from the language which is being used to shape their buildings,” wrote Alexander, “the buildings cannot be alive.”


Rialto

	 

	Bram Stoker’s Dracula is not a good book to start, just before driving a thousand miles to stay with your new World of Warcraft friend. Not that Justin Butcher gave me much to worry about. He’d been studying psychology, and our four AM forays into Warcraft's backwoods finally had me getting over a geeky ex-fiancé I’d pined after for a year. He’d put a human face back on the game, and made it tolerable to go back in, maybe stay. Justin had been the lead singer of a band whose name I'd recognized from concerts in the 90's. Like any good online friend – whose banter and consolation makes life better – after a few months of slaying dragons together you want to meet. You want to see the real face, hovering just behind the one you imagine. When he invited me to come work on a nerdy music project in Rialto, California, I had a couple months before I’d be teaching again. It sounded perfect.

	Seattle to Los Angeles is a beautiful drive; there’s the vibrant blue of the Siskiyou Mountains, the lovable neon awkward of Portland, the endless fog and ocean near San Luis Obispo. The closer I got to Rialto (a bit outside Los Angeles) the more it felt like a modern-day train to Transylvania. After exiting the highway, near every window was shuttered with heavy blinds. Unless they were boarded up. Whole blocks of sheet metal warehouses advertised “discount massage.” The cars were either slathered in “murder paint,” anonymizing black and blue spray jobs, or they were sparkling, fresh off the factory floor Escalades and muscle cars, finished with tinted glass and custom rims.

	The block next to where he lived could have been the target of a cluster-bombing. Rusted and torn chain-link separated a tall concrete curb from scorched grass, a few burnt-out trailer homes, and mass graves for long-dead appliances.

	His block was brand new.

	Justin answered the door, and smiled with unanchored glee. He was raggedly thin, sporting a John Holmes mustache. A few eerie moments floated between our first hellos. If I were listening to the pit of my stomach I would have turned around at his doorstep, walked to my car, and driven 25 hours back to Seattle. Still a little shot from the 14-hour long haul between Medford and Morro Bay, I ignored gut instinct.

	That airy glee went back into his eyes, “Wanna smoke?” He gave a smile that I would soon associate with the slow terror of this place. “Just got this stuff called fire OG. It’s pretty strong.”

	I hadn't properly touched anything harder than booze in six years. And Fire OG is not the strain of cannabis you want in your system when, at a strange new dwelling, your host presents large quantities of blood-gorged ground meat.

	Justin was a vegetarian, which sort of begged the question why he'd be handling dripping clumps of bright pink flesh not ten minutes after I'd arrived. Having spoken late-nights for months, I knew a lot about Justin. I knew that he'd eat turkey, if only occasionally, because it was harder to mass-produce in abominable conditions. He cared about animals. Used to be a professional animal handler. It's one of those intellectual details that, a thousand miles away, builds trust. But the meat is worrisome, and the drugs aren't helping. I ask him about it, and, after another pause he addresses me in solemn tones. He's high, but the airy glee is gone.

	“Well,” he says. “We make our own dog food here. From scratch.”

	His eyes burrow into me awhile, appraising me. Mentally quartering me for easy storage, deciding where in the dusty, disturbed-dirt backyard my bones might go.

	“We wrap the meat around partially digested greens, to simulate an animal's stomach contents. You know, had he killed it himself.”

	I nod.

	“Tell me again your reasoning for vegetarianism,” I say, knowing the answer, watching him massage a sickly clump of green into the red wad.

	"Well, I just don't like the idea of eating any creature that's been raised in a harsh environment. I'd love to eat beef, or chicken, really everything.” He locks eyes with me. “If I knew my meat was raised in a nice home, plenty of opportunities to run around and be happy, well. That meat tastes better. I'd eat that meat all of the time.”

	But that wasn't the moment where things got truly disturbing. There was not yet the proverbial red flag. The meat – like the heavy plastic sheeting coating the guest bedroom furniture – could be easily overlooked as simple eccentricity. Even sly irony, from this friend I'd bonded with over dark humor.

	After Justin had washed the watery blood off his hands, we went to make some concentrated nerd art. But I was in for another surprise. After all those Warcraft-based conversations, where he always came off as incisive and thoughtful, sitting across from him in his living room was different. As we start throwing ideas into the pot, he talks about how real and true artists have no meaningful alternative but to poach hardship and grit from friends, family, anyone. Artists had a responsibility to capture the grisly darkness in every life. The world is pain, and if an artist can't show that to the world then they're lying to the world.

	Not a new idea to me. One I can wholeheartedly agree with, now and then. Sometimes rough lyrics or graphic violence help a piece of art to capture truth. They can give us what we need – needed to hear or see. But I do also appreciate the occasional happy ending. Especially for the characters I love.

	And Justin was brutalizing every character I'd create, for this nerdy music project. These faces that I could suddenly see. He was doing it for fun. The delight of it apparently refueled his sparkling, off-kilter joy. Somewhere in my cannabis-infused hemming and hawing about not hurting people with art, and letting our characters mix joy with their inevitable woe, Justin's tone went from light and merry, to deep, and dark. His voice thundered through the room,

	“No!”

	And there was a cracking sound as he reached out to slap his dog across the face. With startling agility, my host's head turned toward me, “See the rough patches on his fur? We're going to the vet tomorrow for another dip, but he can't chew. He's breaking the skin. I love my dog, but he needs to listen. He needs to listen to the alpha. It's really for his own good.”

	This was a deal-breaker for me, a flashing red neon flag. He could tell.

	There was a vein pumping on Justin's forehead, his eyes needy, afraid that I'd get up and leave. I was afraid. Afraid that this guy, who sleeps with a metal baseball bat by his bed, and samurai swords on the piano, would stop me. My car keys were four rooms and a dark garage away, but as long as I wanted my keys, I'd want to grab my laptop. And the books I'd checked out from the hometown library. Why not my clothes? I needed to be gone, right then, but I was a ways off from sober. I wanted to call animal rescue, because oh-ho, I've worked with dogs too. Hitting them is about what's going wrong with you, dude, not what's going wrong with the dog. But he had insurance for the pooch. Even if the Rialto animal rescue decided to investigate an insured dog, and even if they saw past Justin's pro-animal bravado, how long would a San Bernardino shelter keep a rescue dog with a contagious skin condition, before euthanizing him? Three days would be very, very lucky. A phone call was more likely to end this dog's life than to magically fix it. And still, Justin Butcher was staring at me.

	Twenty-nine years of play-acting as heroes and villains in videogames, and what? It was useless. I had no super perception to see inside his mind, or into the future. I couldn't save my game, and then see how playing a moral high ground, or a plucky and offbeat dialog option might work out. Justin's dog was looking at me, steadily, and the look in his eyes said save me.

	This was what losing felt like. I couldn't help the weak, because I couldn't help myself. Mentally unprepared, stoned, and suddenly ashamed, there was no way to know how this man would react if I went to pack. He knew where I lived, back in Washington. He knew about my family, that I loved my grandma. Loved my dog. Clearly, I didn't know about him. Didn't much care to, anymore. I cared about a proper exit from Castle Dracula.



	



	Dog Food Guy

	 

	Escaping this place was easier said than done. The next day I'd accompany Justin to the veterinarian’s, where the dog indeed obtained medical attention for a contagious fungal skin condition. Which was, indeed, being exacerbated by the dog's eagerness to chew the infected areas. Justin was quick to wave off any mention that the anxiety of being smacked around might lead a dog to chew. Or my urgings that dogs cannot understand English, even when bellowed with alpha-beast vigor. Justin, after all, had worked briefly as a professional animal handler. He knew that dominance was essential, that it would make the dog happy. In that first week, aided with a blue plastic cone (the only time I've seen such a thing improve a dog's mood) the straight physical abuse stopped.

	That didn't mean that things were sane. Pretty fucking far from it. On day two, Justin's quiet, 40-something female cousin and roommate had been kind enough to stop at a Fry's Electronics to pick him up a specially-requested pair of gaming headphones. Xbox headphones, even though Justin does not own an Xbox. Rather than spend some time cracking open our project, or even acknowledging this so-called friend from another state, the man spends his early afternoon haranguing a series of telephone customer service reps, then a series of telephone customer service managers, until it seemed they'd all either told him to go fuck himself, told him that he'd bought the wrong thing, or both. It just wouldn't do. We'd be getting in Justin's truck and driving an hour to Fry's, where Justin could find a nigh inexhaustible line of physically present customer service persons to berate and bully for his own obvious mistake.

	Mercifully, for them, he was on a schedule. Even though I'd traveled 1,200-some miles to hang out, goof off, and maybe make some art, he had to be back in Rialto at six PM. To raid. To jump into Warcraft with the ol' gaming group for four to six hours. I was a little shocked by that. No cause for a red flag – not the same as the verbal and mental aggression spilling out from the guy moment-by-moment – but it was a bit cold.

	About a week in, Justin Butcher was real excited to cook his recipe for Pad Thai, prison-style. A dish that – during his incarceration – had cost him a few packs of cigarettes for the peanut butter, lime, and Sriracha. After witnessing the meat gobs on night one, it'd seemed prudent to oversee the production of every single one of my own meals. Ingesting horse tranquilizers wasn't high on my list of priorities, to say nothing of the last houseguest. Here, however, the protein was shrimp. I watched it go from a Costco-brand bag to the pan below; and human tenderloin seemed difficult to dress up as shellfish.

	Since the first night's tour-de-fear, the worst I'd seen of the man was clueless bullying and narcissism. Fewer the indicators of animal cruelty or outright cannibalism. So, okay, I'll give your Jiffy Thai peanut sauce a whirl. Besides, how often do you get to taste someone's nostalgia for prison innovation? I'd reinstalled Warcraft. How silly, raiding again, in part on the tiny chance the man was crazy enough to eat me once I wasn't useful. But also, in part, hoping to find my friend. The homemade dog food, the screwing with the customer service, surely it'd all just been hard-edged showmanship. The black comedy that punctuated our online friendship. All that graveyard humor about ritual slaughter and gang rape, the banter of real, true, trusted friends. He was proving it now, sharing a part of himself.

	He was in the kitchen. I was out in the World of Warcraft, prepping for our night's raid. He wanders in to check some of his own electronic goings-on. Feeling the hallowed spirit of camaraderie that comes with militaristic and jocular berating, I say, “Get back in the kitchen and finish my shrimp, woman.”

	The clacking on his keyboard stops. The plastic wheels on his chair rattle and he stands up. He takes two slow steps toward the little IKEA desk, where I sit facing the wall. His hands gently blanket themselves over my shoulders, and I feel his breath on my ear. He whispers,

	“You sure about that? Wanna try again?"

	It wasn't long after that, pretense went up in smoke. Justin suddenly honed in – seeming to sense when my thoughts moved to swift evacuation. My car had been blocked into his tight driveway by his cousin's for days. By night I'd started to text Squatch, an older and saner internet friend, with the day's strangeness. Without that I probably would have freaked out, making a run for the door, getting to the deadbolt before I watched the silvery tip of a long katana push out of my chest. Squatch and I were hatching plans. I needed a good reason to leave gracefully, and leave now. I should have made something up before landing in this predicament; you live and you learn. And yet, one particular morning, I just knew. It'd gone on too long. The last night Justin had physically broken down, high and crying. This only an hour after very solemnly offering to solve a creative conflict with one of his samurai swords. Or the baseball bat, if I'd prefer. Really, up to me. A call from his gamer ex-girlfriend had been a not unwelcome third option.

	Crying over a nerdy ex, I couldn't help but feel for the man. He'd grown up hard – actively participated in making his life the grislier – and now found solace in games. Before this visit, I'd never personally seen the effects of prison on a person. He'd lived it, told stories of watching men die inside, and now directed his not-insubstantial aggressive tendencies on lawmakers who might reform some of the complex and abysmal conditions in the California prison system. He'd advocated for mental illness, and the homeless. He'd spent years in therapy, and felt accomplished with his progress. Was now himself training in psychology. Owned a company that he took pride in, employed people, and was groping for a healthy path to reigniting his career in music. New to games or not, right now he considered himself a gamer first. After only a couple years of Warcraft, “Gamer” was his identity. He'd found companionship on an intellectual level, rideable flying animals to collect, and purpose. Of course he'd be on time to raid. He had his shit together.

	Jumping between Earth and the mythical lands of Azeroth, Warcraft had helped him heal, but he wasn't sure why he still played. He shared, one night, that he thought serious gamers invariably had serious damage. Were missing something, maybe something we never had. The thought scared me, on a level as visceral as any fear of cannibalism or cruelty. Because I couldn't help but wonder if – at least with my reasons for playing – he was right. Something compelled me to stay. Maybe a part of me needed to find the friend I'd made. The enticingly edgy, sophisticated, compulsive caller of my (and everyone else's) bullshit. The one who'd taken my hand, and finally lifted me from a mire of self-pity and stasis. I needed that friend.

	Bloody epic struggles in games, zombie movies, mass murderers in literature, they have a hard time capturing everyday terror. Right here, in Rialto, there was no handy conversational option to uncover the man I thought I'd met online. No writer, director, or game designer doling out the emotion. This was learning to fear a person I cared about. I could have played with him online for years, maybe my whole life, and never seen this other side to the coin. The one that hits dogs and antagonizes customer service. This version of Justin that – by his own logic – lived in games because of serious damage. Because something was missing. Neither the Warcraft nor the Rialto reality was “more real.” They were a messy whole, with no way for me to un-see Rialto. If I had to guess at why I stuck around, it'd be that I had to keep trying.

	But honestly? I still don't know why I stayed past the first ten minutes.


Negotiable Bedtimes

	 

	That next morning, I broke the improvised news that my family needed me. Grandma's condo – you know, the place I've been living rent-free for two years? It finally sold, yay! So it needs my things evicted, or whatever, and I'd just have to go myself right now. It was a lie. Justin smelled it, and transformed into a cross between a high school football coach and an air traffic controller. Could a friend lend their truck? Could my folks hold onto my things for a few weeks? And where – he pried – had all of these deep-seated and unresolved domination issues with my parents originated? Or were they openness and honesty issues? He'd have the answers, after a quick trip to his local pot dispensary. He calmly informed me I'd be coming along, before I left.

	It was on the drive back from a white-walled waiting room – the receptionist protected by 6-inch bulletproof glass – that Justin reached his crest of creepiness. Driving 59 miles an hour in his plain white truck, he'd been staring at me again, with that unanchored glee. For about twenty minutes the joke had been that, on our return to his house, six crips would be waiting to gang rape me. It vacillated between that, and them just “going to work” on me. Prior it had been talk of holding me down to give me prison-style tattoos. He'd even gone into pretty explicit detail as to how you could make your own prison ink out of baby oil, and impromptu tattoo needles from fishing wire and a walkman motor. That was okay. I didn't mind those jibes, awkward as they might have been in-person. They were pretty standard banter when we were online, in guild chat. Maybe a bit bothersome that returning them in kind left the man crushed or stewing. But whatever. I was getting out of there. Tonight. Now.

	Then there was the creepy one. The one that caught me off guard. A few blocks from his house, he starts muttering like a Delphi seer. “When the crips are done, something reaches up from the dark. A fang through your heart, dragging you straight into hell. And that's it. It's over. You wake up, in the other place.”

	And with his airy, almost vacant grin, he turns back to the road.

	Touching back down at Hotel Rialto, I packed. Quickly. Justin stepped in midway, saying, “Hey man, since you're heading out, let's get a little more done on the project. Get in a good spot to work remotely.”

	And, sure, I'd made it alive this far. So for a couple hours we did some of the best work yet, and with his trademark mix of aggression and intimidation, Justin managed to keep me there till about ten PM. Before this 26-hour drive I'd need to make. It was, of course, his plan all along. One more evening in the plastic-coated bedroom. One more, because it's not safe to start that drive so late.

	Then his dog took a minor sniff at something on the kitchen counter. The crack of Justin's hand across his dog's face could have been wood snapping. Justin moved like lightning, on top of his dog before I knew what was happening. He stared into the dog's eyes, his hand over the dog's throat. The sound of air wheezing from the dog's mouth could have been human, as it choked.

	 “No,” whispered Justin.

	But his cell was ringing. It was the same ex from the night before. Vanishing into the garage, he took the call. Unfortunately my room, and again, my keys, were only accessible from the garage. After about five minutes of waiting, and petting his traumatized dog, I decided to walk by him to get my things. He looked over to me, as he took a long drag off his green and red Rasta bong.

	“I'm loading my stuff,” I said.

	He was holding his breath. I went into the garage-connected room and packed everything up. He loaded his bong and took another long, bubbly drag. I hefted up a couple of my bags and walked out of the garage as he hit the bong again. As I went back for the last of my things, he just stared. I followed him out of the garage, setting my last two bags by the front door. He grabbed his guitar, and begged to go over just one song, and a few ideas, before I took to the road. He was sweet to his dog.

	“It's dangerous to drive when you've already been up a day,” he said.

	“It's like I've been saying, I can't sleep the night before a big road trip. It's always been that way.”

	“Sure, you toss and turn for a couple hours before you get to bed, but after that you seem to sleep soundly through the night. Right?”

	Red flag number infinity. I walked to the kitchen just to take a breath. Walked back to his front room. “Just weird physiology I guess. I'm going to load up my car now.”

	“Ooh, ok. I'll help.”

	And he did. Mighty gentlemanly. Good idea to have left after he'd partaken of “3 more hits of Afghan Kush than he'd ever had in his life.” No samurai swords, no baseball bats. I got in my car and drove, faster than was necessary.

	It was about 25 hours in, driving alone through the darkness, that I was joined by the sky jellyfish. Merrily they sparkled, with a style of movement my human faculties seemed entirely able to translate. You're almost home! Their bouncing, gelatinous bodies seemed to exclaim. Just a little bit farther! And then a shadow witch pulled up alongside my white Toyota Corolla, riding a shadow Dirt Devil.

	Pulling into my parking space, at the retirement community condominium my family still had not sold, my body still felt as though it was moving at sixty or seventy miles an hour. The first thing I did, on getting inside, was peel off clothes that had been stale, and barely-washed before the 26ish hour long-haul, and shower. The second thing, after exiting the shower, was to return a telephone call to Diablo, my first internet friend.

	“You coming? It's Sarah's birthday party this weekend. I'm leaving, like, soon. If you're coming.”

	“I haven't slept in awhile,” I say.

	“Yeah?”

	“And all of my good clothes are dirty.”

	“Nobody cares.”

	“Uhh,” I think. Slowly. I ask whether he can pick me up.

	Cam and I hit I-90 for the three-point-four hour drive to Tri Cities, Washington. His home. The first of many gaming friendships to have translated offline, Cam was working on the West side of the state as a CNC operator for a Boeing-contracted machine shop. Halfway there, the drinking started.

	It was a little wing joint off the Central Washington University campus. One of those places with a selection of 101 beers (“Beer 101”) and corresponding punch cards (where Cam had about ninety percent completion). With wings sorted on a scale of spiciness, topped by the “Hell Wing,” which required ID, and one of those self-referential waivers. “Hell Wing” caught my eye, and held it. It sounded like grade F chicken meat, hastily-sauced by some annoyed cook. The kind of thing that only the douchiest bro would put in his face. Signing my waiver and munching down, the waitress came by.

	“Is he... crying?” She asked.

	Cam grinned. “He's crying.”

	My response was to shortstop Cameron's beer. He was – after all – driving. It was a safety precaution.

	It's here things, whether due to sleep deprivation, alcohol, or more probably a mix of the two, get blurry. I recall hazy images of fishbowl-sized margaritas, vodka gummy worms, cigars, a woman cackling as she worked something called “The Margarita Machine,” a 12-team ladder-style beer pong competition, more cigars, a hot tub, and zero sleep. Two days go in a blur of seeing a group of old friends, folks I'd never have known without first meeting Cameron in Counter-Strike, a decade ago. Jared and I are screaming the lyrics to “Welcome to the Jungle,” while drunkenly playing the game QUOP. In QUOP, one repeatedly hammers on the four keys, Q, U, O, and P, in order to make a competitive sprinter rhythmically work his calves and hamstrings. It's hard.

	One way to cheat the system was to give this runner a soft landing, and crawl him centipede-style across this simple track. We did so for hours, still shouting, “We’ve got fun and games.”

	Morning revealed unspent .22 rounds all over the concrete floor of the garage, men and women sleeping in precarious relation to the home’s furniture, and discarded booze bottles everywhere. Before long I was in the car with Cameron, headed back to Seattle. I’d made the trip I should have made in the first place. I’d seen my facebook husband, the one who’d kept me sane under constant threat of flaunted samurai blades. 

	I could finally sleep.


Augmentation

	 

	“Why does this feel so good?” Justin Butcher once asked me, doing barrel rolls on some kind of grotesque dragon oozing black flame.

	It struck me as a really good question, but I couldn’t figure out quite why.

	At the time, he was mostly referring to the gratuitous bong hits he’d taken, pre-barrel roll. I gave some kind of brief explanation of the role of cannabanoids in dopamine retention. That smoking a bunch of grass is kind of like stuffing the stopper in the drain before your pleasure bath. That all the hot happy chemicals would just fill to the brim, so you could languish there. I thought it was a good explanation, but only much later did I realize why it was a little incomplete.

	Part of it just may have been getting the hell away from his past. If half the stories he’d told were true, he’d come a long way. In fact, if even one of the stories he’d told were true, it says a lot about the potential of games for letting us live up to our higher ideals. Mileage may vary, once we put on a fantastical new face and name, but the means to do all this are getting more common.

	“For better or for worse,” said game designer Jesse Schell “games are invading everyday life.”

	In a talk that’s now famous among game developers, Visions of the Gamapocalypse, he notes that the technologies which make games compelling, they’re crossing over. We have little trees, next to the fuel gauge in some cars, which tell us whether we’re conserving gasoline. When pianos are designed into stairways, each step being a key that lights up and plays music, people overwhelmingly take the stairs instead of the escalator. It’s fun. When there are dings of music; suddenly the escalator is the boring one. Only the undercaffeinated curmudgeon wouldn’t play the piano stairs. Some have called it, “gamification.” Schell envisions a world where our toothbrush gives us points, for brushing well, we get tax writeoff points for being a good parent, and Cheerios rewards us for getting their logos tattooed on our forearms. Most Americans already have potent smartphones and fleshed out social media presences, techs that are only a decade old. One way or another, he says, “People don’t rebel.”

	People should realize, though, that there are four types of designer creating these technologies. Obviously, some just want the money. Schell calls them the “persuaders.” This may be a majority of the developers out there, but the people writing the checks may fall in some of the other camps. For instance, the “fulfillers,” who just want to satisfy gamers. Predominantly, they want to make things fun. They want to make gamers happy. There are the “artists,” who just want to make something beautiful and different. And finally, there are “humanitarians,” who just want to save the world. They see the potential in games to improve our lives, bodies, and souls.

	To game developers in particular, Schell finishes the talk with, “I said a war’s coming, but that’s not really true. The war’s already here, and you’re fighting it right now. So please, figure out what side you’re on, because if you don’t, someone else is going to do it for you.”

	As of this writing, Google Glass hasn’t yet been broadly released. When they are, they will be the next smartphone. The sleek spectacles, which allow you to take pictures and video without others knowing, which give you directions as you move through Earth space, they are very cool. When I put them on, their owner activated an “Easter Egg” in their programming. It’s a room filled with the developers of Google Glass. As you turn 360, you can see these people surrounding you. I got lost in it. It felt like I was in a real room, and for a few moments forgot that I was surrounded by probably 200 other perambulating, talking human beings at the PAX Prime conference. 

	At one point, someone asked him, “Wait, are you taking video right now?”

	“Yes.”

	“Please stop. Now.” They said.

	He grinned. “Okay.”

	We might not have that reaction in five years. In five years, uninvited video may just be something we accept. Just like we’ve come to accept the miraculously perfect lives projected onto facebook, or people texting during a dinner party.

	This shit is powerful. I fully believe that we can and will use it to augment our realities in some instrumental, life-giving ways. We’ll also use it to paint over ugly shit, then figure it’s fixed.



	



	Your Game Has Been Augmented

	 

	I only played Warcraft with Dog Food Guy once more, after all this, and realized that the whole affair had probably been my fault. A clear error in judgment. That Justin regularly exhibited the kind of strangeness one should note, and file away, even a thousand miles away.

	This particular night, he'd misplaced some of his Warcraft gold. Naturally I offered the explanation that – during my visit – I'd charitably donated half a million of Justin's gold to a player he hated. He'd left his gold vulnerable to such a thing pretty often, and I could tell that he didn't know whether I was joking.

	“I'll just have to take it out of your flesh,” he eventually says, over our guild’s voice chatroom.

	The resulting Long Silence gets broken by our guild master, who says, “I thought you were a vegetarian.”

	“My dog isn't,” he says. And there was still no way to un-see that grin.


 

	CHALLENGE

	 

	 

	“WHY IS THIS WOMAN I DO NOT FIND SEXUALLY ATTRACTIVE PERMITTED TO BE ALIVE AND SUCCESSFUL? 

	- 1% of the internet, constantly.”

	

	-Helen Lewis

	 

	 

	“Don’t be a dick.”

	 

	-Internet Proverb

	 

	 

	Dickwolves

	 

	I vaguely remember dinner with Corvus Elrod, a smart indie game developer who sports a monocle and finely-waxed mustache. More than that, I remember him getting hit on by a muscular African American transvestite while waiting to be seated, outside the Taphouse Grill.

	“Got any coins for Hot Chocolate?” Asked the transvestite, referring to himself in the third person. 

	After Corvus politely deferred, Hot Chocolate could not help but persist.

	Hot Chocolate whispered, “I want to see you twitch.”

	Neither Corvus nor his wife, present, obliged Hot Chocolate. This left me with the impression that if something were to get under the skin of this man, that it’d need to be pretty fucking bad.

	Enter the Dickwolf, a fictional wolflike character with phalluses for arms and legs. In an otherwise incisive comic, making fun of the sorts of quests which only allow heroes to save five slaves, though there are clearly more, we’re presented with the “sixth slave.”

	“Hero!” says the chained slave. “Please, take me with you! Release me from this hell unending!

	“Every morning, we are roused by savage blows.

	“Every night, we are raped to sleep by the dickwolves.”

	The hero looks anxious. “I only needed to save five slaves. Alright? Quest complete.”

	“But…” Says the slave.

	“Hey. Pal. Don’t make this weird.” Says the hero.

	The response, via Twitter, tumblr, and other social media, was enormous. In a large part, because this wasn’t just some backwater webcomic making rape jokes. This was Penny Arcade, the franchise responsible for what gamers saw as one of the theretofore safest, most inclusive gamer gatherings: PAX. Where for four days, almost a hundred thousand gamers flood downtown Seattle. To address that, the next comic featured Penny Arcade’s two main characters, Gabe and Tycho (meant to represent Mike Krahulik and Jerry Holkins, the cartoon’s artist and writer) sitting, talking about Dickwolves.

	Gabe says, “We want to state in clear language, without ambiguity or room for interpretation: we hate rapers, and all the rapes they do.

	“Seriously, though. Rapists are really the worst.”

	Tycho says, “It’s possible you read our cartoon, and became a rapist as a direct result. If you’re raping someone right now, stop. Apologize. And leave.

	“Go, and rape no more.”

	Some responses were deep, thoughtful, and academic. Even the most disappointed critics seemed to care deeply that these gaming icons (who sponsor a float in the Seattle Pride parade, and run a massive charity for sick kids) understand what was at stake. Maddy Meyers probably best captured why the response comic was so awkward, writing “It’s almost impossible to tell Penny Arcade’s apology from a parody of an apology.”

	Not everyone on the internet was so calm, and things escalated. One Twitter user posted, “A Funney Joke: Go to Mike Krahulik / @cwgabriel ‘s house, Literally Murder His Wife and Child #jokes #funny #murderwolves”

	Fresh from the death threats, Jerry Holkins posted his On the Matter of Dickwolves. He cites a talk given by the science fiction author Philip K. Dick called How to Build a Universe that Doesn’t Fall Apart Two Days Later. Jerry suspects that no conversation is possible because, “The perspectives in play, the lenses, are too different.” Holkins’ frame is that of the creator, “…that when it comes to expression nothing is off the table. It is the creator’s prerogative to create something - even something grotesque - out of anything they can find.” Philip K. Dick’s thoughts do work for that, sort of.

	 

	Maybe each human being lives in a unique world, a private world, a world different from those inhabited and experienced by all other humans. And that led me wonder, If reality differs from person to person, can we speak of reality singular, or shouldn't we really be talking about plural realities?

	 

	Philip K. Dick, in How to Create a Universe, ultimately decided that, "Reality is that which, when you stop believing in it, doesn't go away."

	One in thirteen college-aged men report committing rape, or attempted rape. Read that twice. One in thirteen. In 2012, the FBI tracked 84,376 reported rapes in the United States, though even the US National Crime Victimization Survey (which was shown – in late 2013 – to be undercounting) estimated 346,830 rapes and sexual assaults in 2012. We can say this chilling pattern of human indignity exists in a bizarro dimension that doesn’t affect reality, that the perspectives and lenses “are too different,” but that sounds suspiciously like an excuse not to listen.

	If you want us to respect your creative rights, respect our reactions. Melissa McEwan, on the feminist blog Shakesville, writes, “To say, “I was triggered” is not to say, “I got my delicate fee-fees hurt.”. . . A survivor of sexual violence who experiences a trigger is experiencing the same thing as a soldier who experiences a trigger, potentially even including flashbacks. Like many soldiers who return from war, many survivors of sexual violence are left with post-traumatic stress disorder. Unlike soldiers, however, they are not likely to receive much sympathy, or benefit from attempts to understand, when they are triggered. Instead, triggered survivors of sexual violence are dismissed as oversensitive, as hysterics, as humorless, as weak.”

	The second comic leaves a weird aftertaste, for we gamers who hear the word thrown around nightly. By dilapidated trolls who aren’t plying any constitutionally-protected art. In the heat of the win, when passion and adrenaline are running at peak levels, there’s apparently no word more potent, more devaluing of another player, than “rape.” I was surprised, at one academic conference, to hear it defended by a well-respected, middle-aged woman who works as a games professor. She took a break from signing her textbooks, and came to sit outside the USC Film School with our group of younger educators. She claimed that it was part of our culture.

	Saying with a grin, “I rape my husband all the time, the noob.”

	The games journalist Patricia Hernandez, a rape survivor, discusses an evening in an online shooter game in her incisive piece Three Words I Said to the Man I defeated in Gears of War That I’ll Never Say Again.

	She writes, “Once the pre-game banter made it obvious that I was a woman, it was like Sam, my character, now had a bullseye painted across her forehead.”

	They didn’t just force her teammates out, and then kill her.

	“When you don’t fully kill someone, they go into a state called ‘Down But Not Out.’ This state is when a character model goes on all fours…a new, unintended dynamic arose in multiplayer: players would take down characters and pretend to rape them.”

	They tried to get her to leave, sent taunting messages. See, the more players they could wedge out, the more the game would replace them with mindless AI, easy kills to make their scores look great. A tidy reward being assholes. Their ringleader sent Hernandez an audio message of himself cackling. She focused up, found him, “and, screw it all, I wanted to make it clear to him that he would not hold power over me. I downed him, and instead of mercifully killing him, my character raped his.”

	Alone, she won the match.

	“I raped you. I fuckin’ raped you.” She said.

	They just laughed. As if for them the word, seeing it acted out, had no weight at all.

	Gamers often wonder aloud whether the word ‘rape’ is worth enshrining as an indispensable cultural artifact, elevating it from out of the muck of private conversations and the routines of crass comedians.

	The answer is no. This word represents one of the most caustic, dehumanizing acts that can be inflicted on a person short of killing them. If you’re raping face all over your husband, in the privacy of your own home, I have no beef. In random rooms, where you could be playing with just about anyone? Hell no. It’s the last thing we need to normalize. Nobody has carte blanche to flaunt words – whether racism, sexism, or homophobia – which will trigger some players. That makes games less fun.

	To say nothing of what it does to games gatherings.

	In the midst of the Dickwolves debacle Corvus Elrod wrote, in his Yes Virginia, There Are Nice Guys, that, “the majority of rape isn't done by raving lunatics in alleys. And that makes it tough. Tough to be a nice guy? Perhaps. But even tougher, for a rape victim, to accept nice guys at face value.” Conferences like PAX, where words like rape get thrown around with casual ease, are consequently not easy.

	So-called Nice Guys know that they aren’t rapists, so they don’t understand the big deal with making the jokes. In fact, as a matter of personal freedom, they feel a certain obligation to make them as loudly and as often as possible. I suspect such champions of artistic freedom have never comforted their female friend, or sister, or girlfriend, or wife, when she’s asking questions like, “Do I get a rape kit?” or “Do I go to the police?” Though a number of women I’m close to have been raped, their stories aren’t mine. I just sit on the sidelines, hearing about the incurable STDs and the anxiety.

	It’s not just that the first comic used rape as a humorous zing. The second Dickwolves comic very personally pokes fun at readers for reacting a certain way. A reaction they cannot help, and whose catalyst was chosen for them. This in an atmosphere saturated with gamers who are quite attached to throwing the word around, because it has shock value.

	Gamers need to realize that for a large, often silent population, the voltage is too high. They turn off the game, or stop reading the comic, and feel unwelcome to enjoy a thing that had figured into their identity. Whether or not a joke perpetuates rape isn’t knowable. What’s completely fucking obvious is that it makes games, and certain games gatherings, less welcoming places to be.

	That’s the reality. That, even if you stop believing it, doesn’t go away.


Othering

	 

	It’s a foundational element of social and evolutionary psychology that we sort ourselves into in-groups and out-groups. We’re more likely to ascribe positive traits to “ours,” and see the “other” as not only more negative, but more homogenous, “all the same.” Psychologists suggest that it’s entirely natural, and adaptive, if we’re living in the Stone Age. We take care of our own first, and if an outside tribe threatens ours, we can be savage. These days, this othering feeds into racial, gendered, national, and ideological hate. It’s the switch, that humankind sometimes flips, which allows individuals to condone war, torture, genocide, and apathy during disaster, famine and economic downturn.

	Understanding this holdover, in our common human wiring, has become central to the laudable goal of not being a tremendous asshole.

	Sometimes, when a culture enjoys a little bit of memory loss about the imagery and language it’s used to dehumanize and other, pushback can be a surprise. As when the Japanese-made game Resident Evil 5 released an early gameplay trailer at the E3 convention, featuring a burly white man shooting down crazy mobs of black men and women (as they threw whatever weapons were handy: hatchets, spear-like pitchforks).

	After seeing the trailer, an African American journalist working for Newsweek, N’Gai Croal, wrote, “What was not funny, but sort of interesting, was that there were so many gamers who could not at all see it. Like literally couldn't see it. So how could you have a conversation with people who don't understand what you're talking about and think that you're sort of seeing race where nothing exists?” Across the internet, Croal was being called racist, for simply seeing race. Yet, the imagery framed in the RE5 trailer did bear almost uncanny resemblance to two specific stereotypical images used to dehumanize blacks during slavery and segregation: the pickaninny and savage.

	We see one black male, presumably a child or young adult, stare up from the shadows with no small quantity of malice. He could be a reference shot for the “pickaninny,” a common depiction of black children often shown looking up from shadows, eating a presumably stolen watermelon. In the first few minutes of the actual game, the comically muscled white character, Chris Redfield, walks by blacks savagely beating one another, blacks beating flailing hemp sacks, and blacks dragging struggling bodies out of view. They aren’t exactly zombies. They stare either dimly or violently as he passes, matching historical imagery of the “brute,” or black man as savage.

	Croal writes that the Resident Evil 5 villagers are othered, “They're hidden in shadows, you can barely see their eyes, and the perspective of the trailer is not even someone who's coming to help the people. It's like they're all dangerous; they all need to be killed.”

	The media theorist Henry Jenkins would later analyze the exchanges between critics and an upset internet. For one, the game was Japanese. What did the Japanese know about American racism? Maybe not much, answers Jenkins, but then reminds us, “as if Japan has no history of its own racial and ethnic constructions.” Ignorance isn’t bliss for the person who personally experiences dehumanization, and Japan should know enough about race hate to anticipate that a white guy shooting a bunch of “infected” blacks might be worth researching. Especially if they wanted to, you know, sell a few copies.

	Jenkins writes that “The discussion is itself an example of a great deal of discussions about race in the U.S. - people mostly talking past each other with a distinct lack of empathy.”

	Because on the internet, you can’t see who is listening.

	People who’ve been privileged enough to never have to deal with race, they sometimes take that invisibility to mean that we’re living in a post-race wonderland where even the crudest jokes are A-OK.

	The internet only vanishes race for people who couldn’t see it in the first place.

	It may seem inconvenient, or unnecessary, but those who really care about things like being “post-race,” will recognize that othering is something that human beings do all too automatically. It’s a nice, safe defense mechanism. One that a fellow gamer may have had been on the receiving end of, earlier that day. They might really want not to think about it, as their teammates drop racial epithets with merry abandon. But it’s rare that they’ll bring it up, since the reactions are typically on the order of what Croal encountered.

	Jesse Schell said that the most important skill for a game designer is listening. It’s more than just a tool for game design.


Oppression and Privilege

	 

	Oppression is when othering becomes institutionalized, that is when a culture, social structures, or any prevailing entity, starts to enforce patterns ranging from segregation, to ethnic cleansing. Privilege is freedom from oppression. They’re reverse sides of the same coin.

	You don’t typically notice privilege until you’ve lost it. In geek terms, the Game of Thrones fan that can’t afford HBO, or the gamer with no money during the big Summer Steam sale. Slightly outside the padded world of geekdom, privilege refers to anyone with the monetary, social, or other resources to not worry about details like your next meal, or paycheck, or rent check. Perhaps the culturally enlightened vegan, backpacking through India. They’re a tourist to poverty. They get to go home. Those chronically undereducated kids, starving on the hot pavement or barking about their trinket stalls, they are home.

	Recognizing privilege can be a subtle shift. The American architect with three kids, who finds himself in his third year without steady work. It can be sudden. The Greek banker who had steady work for three decades, washed into the tidal wave of a countrywide depression. Only so much can come from empathy. If you only ever live on the white side of town, only ever go to good colleges and get good jobs, never travel outside your wealthy country, or your medium-wealthy area, you can be blithely unaware just how differently other people live.

	Ignorance over oppression, especially willful ignorance, is a certain brand of privilege. While some will violently defend their rights to that ignorance, that works contrary to the listening which averts tragedies that are – especially for the privileged – stunning in both their horror and magnitude. It also averts the bland, everyday gaming banter that’s been stale for awhile.


dys4ia Wasn’t For Me

	 

	Anna Anthropy’s game dys4ia starts with hot pink, pixilated chunks of text which strobe at the player like sirens beckoning gamers to the rocky shores of their first epileptic seizure. After you click “down,” and some strange voice says, “zzziiiip,” The player sees the text, “This is an autobiographical game about my experiences with hormone replacement therapy. My experience isn’t anyone’s else’s and is not meant to be representative of every trans person.” And then we can advance to Level 1: gender bullshit.

	We try to fit an oblong block through a single wall of a maze, and we don’t fit. We attempt to block projectile feminist commentary with a pong-style paddle. We walk down a street where everyone calls us “sir.” We move a razor over our face, but inevitably cut ourselves shaving. We attempt to infiltrate a woman’s bathroom, by moving our character around other women.

	Level 2 is medical bullshit, where we jump through hoops; there is a game where we literally navigate our character through large yellow hoops. But in the different mini games, we do find a clinic willing to give us hormone therapy. Level 3, then, is hormonal bullshit. Taking estrogen pills begins dealing percentage-based damage to our liver, so we get, “PRO-TIP: LET ESTRADIOL DISSOLVE UNDER YOUR TONGUE.” We must navigate a set of breasts around scratchy asterisks, with the text, “My nipples are incredibly sensitive.” The final level, Level 4, is it gets better? The games we’ve been playing change. The mechanics change, the aesthetics change. In some, there’s the sense of a real transformation. In others, the games are the same as before estrogen therapy. It feels unique, and personal, because it’s you who just played through it. dys4ia is built out with the kinds of experiences we can only get when we press “play” ourselves.

	Anna Anthropy has written that dys4ia is for trans women, by a trans woman. It’s about that experience, in the medium that deals best with experiences. On her blog she writes,

	 

	dysphoria is looking in the mirror and not recognizing what stares back at you. it's the layer of static that obscures your reflection. it's the laughter you wait for when you walk down the street, the fear that keeps you from stepping out the door wearing the clothes that you want. it's the way you look to the side when you pass a stranger so they won't see your face straight-on. it's listening to a recording of your own voice and hearing crumpling aluminum. it's looking at a photo of yourself and feeling like a lie. it's the half-hour you spend shaving every morning. it's the five times you redo your make-up during the day. dysphoria is the feeling that your identity is a cardboard cut-out, that you see through your costume as easily as everyone else will.

	 

	Anthropy mentioned frustration, over her twitter, when a journalist from a well-known national newspaper started making obvious mistakes in characterizations of trans people. She wrote, on twitter, “and fuck that, no, not all games are designed for you. I made dys4ia for other trans people, not to help cis people relate to me.” She was especially concerned with the attitude, especially among white men, that these games were made specifically to help them to better understand trans women. As a sort of primer, purely for their benefit. So they could learn to treat transgender people like people. “that it HAS, according to some cis people, helped them better relate to me is cool, but it was a side-effect, not my objective.”

	Without that strong internal voice, it would not have been the same game.

	Hers is a voice that’s acutely aware of what games are capable of. In Anthropy’s book Rise of the Videogame Zinesters, she uses Tetris, SimCity, and a talk by game dev Greg Costikyan, to say that these experiences teach us how different parts of the world relate. Tetris may not hook directly into complex social situations, but SimCity has obvious pointers on zoning, taxation, and the general economics of city planning.

	Though that may not stop Tetris from becoming a revealing experience. Anthropy writes, “…the player places all the pieces herself. Every player will place the pieces differently, will play a different game, but experience a similar result. The same holds true for any system of rules, as simple as Tag or Tetris or as complicated as SimCity. Games have a lot of potential for examining the relationships between things – or, rather, for allowing the player to examine the relationships between things, because the player does not merely observe the interactions; she herself engages with the game’s systems.”

	The games journalist Jenn Frank remarked on this passage, “…in a game where you are its player, every revelation can be personal, rather than having the moment explained to you in some cinematic cutscene. There are all these panels in any given story, and then there are the spaces between the stages and…!

	“Anthropy’s book is about everything!”

	dys4ia might evoke a certain response among privileged folks, and Anna is fine with that. It’s still not what she had in mind. It wasn’t the inspiration. She made the game for transgender people, and that’s what gives it an almost violent strand of identification, that misery and that daybreak of joy at the game’s end. That’s only my interpretation, but I moved the pieces in my own way, and came into it with my own assumptions. dys4ia wasn’t for me, and I’m fine with that. I liked the game, and I suppose Anthropy is probably fine with that.



	



	Appropriation

	 

	Appropriation isn’t just the assumption that a work is for our benefit, it’s the active claiming of another group’s cultural artifacts by a privileged group. It might be for pleasure or danger. The less privileged group might bend to that commercial demand and actively offer their culture, if it’s lucrative. Langston Hughes reflected on the social situation of 1920s Harlem, after the fact, in his The Big Sea,

	“White people began to come to Harlem in droves. For several years they packed the expensive Cotton club on Lenox Avenue. But I was never there, because the Cotton Club was a Jim Crow club for gangsters and monied whites. They were not cordial to Negro patronage, unless you were a celebrity like Bojangles…So Harlem Negroes did not like the Cotton Club and never appreciated its Jim Crow policy in the very heart of their dark community. Nor did ordinary Negroes like the growing influx of whites toward Harlem after Sundown, flooding the little cabarets and bars where formerly only colored people laughed and sang, and where now the strangers were given the best ringside tables to sit and stare at the Negro customers – like amusing animals in a zoo.”

	The blacks weren’t even allowed in the white clubs, they couldn’t have done the same. “But they didn’t say it out loud – for Negroes are practically never rude to white people. So thousands of whites came to Harlem night after night, thinking the Negroes loved to have them there, and firmly  believing that all Harlemites left their houses at sundown to sing and dance in cabarets, because most of the whites saw nothing but the cabarets, not the houses.”

	He wonders whether this didn’t cause the end of the Renaissance. Whether all that pandering didn’t leave the “fine things” to disappear, “like snow in the sun.”

	Blacks still had their own whist parties “in small apartments where God knows who lived – because the guests seldom did – but where the piano would often be augmented by a guitar, or an odd cornet, or somebody with a pair of drums walking in off the street. And where afwul bootleg whiskey and good fried fish or steaming chitterling were sold at very low prices. And the dancing and singing and impromptu entertaining went on until dawn came in the windows.”

	Appropriation can the theft of painting, poetry, and sculpture, or the subtle elements of a style. But 20s Harlem, in some cases the people themselves became a spectacle to be consumed.


Electronic Arthouse

	 

	It's 11PM the night before PAX, and we've accumulated an ungainly entourage, including a three-man film crew, belligerently drunk lawyers, one famous game designer, and a high-ranking Electronic Arts executive. We can’t find our way to the party.

	“I crush dreams for a living,”

	Says the EA exec, still merry despite having gotten us lost in our own city. The Space Needle is close, but eerily out of sight. Hobbling-drunk and gratuitously praising our shoes, I'm not sure why we followed him. Maybe it's his cheery nature, or that he was scattering corporate secrets like Johnny Appleseed, saying,

	“Gentlemen NDA, of course!

	“No, really though. We buy these studios, we give them our money, and sometimes they just don’t work out. They expect us to put out this absolute crap. Really, I know. It’s mean. But it feels so good to say this. It’s just crap. Indie games are harder than people expect. A lot of people do it, and to some degree it’s random who lives and who dies.

	“Gentleman NDA! NDA, Gentlemen!

	“But really, really, it’s like I’ve been asked to catch a unicorn fucking a narwhal. EA is calling it their,” He waves his hands majestically, “Electronic Arthouse.”

	Money is great for like, eating and stuff. But the point of an indie scene is to do something outside the established, safe boundaries usually set by big publishers. Like him. The game in question, Shank, sucked. And not just because it technically functioned as smoothly as a junkyard moped. It sucked because the game was just another side-scrolling platformer, and Mario Bros. is – as an idea – only thirty years old.

	Since its release, Shank competed on the same field as completely scrappy, unfunded indies. Shank took up space in the coveted Humble Indie Bundle packages, which sometimes means tens of thousands of much-needed dollars for artists whose three other jobs might still pay the bills. That’s not cool, Shank. That’s not fucking cool at all.



	



	Gentrification

	 

	Most towns still have a “wrong side of the tracks.” Maybe a feral cat or seventy. Various severities of homelessness.

	City administrators try to keep those cities nice and safe, with regular garbage service, good road signs, but that takes revenue. Occasionally they get really lucky, maybe with a cute little town square. Maybe a nice restaurant moves in. Maybe it’s decent antiquing. A few young, cash-drenched professionals arrive. They spiff up local houses and pay higher taxes, that’s good for everyone, right?

	Those poor people in the area should be grateful for the privileged newcomers, willing to cast off life’s luxuries and slum it. Except, as tax income increases, so can rent. So can the prices of certain amenities. Some residents can’t afford to stay in the place that was theirs, scrappy as it might have been.


Booth Babes

	 

	The beanbag section of the Penny-Arcade Expo, in 2010, was a glorious spattering of randomly-colored seating where nerds – some better deodorized than others – escaped. Escaped into sleep, into Pokemon, into the kind of constant, welcoming alternate realities that make coming to PAX mandatory in the first place. I took my laptop. I went to write about “Gentleman NDAs,” well-attired bullies, and whether I still wanted the label “gamer.”

	Two beanbags to my right sat a pair of beleotarded women who'd been promoting a big, middle-of-the-showfloor battle game. One was a brunette in a Blue/Gold Poly leotard. We’ll call her Reese. The other, a subdued blonde in a noisier leotard, we’ll call her Kate. Kate seemed pretty exhausted. The day before, my group had wondered why Reese and Kate were even here. Why, if the PAX organizers had banned “booth babes” – the much-derided models hired to show skin to promote games – were these two rocking body-groping polyester? As happens, my mouth was open and doing conversation-like things before I realized what was happening.

	“Hey, yeah you. Booth babes. Can I interrupt your coffee break?”

	They stared with iron faces and mirrored shades. One of them (closest to me) raised her aviators.

	She says, “Sure, what's up?”

	My brain, still not quite engaged, “You are booth babes.”

	She lowers the shades.

	“Well, I mean, do you play games?”

	“No.” 

	“So, then, what are your impressions of We The Nerds?”

	She grins.

	“I mean...”

	“Yeah, I've got my opinions,” she said.

	“Yeah?”

	“Yeah. I've got rules, actually.” She says. “But you won't like them.”

	Her blonde friend grins, half-looking over. A man in his early twenties, wearing a Valve employee’s polo, looks up from a silver Nintendo DS.

	“I will probably like them,” I say.

	“So, yeah, just keep in mind,” she says. “I'm hurting you to help you. These aren't friendly suggestions.

	“First: the armpit stamp. So I'm in this poly leotard all weekend, right? And it's hot. And everyone is hot. And you guys, you come up for pictures, right? You're hot, sweaty, soaking through your t-shirts and pressing that against me. I am now participating in your armpit stain because you pressed your arm against me. You wouldn't believe how many people do that – and I can't be like, “Dude, that's disgusting,” because I'm working. But what happens, since this thing is dryclean only, is that now I'm reverse pit-stamping your friends. See?

	“In that vein – you can bathe, it's okay. It's all good. You could even use products like deodorants and/or cologne. But I don't need them hanging around me all weekend. In moderation. It mixes with the pit and makes life difficult. Like, I'm going and partying with these game developers, right? I don't need to smell like the perfume counter at Macy's.”

	The Valve employee has a huge grin. I’m typing furiously. These two things have Reese charged up, going for broke. 

	“No lurking. Don't stand around and stare, and don't visit more than twice a day – five times a day is not necessary – unless we clearly like you. That's another story. We'll give you hints either way. But we're technically working, so our normal evasive options are limited.

	“Use words, not obscure hand signals. You can talk to us. That's okay. There's a lot of jerky, nervous grunting, and some of you have clear issues getting up and onto the podium. Relax. As long as you're not being a creepster and coming up behind us. I'm not going to say no to you, so don't try to sneak it in on me. Like this? Totally unnecessary.”

	She displays a few choice groping maneuvers on Kate.

	“On the flip side, no sexy poses. I'm not going to spank you, or bend over for you.

	“Finally, and really, don't be offended. No, this is totally going too far, I know, but there's options besides shirts with ironic statements. We count them. I think we're up to, what?”

	“No, I lost count,” Kate shakes her head.

	“There was that one, ‘sorry about your face.’ Something silly on a shirt. Like you're all trying for individuality, and it's all just a bit homogenous.”

	At that point I show off my paisley Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles shirt, hoping to earn a little ire, to stick up for my inadequately-adorned brethren.

	“Pff, nah, that's vintage. Huge difference.

	“Oh, yeah, and the ironic shirts are the worst. The real soaked-through pit-stampers... Anyway. Those are the rules.”

	We talk, off and on, for another twenty minutes or so. Reese The Booth Babe was a gender studies major, back in LA. The modeling stuff just paid the bills. I’d later approach their booth with my journalist friend and his camera. I kept my hands near my pockets – though they both reached over for a big friendly photohug and I instantly felt bad. I started to move my arms up to do the friendly photohug in kind, and then I remembered, pit stamp. I remembered, smiled, and participated in the communal armpit stain.

	Because Reese and Kate may not have been a part of my tribe, but they were very nice ladies.


Segregation

	 

	A smart researcher with a 2.5 million grant once asked me why women don’t play videogames. My first reply was that plenty do. That women, especially women over thirty, were shown by Nick Yee’s and my own demographics to be more active players, with more high-level characters in MMOs than men.

	My second response was, “Fat, Ugly, or Slutty.”

	Fat, Ugly, or Slutty is a website which collects all the random bullshit women endure in online games. The title comes from the general assumption of internet cretins, that any woman who would deign to game surely must be fat, ugly, or barring the first two, slutty. One of my very best friends, whose career involves studying these sorts of anomalies, has suggested such gamers must hate women.

	He’s not wrong, but I think it’s more fundamental than that. I think that the men who say this stupid shit, as well as the women who go along with it, just haven’t spent much time around women.

	Cultures, American and otherwise, do a little of the work of separating men and women. It’s maybe not bad to have a tiny touch of awe associated with romance, but dear God. Some of these guys are like unsocialized dogs, barking at every dog, person, and vehicle to pass within fifty yards. It’s a circular problem. Any sane woman who, after her first game, sees messages like,

	“get back in the kitchen please. thank you.”

	Or

	“am sorry 4 asking this but would you send some pics of your bare feet and would you like to see a big cock”

	Or a line of messages starting with,

	“your nans dead bcz I face fucked her

	And ending with,

	“ima rip your neck open and fuck the gaping hole ald finish off in your eyes”

	Or just

	“wet?” Will understandably close the game, ne’er to return.

	Also, I think I was wrong. These fucking insane gamers probably do hate women. I’m not sure how else we get to the point of casual remarks on ocular penetration.

	Right, and, segregation isn’t great. Whether or not it’s institutionalized, it does less than nothing to help us reconcile the wild-ass myths that spread in the absence of actually meeting – let alone being around – another group.

	Whether we play with dolls and tea-sets, or Nerf guns and LEGOs, may have something to do with whether caregivers imagine us as future trophy wives or legendary engineers. And there are plenty of men who probably needed to spend more time playing “house” rather than dreaming of building their very own ham-like Schwarzenegger biceps. Women have enough societally-enforced bullshit to deal with, without gaming dudes who feel entirely entitled to inquire as to the penile readiness of their vaginas.

	Which is too bad for we, the regular gaming folk, who enjoy diverse company. It makes gaming homogenous. It means an even higher likelihood of encountering prepubescent psychos, over sane human beings.


Vette, Who You Can Marry

	 

	In ESRB T-for-Teen-rated Star Wars: The Old Republic, Vette the slave is one of the first companion characters available to the Sith Warrior. And one of the first decisions you make, while out and about in the galaxy, is whether to remove her shock collar. None of my Sith buddies have. Vette asks for freedom from the collar now and again; one of your responses is to give her a fast backhand slap. She cries. Signs point to most players merrily joking over internet forums and youtube commentary about how much fun it is to get to -1000 reputation with Vette, just by just torturing the hell out of this standard-issue Twi’lek. Lest you think this outrageous, tender reader, it's just that same, lovable gamer graveyard humor. There's plenty of light slavery and torture in Teen-oriented television and literature. I think.

	In our first encounter with Vette, she’s being tortured by a Gaoler, as he says things about having his fun while he can, and having one for the road.

	“Take this shock control collar,” says the Gaoler. “I’ll set it to a high level. Use it enough, she’ll show you the back door to ‘er mother’s house.”

	After offering to help our character unlock a tomb she says, “So we’re clear, I’m officially on strike when it comes to domestic duties.

	“Well let’s give this higher setting a test run.” The player can say, before shocking Vette.

	“Uhhhg, Ahh! Okay that’s worse. Stop.”

	Youtube also instructs on the proper mix of dark-side, along with many light-side choices a player can make to win Vette’s heart, ultimately paving your way to marrying the Twilek. You do elect to remove the collar. Despite living as a Sith, you lead her to peaceful, forgiving decisions toward others, people who may have harmed the blue humanoid and her family. She eventually even jokes about bringing the shock collar into the bedroom.

	“You wanted to talk?” Asks the player. 

	“More than talk,” she says. “I told the crew to get lost for a few hours. Just you, me, and an empty ship.”

	“What were you thinking we might do in those hours,” says the player, adding the obligatory, “wife?”

	“I might surprise you. I found my old shock collar the other day… come on.” And things fade to black for a few moments. When they come back she says, “So worth the wait. We’ll have to set aside a few hours every day…”

	Players ultimately choose whether they want the torture or the romance. Unlike, say, Samuel L Jackson torturing a captive in the movie Unthinkable, not everyone has the same story. You can control a little, through the writing of a game like SW:TOR, though a lot of the pacing, choice of gore, a lot of that can’t be controlled. What’s more, the player receives certain bonuses for building up either Light Side or Dark Side points. If they need the Dark Side to progress, then electrocuting, slapping, and berating their slave might be less about what they want. More about the points they feel they need.

	Miguel Sicart, author of The Ethics of Computer Games, has argued that games which reward unethical behaviors can be the most revealing. When, for instance, a few salubrious rounds of torture are all that's standing between a player and a few hours of otherwise unnecessary work (this brings to mind a Warcraft quest chain involving a “neural needler” and a restrained prisoner) the human, internal conflict can itself become a turning point. Players aren't mindless, says Sicart. They're moral agents. At certain ages they may not yet be geared for certain moments, but they do see the discrepancy between morality and what the system rewards. These queasy “ick” moments bring about what Sicart calls Ethical Cognitive Dissonance. The thought of torture curdles my blood, and yet I might rain down war crimes on my digital foes – anything the system asks – if it means saving two or three hours.

	George Lucas’ works are known for throwing morals up on the screen, quite literally in works like the Clone Wars cartoons: don’t do what’s easy do what’s right, in war truth is the first victim, friendship is magic, whatever. So I’m curious if these outcomes do lead to deep moral thought about slavery, especially some of the implied sexual exploitation of Vette. In one scene, a wealthy trophy wife approaches your character after plenty of flirting. Vette asks to be excused, but is told she’s not allowed to, “leave your side.” And maybe it’s a mark of good character writing that we feel for Vette. Maybe it’s also telling that the brutal character choices you’re making come off as so bland. At an extreme point of torture, Vette will say,

	“Okay, I can’t take this anymore. Look I throw myself on your mercy or whatever. Please, just please remove this collar.”

	“You must learn to accept your situation,” says the player.

	“But I’m gonna die from this. Don’t you understand?”

	After a moment, the player says, “Make your case, quickly.”

	“What? I… okay, I know… I know I’ve been lippy but I’m not that strong. I can’t take living like this. I feel like I’m rotting from the inside. Like I can’t feel anything anymore that’s not this collar.”

	“You are weak.”

	“I never knew evil was so petty until I met you.”


Slavery

	 

	History has its share of examples where, especially once an entire people are branded as enemy, mentally inferior, or any of history’s myriad examples of othering, they are enslaved. This explicit removal of freedom, when condoned by whole nations and cultures, invites startling dehumanization and depravity. Vette, Star Wars’ fictional videogame character, pleads that the player’s tortures and degredations have her, “rotting from the inside.” If Sicart is right, and those ugly actions help us to focus our moral thinking, then that’s sort of good.

	But it’s not the same as having context for the actual evils that privileged, ostensibly “educated” classes inflict when slavery is openly institutionalized. One of the hardest accounts for me to read came from bell hooks’ explanations on how the Middle Passage was especially brutal for women. This from her classic on the black woman’s double-bind of racism and sexism: Ain’t I a Woman?.

	 

	Often the slavers brutalized children to watch the anguish of their mothers. In their personal account of life aboard a slave ship, the Weldons recounted an incident in which a child of nine months was flogged continuously for refusing to eat. When beating failed to force the child to eat, the captain ordered that the child be placed feet first into a pot of boiling water. After trying other tortuous methods with no success, the captain dropped the child and caused its death. Not deriving enough satisfaction from this sadistic act, he then commanded the mother to throw the body of the child overboard. The mother refused but was beaten until she submitted.

	 

	An important part of the slaver’s job was to effectively transform the African personality aboard the ships so that it would be marketable as a “docile” slave in the American colonies. The prideful, arrogant, and independent spirit of the African people had to be broken so that they would conform to the white colonizer’s notion of proper slave demeanor.

	 

	Once landed in the colonies, black women were staked to the ground and flailed, for burning the edges of their master’s morning waffles. It was more or less assumed that young white boys would lose their virginity to the “savagely sexual” black women. Slaveowners encouraged this practice, and other institutionalized rape, as mixed “mulatto” children often fetched a higher price, once taken from their mothers and sold. In general, “breeding” female slaves could fetch roughly a 1/6th higher price, when sold.

	It’s not lightly that anyone should throw around examples in how far a group can go towards dehumanizing another, especially once a society throws open the floodgates of brutality by normalizing slavery. Nor is it something to brush off as inconsequential and worth forgetting, from an evil, but finished time. These patterns have a way of recurring, in ways we may not wholly expect.


The Red Cross of Azeroth

	 

	The International Red Cross wasn’t too happy with the Warcraft expansion Wrath of the Lich King. There were two quests in the newly-revealed locations where advancement meant the light application of torture. I mean, to be fair, one of them involves a rotting undead psychopath giving the implements of torture to a “Death Knight.” Whose base of operations is the evil floating citadel Naxxramas, which looks like a spider made from frozen-together kitchen knives. You’re slaughtering peasants and priests. You’re killing former best friends.

	What’s a little torture?

	There’s probably some segment of the League of the Concerned Adults worrying it’s their kids clicking some big, red “torture” button that Blizzard has made conspicuous in the game world. But if they’re already not sure what their kids are up to in some online community, then their kids are probably the unchained terrors going on about wet farts and their recreational drug regiments. So yes, concerned adult, please remove said child from my gaming experience. Games aren’t babysitters, and parents who treat them like one aren’t doing themselves or their kids any favors. They aren’t doing me any favors.

	Parents who actually do play with their kids often hit these quests first, and either help their kids to sidestep them, or they prepare for one of Those Conversations. Which might be interesting, come to think of it. The Red Cross – whose mission is to protect human life, ensure respect, and reduce suffering – cares about war crimes in games because apparently 59% of all American 12-17-year-olds think torture is okay. Two-fifths of American children think we MUST keep landmines from getting banned. Landmines. The anti-personnel balls of evil that feral armies sprinkle over fields in wartime, only so other 12-17 year old foreign kids can run over them when they’re out playing tag, a few years down the road. These are either some hardened, embittered 12 year olds with badass vengeance on the mind, or critical conversations aren't happening.

	So I don’t know, honestly. Maybe we do need a big conspicuous torture quest.

	I’m not a child psychologist, keep that in mind. Just playing these games, it struck me as creepy that these quests were positioned alongside “gather 12 furs,” and “rescue 5 slaves.” These quests come in chains, so if you don’t finish the torture part, then later on you might not have access to the part where you get to save a basket of adorable kittens. You click to apply a neural needler to a prisoner, then click again, as he’s whispering for you to stop. You click about six times, and then he’s dead. Move onto the next quest. Get the next patch of experience. Level up.

	The Red Cross developed out of the need for a neutral party to provide aid in war zones. Its creation would lead to the first Geneva Convention, in 1864, and later amendments dealing with the treatment of naval forces and POWs. In the wake of the Second World War, however, we heard accountings from concentration camp inmates. We learned that German doctors had been performing tests on civilian and military prisoners. They had attached objects to bone and tissue in operations without anesthesia, they exposed victims to mustard gas, they experimented on children, they sterilized millions. They employed a variety of tortures, medical and otherwise. These prisoners had no say in what was done by doctors and guards. At Geneva, in 1949, the major powers of the world met and agreed to condemn the torture of civilian and military human beings. Furthermore, any kind of experimentation involving human subjects would require informed consent. People needed to freely agree to it before anyone could cut into their bodies.

	Cheap experiences may not hurt reasonably functional adults, and I'd be skeptical of anyone who comes anywhere near saying that. But they don't teach us anything. There are conversations that we as a society, especially with our children, we need the bravery to engage. If we get that from Vette the sex slave, a Dickwolf, or some fickle torture quest in the Northrend area of Warcraft, then so be it. It's not the job of a game to care for our children. And it’s not that children are completely unable to form their own opinions about the world. We are moral agents, but trite experiences only have value if someone can add it.



	



	Genocide

	 

	Sometimes, one group of human beings will murder another on a mass scale. We call it different things: ethnic cleansing, holocaust, genocide. Compelling writers account for it. Tadeusz Borowski’s This Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen is the tale of a Polish Capo, one of the prisoners who aided the Nazis in the extermination of the Jews in World War II. Amy Chua’s World on Fire attempts to theorize on the structural causes of more recent genocides: in Africa, Southeast Asia, Eastern Europe.

	What matters is that we have the capacity for this, as a species. As individuals, we have the capacity to quietly condone it, to ask for it, to joke as we burn the bodies. The recipe is never exactly the same. It usually involves minor distinctions between one group and another, usually in physical appearance. Simple othering. Combine that with economic inequalities between the two groups, a dash of ignorance. Let it simmer.

	Even today, these ingredients exist in abundance. They aren’t going away any time soon.

	Genocide will happen again.


Easy Nukes

	 

	I’ve been playing the Civilization games for nearly twenty years. You select a nation, and a leader (say, Russia, with Stalin, or America, with Washington). Different versions of the game let you select certain social policies (in Civ IV, slavery has its benefits). Some let you raze enemy cities, essentially allowing for ethnic cleansing (though you only see basic icons for things like cities, ships and armies). When Civ V came to PAX 2010 – especially offering an, “Addiction is Uncivilized” full-sized poster for visiting their preview – I had to see it. I waited in line with a buddy named Jamison. It was Sunday, the show was nearly over, so the line only took a few minutes. Once inside, I immediately disliked the PR douchebag up front. His script involved showing us how clean and pretty the animations were, when armies attacked cities, and armies attacked armies. At one point, with a city under siege, his script had him call on an ambiguously Asian woman to drop a nuclear bomb.

	Everyone in the room gives a fake plastic chuckle, or head lilt. As if to say, you're so funny, PR Man, now give me something nice to take home. The woman playing gives the practiced but tired smile you'd expect after rehashing her script dozens of times in the last few days. We’re all so completely disconnected from the meaning behind these semantics, that nuclear war gets a chuckle.

	Maybe it means we’re all cosmopolitan enough to understand our human history of nuclear detonations in a hip postmodernist sense. This room full of slightly overweight white American guys, with their hoodies and neckbeards, we all hate war and suffering, man. And like, in games, breaking taboo is totally the point. Each and every one of us is a reasonable adult, so bring on the fuckin’ nukes already!

	Judge me as you will: I’m okay with that view, if that’s the reasoning.

	Civilization is a game about war, culture, politics, and the systems behind them. Nuclear war is part of that, and it belongs in that kind of game. There are games, say the Saints Row franchise, where you get naked and car-surf in traffic. Both have Interesting Things to Say (SRIII is a good comment on the impunity of fame). It’s just, Civilization leaves a lot to the imagination. In previous Civ games, nukes left all kind of obnoxious cleanup. They were mechanically interesting, but neither giving nor receiving them was ever very fun. At this PAX, nuclear war was clearly just a laughable commodity, a weapon we launch for giggles. A weapon we launch to launch a game. So the script went on, the maybe-Japanese woman clicks to launch nukes at the bidding of this professional salesman. And then he'd tell the same two empty jokes about how funny that was. I guess I was being a bad fucking sport and a buzzkill when my gut churned. It’s just, I wasn’t convinced that my fellow nerds had actually read into what the game meant. The problem with Civilization is that – after enough bombs have dropped, enough tanks have rolled, and you’ve presumably reigned supreme – the player may or may not recognize the cost of their victory. The implied cultural, racial, religious, and idealistic annihilations. Winning the game is triumphant, but almost always a little tragic.

	In games, I’ve cut down thousands of folks heedlessly, with lightsabers, AK-47s, coat hangers, whatever was handy. My fission nukes in Alpha Centauri – a sister game to Civilization – had killed billions in a single strike. Dropping nukes is bad news in almost any playthrough of Civ. This hired actor seemed oblivious. This setup was completely disconnected from the essence of the game. It was a release meant to bolster the stock prices of the company 2K Games, and we all smiled like good little Oppenheimers so we could have our pretty “Addiction is Uncivilized” posters.

	If a game developer can draw oppression in sharp relief, evoking the difficult emotions and situations involved, then great. Good job, game developer. Whether it’s torture, slavery, rape, genocide, gross appropriation, institutionally-sanctioned violences – or any of the other shit inflicted out of the ignorance of privilege – games have unique, novel gifts to give these dialogs. Unfortunately, just as often they take.

	When a work uses oppression as a scintillating zing, a tool to move product, it’s attempting to profit from the anguish, dehumanization, and/or wholesale murder of others.

	Unique identities and weird shit? Great. I’m not saying life ought to be the some curdled bottle of homogenized milk, toning it all down at all times on the fear of offending groups we don’t know anything about. Artists have enough filters to worry about, like “what’s going to get me banned at WalMart?” Maybe even, “What’s going to feed my two-year-old?” Cultural and intellectual diversity, like genetic diversity, gives the human race a broader toolkit for surviving the universe’s fickle apocalypses.

	Just, you know, listen. Now and again. Listening may or may not be, as Jesse Schell suggests, the most important skill for a game designer (though I suspect that it is). It just behooves every human to be aware of our natural proclivity for fucking each other over. We do it, it follows a few patterns, but can always come in new and unique flavors. It’s right to challenge this when we see it, and be aware of the tremendous amount we’ll be blind to. Even those who understand the value of empathy will be completely oblivious now and then.

	bell hooks wrote of her Ain’t I a Woman?, “Although the focus is on the black female, our struggle for liberation has significance only if it takes place within a feminist movement that has as its fundamental goal the liberation of all people.”

	Games – at the very least – could be safer places. We could do that.


 

	ART

	 

	 

	“The history of painting is not a history of what the European Alps once looked like, or how people dressed in the fifteenth century, or how the summer sun can dry out a hayfield in Languedoc. It is a history of innumerable human visions of the world. Creative arts inexhaustibly give us ways of looking into human souls and thus expand our own outlook and understanding.”

	 

	-Denis Dutton, The Art Instinct 

	 

	 

	The Space Madness

	 

	My spaceship flotilla has encountered a beautiful, swirling celestial phenomenon known as the Ronworo Borealis. “Don’t stare at it too long, Capt’n,” someone tells me. “You’ll get the space madness.” The game, Brendon Chung’s Flotilla, provides two options: 1) continue staring 2) stop staring. I never have seen whether anything special happens if I stop staring. After all, in Flotilla, I have only seven months to live. So I stare, and regret nothing.

	Hours later, I scream awake in the opposite end of the ship. How did I end up here? And who took my pants? 

	To tell you how this game unclogged the fatty deposits around my heart, the cholesterol slowly but surely muddying appreciation for a brave new medium, we need to break out The Word “Art.”


The Word “Art”

	 

	“Art” – the word in English – is vague. There are literally thousands of unique and conflicting definitions. So let’s make a distinction. There’s the word, and then there’s the human capacity to create and enjoy experiences. The latter is in our blood, we’ve done it across cultures and since the beginning of human history. Art theorist Denis Dutton, in his Art Instinct, takes three thousand years of art philosophy, and breaks it down into twelve distinct categories of experience.

	I’ll use ten, including some elements left out by Dutton. They show us why certain games meet, if not exceed, our expectations for art.

	Maybe this question matters – in some small part – because games were long overdue for some affirmation, but at best that’s the icing. And it’s sort of moot now that games have been featured in the Smithsonian. That’s the argument we all gently sigh at, whether or not we agree, “Sure, sure, they’re art. Whatever.”

	This question matters because – provided we aren’t all killed in World War III in the next few months – right now players are participating in history. This moment, right now, is like being alive in the time of an impending Shakespeare, or Picasso, or Orson Welles. Games are – both technologically and culturally – established. Children are growing up literate in the programming and art necessary to make them thrive, and some of them are going to make amazing shit. By what we fund on kickstarter, what we say about games and their developers, and sometimes just by what we play on cheesy websites, each of us can have a profound influence on the course this medium takes. If we’re tuned into what lifts up this medium, we might even be the ones to elevate it.



	



	Something New

	 

	Rewind, to where life had been sort of sucking before The Space Madness. I’d escaped Dog Food Guy, go me. I’d lived alone in that enormous, furniture-free retirement community condo for a couple years. Usually staying in, writing, and eventually cracking back open Warcraft. But now Dog Food Guy was a presence in my old guild, and had my private username. He’d know the second I logged on, even if I went somewhere new. I just didn’t want to deal with that. Not ever.

	All during my visit with him, I’d had this magical postcard from PAX 2011. The card was pretty disabused by now, after sitting at the bottom of a canvas travel bag. Miraculously, I could still read the long software activation key on one side. The other side read Atom Zombie Smasher.

	It was my first time downloading Steam, a program that made buying games easier, though also made them harder to steal. I put that long activation key into Steam, and before long had put sixty hours into shooting zombies at close range, shelling them from afar, and bombing their bloated purple bodies from high orbit.

	It wasn’t just that the game was fun. Or that it was the solitary title in my steam library.

	The game was hard. Unapologetically so. In a time where most games just give you a floppy pat on the wrist, palpably worried you’ll set it aside. When you failed in Atom Zombie Smasher, you watched as hundreds of civilians (the ones you’re like, supposed to be escorting to the Paradise-I evac chopper) went splat: becoming even more zombies that you’d need to deal with. Further underscoring the epic weirdness was the game’s soundtrack: surf-rock guitar.

	That challenge, though? It felt like someone had strapped a car battery to my spinal cord, and everything neural was finally getting some juice.

	It woke me up from a good long Rip Van Winkle.


Pleasure

	 

	You might get direct pleasure from a game's inclusion of older mediums: from the velvety colors of realist painting, to the trembling vibrations of Buddhist chants. Games have a few more tools for this. With the emphasis on fun, right now, you might even call direct pleasure the bread and butter of videogames. There exists, shall we say, a certain adrenal pleasure to be got from outrunning the cops in our red Ferrari, or of fighting alongside shapely blue aliens in form-fitting body armor. That we've become participants in the experience raises the pleasure point to where we can lose ourselves.

	It’s not just playing games, either. Sometimes simply watching virtuoso skill on the part of the person playing the game, that can be pleasurable. League of Legends fills whole arenas, the same way a good football or baseball game might. Thousands of gamers were turned away at League of Legends North American qualifiers during PAX 2013, while thousands more showed up at the Washington State Convention Center in the early, early AM to get their seats.

	Whether we’re watching or playing, good games are – if nothing else – fun.


PAX Zombies

	 

	I was among the probably two thousand people to walk up to the Blendo display, manned by the studio's single coder/interface designer/3-D artist/3-D programmer/AI programmer/dialog writer/monetization strategist/brand evangelist/blog editor/game designer: Brendon Chung. In fact, as he'd later post, the man manned the booth single-handedly, all three days of PAX.

	And I thought I was tired. Parts of the show had been cool - hanging out with some cheeky, mischievous devs, seeing a lot more of old friends than any previous PAX - but the main showfloor was depressing. The girl gamer team Frag Dolls used, functionally, as makeshift booth babes. Endless lanes of cloned shooters, a Zelda: Skyward Sword indistinguishable, visually, from Zelda: Windwaker. Branded beanbag chairs. So I went upstairs, where they'd cordoned off the indie games.

	Undercaffeinated and shambling, I almost missed Atom Zombie Smasher. Walking in from the other side of that giant PAX 10 poster, it almost looked like a couple unattended laptops. A fit Asian guy with close-cropped hair, in a particularly nice shirt, he looked at me neutrally. I see the flatscreen TV that he’s hooked to the laptop. I point at it, then at him, then shrug.

	“Umm,” I say.

	“Oh, yeah!” He says, like he’d been daydreaming.

	There's a bounce in his step as he comes over. Now he's pointing at a mission selection screen in AZS. I kneel down, take the mouse, and hover it over level 2 and 4 zed outbreaks. He's grinning, when I look back.

	“You might want to start with a 1.”

	Pffaaaaahhh! Goes brain. But the gamer instinct to merrily throw oneself onto the most badass of big bosses would avail me little, against the purple zombie hordes. Later, playing on my own, the rabid difficulty of early AZS would be one of the most pleasurable, compulsively repeatable failures I'd experienced in years. Said another way, losing the game is fun. But I just look over at this gentleman and say, “Okay.”

	I'm setting up snipers and artillery haphazardly. I ask one or two questions, but mostly am rarin' to hit the big red 'Done' button. It is, to the chagrin of my League of Legends friends, a staple playstyle. Works out in a lot of commercial games, though. They like rewarding us for lazy blundering. AZS's interface stops me before I can start, lets me know that I've not yet placed the civilian extraction helicopter. Not that any of them are making it out alive. I place it anyway, hit the red 'Done' button, and two Napoleon Dynamitesque aviators zoom in towards me with the text, “Let's Go!”

	Gas mains are ruptured. Snipers lost in collapsed buildings. Over a hundred civilians dead. But I'm having fun. A shocking amount of it. All with this hovering guy, earnestly and clearly entertained by my epic chain of failures. He seems lost in concentration, logging mental notes.

	I ask if the helpful attendant worked on the game at all. I mean, even with the indie games now, it's common enough that you only ever meet the PR department. And this guy was putting a solid, nerdy face on the game. He mentions something about having made it. I babble something about the genius blend of tropes and minimalist representation. More than anything, it's the difficulty that stays with me. Contrast with anything I'd played in the last four, maybe five years, the game itself didn't care whether I liked it. Didn't care what I'd tell my friends, once it'd thoroughly trounced my lazy ass. It was content to be exactly as it was. As I turn to go, this man who worked on the game (at this point I have no idea in what capacity) says,

	“Oh, hey, hold on. I keep forgetting about these.”

	And he hands me a small card, with a code to download a full version on Steam. For free. This is the only piece of swag from PAX 2011 I keep. So it makes sense that it would sit, at the bottom of my laptop bag, for three months.


Virtuosity

	 

	Skill and virtuosity (according to Dutton) are similar to big muscles and a sense of humor, in the sense they evolved as a sign of fitness to mate. I’m not about to have Chung’s babies (I don’t really have the equipment) but I will certainly condone any and all profligation of his genetic material. Powerfully awkward statement, you say? Borderline worrisome, even? Deal with it. In my personal opinion, he is one of the most important game designers currently living.

	Though it may all seem a bit trivial, his Rasta cats, zombies, and orbital destruction, that brushing of imagination bellies a unique and powerful admixture of virtuoso talent – in Photoshop, C#, AI coding, writing, and this burgeoning aesthetic of experience – which could only be called genius. Chung works alone, and that gives his games a recognizable, quirky voice.

	It works in stark contrast to one of Roger Ebert’s reasons this medium would never get to the point of art: authorial voice. Not that Chung ever makes that his aim. Between his games, and what he's written about his process online, he strikes me as someone who's having fun. On his blog, he points out Manny Farber's essay White Elephant Art vs. Termite Art. “Good work usually arises where the creators seem to have no ambitions towards gilt culture but are involved in a kind of squandering-beaverish endeavor that isn’t anywhere or for anything. A peculiar fact about termite-tapeworm-fungus-moss art is that it goes always forward eating its own boundaries, and, likely as not, leaves nothing in its path other than the signs of eager, industrious, unkempt activity.”

	Chung wrote of that, “Though I’m completely bastardizing the point of the essay, I love that description of nibbling forward purely for the love of nibbling. Is it a smooth ride? No. Will it function well? Probably not. Will it appeal to a mass audience? Not a snowball’s chance in hell. But it’s damn satisfying on a personal level. There’s great joy in diving headfirst toward a direction you think is interesting. That joy is reflected in your work, and players instantly recognize it.”

	In taking such an approach, Chung is expanding our views of what this medium can do. These experiences feel qualitatively different than anything out there, and all he’s doing is having fun. What’s most exciting is that as literacy in these tools increase, so too will the number of solo creators. I’m convinced that the Van Goghs and Shelleys of gaming have been born, and what they make won’t just alter the face of gaming. It’s a level of skill that can change the world.


Fowl Space Pirates

	 

	Yes, as in chickens. The pirate chickens, named Poison Sumac and All-Ball, say,

	“Nice flotilla you got there. I think we’ll take it.”

	They’re welcome to try. For want of more Blendo Brand difficulty and irreverence, I grabbed the Flotilla demo. It was free, as demos typically are. This was especially good in that Blendo's website was asking ten dollars for Flotilla. I was still pretty new to actually paying for my games, so ten dollars for one game? Having gotten AZS literally hand-gifted to me by its creator, as he hectically tried manning his booth all three days, I felt somewhat obliged. Paying the man via his website wound up feeling so intimately satisfying, that I have not stolen a game since. It had always felt a little gross, but I think the personal connection finally drove home why.

	Cracking open Flotilla, I got my first taste of directorial voice in games. Here was a work (yes, work) where everything aligned. The writing, the visuals, and they had this perfect juxtaposition with the space combat. The mechanics of the thing. Comedic or not, the whole experience had a synchronized direction, lo, it was no surprise it'd all been put together by one person. With the whole Games as Art conversation, Roger Ebert’s gripe about authorial voice mixed with another: gaming’s heavily market-centric environment. That commercialism, alongside the huge teams typically required to develop games, meant you’d rarely have voice. What’s more, how do you even convey that cohesive artistic message when your canvas is a moving target? Interactivity was, to Ebert, a formula for mindlessness.

	Not that he minded that entirely. He wrote, “I treasure escapism in the movies. I tirelessly quote Pauline Kael: The movies are so rarely great art, that if we cannot appreciate great trash, we have no reason to go.” He's saying that the interplay scatters the ability to create a cohesive message - prohibits any fabled 'games artist' from making statements on par with Romeo and Juliet. A happy ending for Star Crossed Lovers misses the point. But with so much riding on games – $60 mil budgets and dozens of employees – commercial games usually can't help but give the audience exactly what they want.

	The 35-year New Yorker editor William Shawn called out the atmosphere of, “give us what we want.”

	 

	There is a fallacy in that calculation . . . That fallacy is if you edit that way, to give back to the readers only what they think they want, you'll never give them something new they didn't know about. You stagnate. . . 

	 

	We sometimes publish a piece that I'm afraid not more than one hundred readers will want. Perhaps it's too difficult, too obscure. But it's important to have. That's how people learn and grow. This other way is bad for our entire society and we're suffering from it in almost all forms of communications. 

	 

	I don't know if you tried to start up a New Yorker today if you could get anybody to back you.



	




	Style

	 

	Style, writes Dutton, “provides a stable, predictable, “normal” background against which artists may create elements of novelty and expressive surprise.” In gaming, these backgrounds look like Super Mario Bros., Modern Warfare, and Pokémon. Later, games come along and play on those factors, games like Braid, SpecOps: The Line, and Cart Life. SpecOps, for instance, works primarily because it can point at the years of mindless slaughter perpetuated by players, in most any shooter.

	Lest I give the impression – at times brushing past the many developers replicating D&D themes and basic tropes – that much of the games industry lives in some kind of banal space marine fantasy ghetto, games like Dwarf Fortress and Mass Effect do play on such genres to great effect. Those two games each do well because each adds to the pot in their own unique ways. When big companies like BioWare license the D&D name because it's what their players want, that’s not autopilot for stagnation.

	Part of what Dutton’s saying is stylistic repetition is okay; it only makes it more special when we get games like Proteus, where the player chases magic frogs, and starts off with no real explicit high-anxiety goal. Proteus is one of those games that I recommend endlessly, because the controls are simple, and there’s so much to be gotten from a pixilated island that’s never twice the same. An island about simple exploration, where a full playthrough will take roughly 1/100th the time investment of most any other blockbuster game. They quote John Muir, that “In every walk with nature one receives far more than he seeks.” In every visit to Proteus, I’ve been moved.

	That kind of novelty is arguably the essential ingredient to the most colorful, sledghammeringly breakthrough commercial successes in the games industry. Markus Persson put a fine point on that when he, working as the sole developer for his company Mojang, netted hundreds of millions of dollars and stumbled into instantaneous, Justin Bieber-like fandom with his game Minecraft. That whole swatches of game experience are suddenly discovered by indies like Persson – rather than large risk-averse companies – shouldn't be surprising, considering the cost and development time. Indies like Brendon Chung and Markus Persson are beholden to themselves. If things don't work out, it's just two years of their lives, and whatever indignities it took to support themselves through ramen and javascript. Persson recently even abandoned a game project. Though the move left his ravenous fans baffled, it was Persson’s call.

	Not the case with the Modern Warfares and World of Warcrafts. Very few developers – in or outside the AAA scene – are swimming in bullion like Scrooge McDuck; they've got hungry kids and reverse mortgages. Board members and investors. Disgusting amounts of money, probably well into the billions by now, have been invested in MMOs with “wowkiller potential,” yet World of Warcraft lives on, such as it is.

	With personal brand coming to the fore – for commercial developers and indies alike – blogs, twitter, and trade shows sometimes spell out to players what developers are toiling to express. Many developers let their games do the talking.

	Anna Anthropy’s dys4ia has voice. Raph Koster’s prevailing theme – expressed largely in social mechanics meant to “glue” players to one another – probably fits the bill. For expressive mechanics I’d nominate Ian Bogost, channeling his deeply felt ire for FarmVille into the system behind Cow Clicker.



	



	Letting Go

	 

	Flotilla, like Atom Zombie Smasher, is a great example of a satisfying, short game. You can get through a play in roughly 15-30 minutes, depending on the number of space battles. That's different from, say, realizing you've spent three bloodshot days binging on Civilization. Flotilla takes the very rare risk of fulfilling the player. Prior to a 20-100 hour investment of time. Or the perpetual motion, team hamster wheels in most social games.

	You start a game, usually with a selection of the white-lit, occasionally-safe planets, and red-lit planets which (so far as I've seen) always mean battle. Visiting a planet means a randomly-drawn card, which shows you a chunk of your procedurally-generated story. Think Choose Your Own Adventure. Help out the Rasta cats Fun Factory and Chu-Chu, and you may eventually meet Little Lion.

	Sometimes it's fowl space pirates.

	In those cases, you go to the tactical battle screen. Here one typically moves hard-won ships like precious rooks, pawns and queens in a 3-D version of chess. Armor being weak below and behind ships, attempts to flank lead to weaving, complicated fights. You give the commands and hope that your missiles, torpedoes, and close-range beam weapons connect before theirs do.

	More importantly, you give the commands and wait.

	Thirty seconds. An eternity in first-person shooter land. The battling flotillas take their turns simultaneous. You can zoom around the field, in all three dimensions. Look at it from the enemy's point of view, from yours, but in the end, that's the only interaction for half a minute. If you've moved in a silly way, exposing the unarmored sections of a ship, all there is to do is watch missiles glide through space. See whether they narrowly avoid your little destroyer, or send pieces of its smoldering hull toward the rest of your flotilla.

	Once you've sent them on their way you must, essentially, let go.

	And everything up to this point – all that procedural story, a very humble introduction to AZS and Blendo, by a harried Brendon himself, then planning the movements of my own flotilla once I'd bought the game – it was all great. It was. But it wasn't what relit my gaming torch.



	



	Emotion

	 

	Emotional saturation can come out of what's literally on the page, HD TV screen, or whatever – the adrenally-reaming car chases, the scantily lingered male models, needles puncturing pupils, rape, murder – or it can be subtle. Games have the capacity for both. You might make the case that the former examples are represented, respectively, in Need for Speed, Second Life, Dead Space 2, Custer's Revenge. And murder? I mean, are you joking? Between Fallout 3 head explosions, Civilization's nuclear strikes, and Knights of the Old Republic's planetary bombardments? We’ve got murder covered.

	Games also take the time for depth. Between the slaughter and magic, characters in Baldur's Gate II mourn the loss of spouses, whom you might have befriended. We can be a good father, or not, but in Heavy Rain the decision may come back to haunt us. That we're in the driver's seat only empowers that depth of emotional saturation.



	



	Intellectual Challenge

	 

	Intellectual challenge, to Dutton, was to push the “human perceptual and intellectual capacities to the full extent; indeed, the best works stretch them beyond ordinary limits.”

	Even the tackiest applications of systems to experience have something to teach. That said, newer games riff on the silly bullshit woven into the culture: death grinds, nervous sexism, glittering rewards for inciting nuclear war.  The mechanics that promote entrenched ridiculousness are pointed out by some snarky simple games, for instance Upgrade Complete. You’re not just upgrading your ship, or its guns. The game pokes fun at the endless Skinner Box design of so many games, by pressuring us to upgrade the soundtrack, the graphics, even the interface we can see in-between missions.

	Funcom’s MMO The Secret World is a powerful example of how a large online world can involve players without falling back on grinds, social embedding, and other hallmarks of human manipulation. In one of my favorite quest lines of any game, we meet a writer who has evaded the zombie invasion of a New England island by camping out at the top of a lighthouse. Sam Krieg, in many ways a caricature of horror writer Stephen King, will eventually offer us the quest A Reasonable Man. Reasonable people, he tells us, should shun repetitive activities. As a writer, he tells us, he makes millions repeating himself. So what’s our excuse?

	Killing the zombies, day in and day out, is repetitive. So he solicits our help in shaking things up a little. We impale some juicy corpses on spikes, at the edge of a bluff. This is apparently too tempting a bait for the zombies, who launch themselves goofily over the edge of the bluff.  We tempt great hordes of fast, hungry zombies to start chasing us, so that Krieg can pick them off from the top of the lighthouse. That certainly shakes up the typical caution one must exercise, in navigating this deadly, foggy island.

	The Secret World doesn’t just directly mock the usual mindlessness of online games. Players can endeavor to unlock deeply cognitive “investigation missions.” Puzzles which pull from not only the game’s fictitious lore of New England ghosts, Egyptian myth, and Transylvanian intrigue. Some of their complex riddles require powerful skills of observation, keen deduction, and a working knowledge of vulgate Latin. Through charming writing, excellent voice acting, and content, Funcom has brought a world to life like no MMO before it.



	



	Institutions

	 

	Institutions may include academics, museums and critics.

	The Field of Games Studies boasts some interesting academics. Some hoard their choice data like paranoid Soviet operatives. Some for good reason, as the data on what sells, and why, can be worth good money to the right people. Fun stuff. That notwithstanding, it's from the ivory tower that we get such things as “cluster criteria” for Art. Even some minor appreciation of Duchamp's Fountain, wrote Dennis Dutton, “requires a knowledge of art history, or at least of the contemporary art context.”

	At trade shows – from CES and E3, to PAX and IndieCade – you'll see (or not be quite important enough to see) anticipated unveilings. Dutton points out this special focus, the “gold-curtained stage, a plinth in a museum, spotlights, ornate picture frames... the czar in his royal box, even the high price of tickets,” as signaling a work as something above and beyond everyday life. It signals the thing is precious.

	We see such special focus in the camping sites erected outside GameStop in anticipation of World of Warcraft and Modern Warfare releases. In the way whole parts of the internet go catatonic and salivate, every time Elder Scrolls screenshots, nostalgia kickstarters, or new Humble Bundles get announced. You see it a bit more concretely when Ian Bogost's A Slow Year is the 8-bit beating heart of a 70's Atari art installation, or when the Smithsonian puts literal frames around videos of Warren Spector and Jenova Chen – and then around games that defined eras in play – Pac Man, and Flower.

	Indie ninja Jon Blow once lampooned the overblown booths, babes, and PR clusterfucks that are the trappings of many conventions. He notoriously presented an early version of Witness as an unattended monitor, on a lonely table adrift in the PAX insanity. He watched, from a distance, as a few earnest gamers steeped themselves in the world. Which leads us to the last fundamental of our institutions: the critics. 

	Criticism, a refined shorthand for how games work, remains a touch elusive. Tom Bissell starts Extra Lives looking over this bruised and sensitive area, writing, “Game magazine reviewers rarely ask: What aesthetic tradition does this game fall into? How does it make me feel while I'm playing it? What emotions does it engage with, and are they appropriate to the game's theme and mechanics? The reason game magazine reviewers do not ask these questions is almost certainly because game magazine owners would like to stay in business.”

	Professional researchers at least get huffy when you hint at things like conflicts of interest, or the sometimes-titanic breaches of neutrality. It's taken for granted that games journalism is an unmitigated, year-round shitstorm of failed integrity and opinion-pimping. Few acquainted with that scene seemed particularly surprised when, in 2007, Jeff Gerstmann's sour analysis of the game Kane & Lynch was soon followed by his leaving GameSpot. After eleven years working for the site. After rising to the title of editorial director. Then again, he did pan the game while the entire GameSpot website was unapologetically slathered with one massive Kane & Lynch billboard.

	Yeah, the giant ad and the firing were entirely unrelated.

	Where variety magazines, consumer magazines, even trade publications typically rely on advertisers plying their wares, be they $10,000 watches, $200 sneakers, or men’s soap, there's some effort to uphold the pretense that the content has nothing to do with those nice, glossy ads. Games websites can’t do that, if they rely on ad revenue from the very titles they’re supposed to be quality-testing.

	EA's founder, Trip Hawkins, doesn't have the best of dockets when it comes to leaving reviewers space to work. Back in 2001, representing the company 3DO, Trip famously sent a scathing letter to review site GamePro after they panned 3DO's game Portal Runner. In particular, he wrote, “And do not patronize me by telling me the reader is the customer--your real customer is the one that pays you your revenue. And it is game industry advertisers. I should mention in passing that 3DO has been one of your largest advertisers. Effective immediately, we are going to have to cut that back.”

	Capcom, for their annual Captivate Summit, flew a few dozen games journalists to a Hawaiʻian resort. There, they partook of a Zero-G suborbital flight, courtesy Capcom. Games Journalist Kyle Orland wrote, “Ostensibly, the purpose of these kinds of events -- known as junkets in the industry -- is to write up early access previews of upcoming games and interact with the people who make them.” Ben Kuchera, who pointedly refuses paid travel from advertisers, wrote, “Again, it's not paying for a review or positive coverage, it's just a very expensive gift. When you hear writers say things like "they cannot thank so-and-so enough" for a gift like that, you know it's a lie. There is a very specific way to thank them.”

	Thankfully, a handful of tremendous writers have taken up the call, generating brilliant criticism for everything from the misogyny and compulsion in gaming, to the subtler reasons that mechanics alone can move us. Some of my favorites are Ian Bogost, for the depth and variety of the critique on his blog and in his Persuasive Games; Patricia Hernandez, for pointedly and incisively using her own personal stories to show us the power of game experiences. There are the Extra Credits videos – which are incredibly approachable snippets – sometimes academic but always thoughtful. Mattie Brice lends games a desperately-needed critical voice, unpacking the toxic privilege and oppression across gaming’s many communities. Leigh Alexander gives a breadth of coverage to games, from the general and informative, to the heartfelt and deconstructive. Cara Ellison’s exuberant style, to my mind, captures the soul of gaming.

	We have our good critics.


Imagination

	 

	Dutton called Imaginative Experience the most important of his twelve criteria. Where marks on a page turn into recognition, and that recognition sparks something more. It’s a place Art lives.

	In the game Dwarf Fortress, where blue tildes represent water, greenish apostrophes and semicolons represent grass, and a capital E means elephant (more likely trouble, elephants in Dwarf Fortress can be a clusterfuck’s worst nightmare), players may find themselves so enchanted by forceful novelty that all they can see is that dwarven stronghold carved out the side of a mountain. It’s no surprise when a fan fiction like Boatmurdered comes along.

	“All eras of Boatsmurdered history are highly noteworthy and interesting.” Starts the introduction to the twelve-part saga. “Things very quickly progressed from somewhat casual daily elephant deaths to retired rulers rampaging and baeting people to death (while burning alive). The heavy downward slide that would come to define Boatmurdered seems to have begun during StarkRavingMad’s rule, with the utterly epic “Elephant War”. Historians seem to agree that the insanity surrounding Boatmurdered began to increase exponentially from that point forward.”

	Dwarf Fortress functions a bit like SimCity, The Sims, or any other grand life simulator, except the game’s graphics sometimes have it looking like a twenty-year-old computer with a wicked virus (the game is free, so I’m not complaining). Elephants are displayed as “E,” goblins as “g,” with ballistae, traps, trading caravans, dwarves, elves, and so forth, shown in equally simple line art. Dwarves and their dogs can be wounded in fairly specific areas (many in Boatmurdered suffer collapsed lungs). Dwarves take on certain fears and anxieties (elephants, for instance) some becoming utterly psychotic and uncontrollable.

	Boatmurdered features the autobiographies of each ruler, written in their own voices. One press-ganged leader waxes poetic on the fort being populated by cocksuckers and hoopleheads, in what’s clearly homage to HBO’s Old West series Deadwood, and the show’s memorable whoremaster Al Swearengen. Insane dwarves are sealed into stone rooms, alone for long periods. Sometimes with equally insane elephants. Leaders range in their assessments of the fort, from abject horror, to total maniacal abandon as they trap Dwarves in rooms before swamping them with lava, laud the courage of warriors who’ve slain elephants in savage duels, and in general rail about their love or hate of the madness taking shape in the fortress whose randomly-generated name bespoke so much nautical homicide.

	It’s a worthy read.

	It illustrates the capacity of games to use the simplest of fire pokers, stoking our imaginations to unmitigated five-alarm infernos.


Transcendence

	 

	Transcendence – an oft-cited experience of creators – may or may not have been appreciated by a lifelong atheist like Dutton.

	Even if it’s mostly resigned to the painter moving past their view of an unseen landscape, or a writer passing, briefly, to a place wholly apart from the room with the chair and word processor: creators remark on the ability for some projects to pull them into something unexplained, a transcendent feeling. A place that sits on the outer borders of Tolkien’s enchantment, apart from Csikszentmihalyi’s flow, and far beyond simple physiological immersion.

	The indie game developer Jonas Kyratzes writes, “We say games are art, but do we mean it? We certainly don’t behave like it. A comparison with other art forms immediately highlights the difference. No-one sells a book with a feature list. Not even blockbuster movies, the most commercial of all film types, are sold as if they were haircare products or power tools.

	“I’ll tell you what I’m trying to achieve when I make a game. This is an entirely personal thing, not something I’m trying to impose on everyone else. But it’s the principle that guides me, in game design as well as in other art forms.

	“I’m trying to achieve a little bit of grace.

	“Not simply in the sense of gracefulness or elegance, though these are things I appreciate in a game. No, grace in the sense of transcendence, in the sense of something being more than the sum of its parts, in the sense of a salvation or elevation that comes into being even though all our flaws mean it shouldn’t…What the purely engineering-minded have trouble understanding, I think, is that this isn’t some abstract philosophical mumbo-jumbo. It’s as real as love, though equally hard to grasp.”

	I’ve had this, in games. Where the Tolkienesque “turn” of the story comes, in Baldur’s Gate II, or Neverwinter Nights: Hordes of the Underdark. Staring down that first Dungeons & Dragons dragon, with my six shooter, all those years ago. The repetitive wrenching horror of watching a child die in Limbo. The chills and tears I got from the utterly ridiculous Botanicula. And (of course) that moment of recognition, and connection, in Flotilla. Though they gave me something real to appreciate, a lot of games don’t even try to pull from ephemeral story stuff, or literature, or visual art, or music, let alone the tricky systemic part that’s we only find in games.

	Developers can get away with that, so long as they’re adding to our storehouse of wild new experiences. The first time we get to run over hookers in Grand Theft Auto, or watch the aurora borealis from outside Whiterun Keep in Skyrim, we have particularly rare and specific experiences. Even the most tyrannical Skinner Box might be useful the first time you see it. Especially if, after the five day bender inside, you’re able to back up and think about what that system taught you.

	Maybe even emerge hardier to behavioral manipulation.

	That “found transcendence” might be intentional – the golden Easter egg a developer rather expects a player to stumble on – but it’s marked by the chaos and ambiguity we find elsewhere in life. It’s like the eureka moment we get in a book, when the author is talking about something completely different, or the unintentional humor of a B-movie. Perhaps even a heightened social conscientiousness, brought on by a poorly handled rape joke in a webcomic. It might wind up being useful, but only if we’ve already learned a thing or two about life elsewhere. Games which become aware of what they’re saying about life, and flesh out those ideas, have the potential to make more powerful statements. About anything and everything. Games can show us any experience within or without the human experience. Everything is on the table.

	Or as Claude Debussy said, “Any sounds in any combination and in any succession are henceforth free to be used in a musical continuity.”

	The experience language in this book is meant to help us to clarify those things we’ve learned, but it’s only one language. It’s one fairly subjective take on one very particular set of adventures. My adventures. And while I’m fairly fucking biased, having come to the end of a book about These Words, I do think that experience languages are how we eventually play the games with more to say, which lift a player up.

	It’s how we understand what the developer is doing, and how developers do it.

	That may open up the other form transcendence takes.

	A feeling I’ve only had once, while making something. This was not the same as what I’ve felt in games, though I suspect it’s on Kyratzes’s mind. This, players might not ever achieve. It’s possible, but I think is more reserved for the people making them (or any other art that they care about). It was after midnight, and I was writing a good poem I’d turn into an atrocious game. Where it would wind up didn’t matter, not then. I was sitting in a weird leather chair from the seventies, in a room with no small amount of family history.

	I can write through a lot. It may even be a tidy little replacement escape, now that I’m not playing videogames twenty hours a day. This was different. As far from self-suppression as you could ever hope to get. This was being so in the moment, and so utterly overwhelmed with work which brought me joy, that my experience of the world became another thing. A thing that I’m entirely uncomfortable putting into any further words, thanks.

	Richard Bartle said that players will eventually be the developers. That “play” will be about shaping worlds, and that we’ll eventually make it easy as driving a car. You don’t need to know how an internal combustion engine works, to drive, and you won’t need a programming degree to make a great game. When we reach that point, when games help close the gap between imagination and play, a select few players may find this thing that’s too intimate for juicy details. That place between places. I hope that we get there.


To Chopin’s Raindrop Prelude

	 

	Part of Flotilla’s power, for me, came out of its moment of surrender. Battleships gliding through space, to Chopin's "Raindrop" Prelude. The deep-running current of personal attachment one gets through interactivity. I set my pieces to move. I watch. I let go. When the flagship of my flotilla explodes – let's say a battleship outfitted with Afrodita's artifact, then a piece of it takes out a ship I've had since the start – it's real. It's atrocious. It's OK.

	And so antithetical to everything else in games right now. Some reviewers called it melancholic. I'm not sure I agree with that. Brendon Chung himself described it as 'sombre' and 'tragic.'

	He also gave a nod to Sam Beckett, and the chunk of Beckett’s Worstward Ho that's easily and often truncated to “Try Again. Fail Again. Fail Better.” Which feels ingrained into the directorial voice one gets in Chung's works. The fact that neither AZS nor Flotilla allow saving. That we either cope with failure or play a different game. Failing well is so essential to the human experience, yet so often trivial in the gaming experience.

	Beckett's Worstward Ho may not end on the cheeriest of notes, but just beyond the 'fail better' part there's a neat context for games.

	 

	Say a body. Where none. No mind. Where none. That at least. A place. Where none. For the body. To be in. Move in. Out of. Back into. No. No out. No back. Only in. Stay in. On in. Still.

	 

	All of old. Nothing else ever. Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.

	 

	It stands. What? Yes. Say it stands. Had to up in the end and stand.

	 

	It's a game about letting go; we're all dying here. But in that, there's an absurdist beauty. There's triumph, and spectacular failure. Maybe when it all gets too grim, you self-destruct your flotilla, go out in a blaze of glory. Or maybe you send your ships blasting forward, shouting with satisfied exasperation when the best of them explodes to sizzling chunks. Flotilla gave me a perspective on life that I didn't have before. An aesthetic nested in the interplay between system and experience. An aesthetic, in other words, that works best as a game.

	And it moved me. That's all.


 

	FAIL BETTER

	 

	 

	“Life isn’t a support-system for art. It’s the other way around.”

	 

	-Stephen King

	 

	 

	Listening

	 

	Listening didn’t fit in any one language, because listening fits in every language.

	Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi talks about a parachute training during the Korean War, where, “one of the right-handed men was forced to take a left-handed chute. “It is the same as the others,” the ordnance sergeant assured him, “but the rip cord hangs on the left side of the harness. You can release the chute with either hand, but it is easier to do with the left.””

	The man falls to his death. “The uniform on the right side of his chest, where the rip cord for a regular parachute would have been, had been completely torn off; even the flesh of his chest had been gouged out in long gashes by his bloody right hand. A few inches to the left was the actual rip cord, apparently untouched. There had been nothing wrong with the parachute. The problem had been that, while falling through that awful eternity, the man had become fixated on the idea that to open the chute he had to find the release in the accustomed place. His fear was so intense that it blinded him to the fact that safety was literally at his fingertips.”

	Ignorance is bliss until it isn’t.

	Having an experience language doesn’t magically fix life’s various parachute malfunctions. It gives us a very broad map for talking about the different experiences we might (and might never) see.

	Where we play those, in games, we get firsthand looks at how they work. We get a lot less, if we’re just playing the same experience day-in, day-out, as with hardcore raids. Especially if we’re doing those to the exclusion of other basic shit that’s good to remember, like washing off the stank now and again.

	But by playing good games, we’re constantly thrown into new environments, where we have to teach ourselves where the parachute string is. Then we pull it. Or we don’t.

	In games, we get to see what happens. We live with our decisions sometimes for only seconds, sometimes days or weeks. If we have a language, then we can start to unpack what it means when a game – or any other part of the world – decides to build it one way, rather than another.


Making Fun

	 

	I’m in front of a friend’s class, giving a lecture on radical behaviorism. Someone reminds me about a neat trick that I’d taught a previous class: how to behaviorally condition your professor. In that previous class, when I’d been a fresh-faced, eager new professor with no clue what I was doing, they successfully used that information at my expense. By subtle cues, they found that they could reduce the number of “ums” in my lecture by around fifty percent. So in this class we talk about a few choice ways we might condition my friend, who is gallivanting across Czechoslovakia.

	Someone asks, “If you teach ethics, and you wrote that one book, why oh why would you be teaching us about radical behaviorism?”

	Good question, to which I have two answers. The obvious, official response, is that I want them to be aware of what’s going to manipulate gamers to the point of removing free will. Most of them know what it feels like, and if I can draw out the inherent “ick” feeling one gets from actually causing that to a human being, then great. But that answer holds up about as well as a cardboard house in a monsoon.

	The real answer is more subtle, I got it while reading Stephen King’s On Writing with a mind for games. In the book King describes his uncle lugging an enormous toolbox around for fixing simple things, because you never know quite what the job might take. King’s toolbox contains drawers that hold implements like vocabulary and grammar, preferably on the top, easy-to-reach parts of the toolbox. Some more subtle tools down lower. Tools you typically forget about.

	Like plot. In another page from King, he mistrusts carefully-plotted books. Instead, he wants to see where characters go, during a story. They surprise him. Well-known theories of motivation are like tried, true, and thoroughly sunparched plot devices. Like TV watchers who bemoan selfsame, predictable shows, well-rounded players see behaviorism, and change the channel. As with a lot of the best of writing, good game design is going to pull from good listening and practice. Read a lot, write a lot might mean different things to different game designers, but the best dive into everything they can, in every world available. What they create feels tangibly more rich, precisely because they aren’t pulling from some set formula.

	Conditioning creates the soap opera of games: something we play for a few minutes when we go home to make lunch. I show game designers what that looks like, so they know how fucking boring it is. We’re getting to the point where more professional designers have richer toolboxes, and that’s exciting to me. It’s exciting because I’m ready for primetime, baby. Gimme Firefly. Gimme Blood Meridian. Give me a goddamned Clockwork Orange.



	



	Internet Gaming Disorder

	 

	When I started this book, over two years ago, I expected the word addiction would appear more than, say, seventeen times in seventy thousand words. It hasn’t, and I think that’s worth talking about.

	The chapter on manipulation was originally (and up until very late drafts) called “Procedural Manipulation” – a play on Bogost’s “Procedural Rhetoric.” It’s still about the way systems, especially when we can design them from the ground up, get fairly well out of hand. While it’s true that the more I write about it, the less I like the “a-word,” it applies to a tragically significant percentage of games out there. Mind you I don’t mean in the sense non-gaming psychologists, clinicians and academics use it, when all they see is someone winning a staring contest with their computer. Using it for that is the most ignorant oversimplification, likely to hurt a lot of people who deserve better help.

	What I mean is that specific activities within games (for the obvious example: raiding in an MMO like Warcraft) can encourage traditional pathology. Dependency works in tandem (clinicians say, co-occurs) with disorders like anxiety, depression, and the like. But anxiety is something which will have very specific relationships with things in a game. A lot of gaming, say the escape afforded by big immersive worlds, is going to help to ease clinical anxiety. Certain other activities are going to be very anxiety-inducing, they might make a bad problem worse.

	But mostly, when I hear “dependency” or “compulsion,” or that dreaded a-word “addiction,” it’s a signifier that the speaker doesn’t know the first thing about how those problems manifest in games (some do, but it’s still a red flag). That they are, truth be told, liable to do a lot more harm than good. Smart and experienced as they may be as regards clinical disorders, psychological research, or even game design, they won’t know how a person’s experiences in games connect to everything else in life. A psychiatrist with good listening skills will, eventually, be able to construct a decent mental map, but in treatment there’s the concept of “cultural competency.” If you don’t know the first thing about Asian American families, or counseling specific ethnic refugees, there is external institutional pressure for you to learn (or more often, pass the client onto a more knowledgeable practitioner).

	Games aren’t, they physically are not, injectable or ingestible substances. Researchers point damningly at brain imaging that shows gaming as lighting up similar areas as gambling (which the APA recognizes as potentially problematic). Well, yeah, there are literal slot machines in some games. Games can be experiences of anything: horned demons inviting you to blackjack, dance parties in space, gay teen anthropomorphic cats getting lost in the woods. There isn’t yet a lot of games-literate information, in the treatment community, about how particular videogame experiences initiate and sustain known pathologies.

	But it’s obvious that the grind is a top candidate. Especially when it turns human beings into Skinnerian ding pellets.

	It’s also pretty obvious that having an “Internet Gaming Disorder” is roughly as useful as having a “New York City Disorder.” Can we make some bad decisions in Manhattan? Oh hell yes. Can those turn into entrenched, soul-withering patterns that need to be treated? Of course. And maybe abducting a person and completely removing them from NYC will solve all of their problems, in a perfect, lasting, mental-health-professional-approved manner. Like Eric Weiner concluded, in his Geography of Bliss, some places let us shake off expectation, but they only change us if we let them. What’s more likely is that longstanding, untreated pathologies will happen as easily in London as Louisville. If we want to treat the actual problems that gamers have, be they depression, anxiety, dependency, and so on, then we need to understand the relationships between pathology and what we’re doing in specific games.

	“It looks like the pickle wants to go back to being a cucumber.”

	It’s ideal to balance gaming before it ever starts looking outrageous, sure. That’s pretty obvious. It also leaves a lot of us jes-folks gamers in a little bit of brine. We’ve been playing the World of Warcrafts and the World of Tanks of the world. We like those games, even if they sometimes fast-forward our lives by a day or two. It’s probably fine these developers made those older games as they did. Big, epic dings for big, epic grinds. Echoes of the grind find their way into even really groundbreaking MMOs like The Secret World, which pokes fun at the “unreasonableness” of wanting to run around doing busywork in one’s spare time. Some developers are toning down compulsion and embedding and all the evil bullshit that’s seeped into gaming.

	Some aren’t.

	I’m fine with that. It’s up to us to play better games.


Play Better Games

	 

	Can I do it? Balance games, with everything else?

	I’m not out of the woods, that’s for sure. On the one hand, after researching this for nearly a decade, it’s like this book should have some all powerful point, like I should ding. Like I should be able to “fix” myself, move on, play games in some kind of reasonable, sane manner at all times.

	In a lot of ways I have.

	But games can’t save me. I have to save me. They’ve done what they were meant to do, in getting me a better understanding of what I’m doing on this highly fun third rock from the sun.

	Especially as I sat down to put these stories and ideas together, games helped. I can see the difference between fun and manipulation, now. I have a language for it. Whether I’m trying to find the words to express it to friends, or in my own head, I feel like I can do that. When games break out grinds, I see them. I might not want to stop right away, if there’s something to be learned, something vital in the buildings and landscapes, some powerful social challenge, art, fun, especially if there are good people.

	All this sorting of languages, it’s good to remember it’s all contrivance. Experience blends fun with tragedy. When lecturing on his definition of story, Neil Gaiman mentioned seeing luggage fall from an airplane overhead bin – in the most perfect slapstick – while on the way to bury his father. Life rarely obeys genre rules, he said.

	Experience languages might give us the words, but sentences can be sprawling, unruly things.

	I may not always be able to sidestep grinds, especially when they get paired with good people and fun. I do have a keener sense of what sorts of fun-to-bullshit ratios I’m prepared to tolerate.

	That’s something.

	That made this adventure worth the time.

	I travel to nicer places these days, in games. Since meeting Brendon Chung, and getting that first Steam game nearly three years ago, I’ve bought and played literally hundreds of unique games. Most were trash, wheat and chaff from Steam sales, or the pay-what-you-want Humble Bundle folks (who have, especially considering the price, a wonderful wheat-to-chaff ratio). Most of the chaff gets played for roughly 3 minutes. Most of the wheat, around three or four hours.

	I own Civilization V. Much as it turned me off, in the PR room, I bought the game along with two expansions, and have played it for dozens of hours, often online with good people. I play League of Legends, now and again, with a good group. That part of my life really is just about the fun, now.

	I play differently.

	I play better games.


 

	AFTERWORD

	 

	Dea-chaint, from the Irish language, translates to “good speech.” In Irish lore, every time you speak a part of your breath, your soul, literally drifts out and affects the world. If you compliment a person on their shoes, or wish them a good year, you mean it. Otherwise the untruth festers, turns into a curse. Though the reality might not be so dramatic, there's truth to the idea. Words have the power to help or to heal, illustrate or mislead. Too many of them – these days – are shamelessly empty. Like it's just part of the deal.

	Like it’s something we’re expected to understand.

	I was driving over the Tacoma Narrows Bridge, looking up at the green and gray steel above me, shining skies past that. Then I looked over the churning, dark water. To the right, behind not too many trees, is Harbor Place: the two-story facility where my 96-year-old Grandma Margaret had lived for the past five years. With other kindly old gals, always curious about we the tweetering youth, with our blogs and our Worlds of Warcraft. I loved that they'd patiently regale us with tales of travels: what the USA, China, and Norway looked like in the 50's, 60's, and 70's. The Harbor Place building is just the first exit after the bridge.

	Ten AM that morning, my mom had called up.

	Margaret was dying.

	Driving is not typically, as far as I’m concerned, imbued with any special meaning. There’s no real power or purpose to the series of tiny thoughts and reflexes. But as I watched the Tacoma Narrows bridge arc up, and then back down, the sun reflecting off the steel, the simple experience of driving, that tactile feeling of my hands on the wheel, it meant more than it usually did.

	Something in my heart indicated, behind the wheel, that I was supposed to remember this.

	Though it took me some time to realize exactly why – and I don’t think I could explain the Narrows Bridge epiphany even if I wanted to – temporarily experiencing my world through a steering wheel and a windshield helped me to understand something larger than myself. Those slight changes to the experiences we’re most used to, they help us to see more than we could before. Those moments are intimate, occasionally painful, and often found when we’re making our way through other worlds. 

	Most of the time, when we speak, see, and experience, that's really all there is. It’s the typical everyday whatever. Games have the potential to set aside a place where we can examine experience in a new light. Where those simple things might become more profound. It's no surprise that the Irish, perhaps history's most venerated purveyors and protectors of story stuff, would lift up the value of words. And in a time when so many words are empty, are expected to be empty, and work best when empty, a concept like Dea-chaint seems necessary for asking what we expect of experience itself. Improving our languages for experience help us to gauge the question, “How often is life, and living, exceptional?”

	Games can explore what makes it so.

	They do more than make us happy, until we’re not. They can do a lot more than entertain. They can show us what it’s like to live in the moment, and live well.

	I met Jane McGonigal, after having written most of this. In person, I immediately liked her for her quick wit, knowledge of games research, and the harried, sleep-deprived look that can only come from patching together a GDC presentation at the very last second. She’d just finished talking to a game developer friend, and seemed to be standing around. I say hi, and tell her that her book inspired a bit of my writing. Which is technically true, even if it masks a certain ire I felt in earlier stages. A lot of this was an effort to unpack why the “reality is broken” thing struck me as such a conflicted, difficult idea. 

	Having gone through the trouble, I still really like something that Ian Bogost wrote. Ian and Jane are good friends, and he praises her optimism as hugely valuable for the games industry, but says, “See, I don’t think reality is broken. It’s messed up and horrifying, sure, but we don’t get to fix it, ever. It’s flawed and messy and delightful and repellent and stunning. Reality is alright. And I don’t think games are happiness engines, either. They are complex, rusty machines built to show us that the world is so much bigger and weirder than we expected.”

	Experience – getting in someone else's shoes, or even trying on shoes you never thought you would, could, or wanted to wear – it's changed. Whether or not we really do need potsmoker podcasts, Snickers-brand ice cream cake, and the newest and best in the flavor explosion, nobody’s taking it back. It's here. It's up to us to make these ingredients into a reality that matters.

	Games can't “fix” car bombings in Iraq, or domestic violence in South America, violence against gays in Texas, or whatever fucked villainy we’ll dream up next. Games won't solve humanity's love of hate. The games are objects, whether they come from a cardboard box or an Xbox. What they can do is let us, regular human beings, touch experiences sometimes vastly outside our own. The structures beneath those, underlying injustice, the causes of racism, homophobia, and institutionalized mass murder. Art, beauty, fun. Videogames themselves aren't mysteriously equipped to save the world.

	Videogame players might be. Some of them don't just get systems, they also got good at clearing their schedules for sixty hours a week. It's a powerful combination. One that, if we can turn all of this sensation into something more than noise – into fuel, maybe – might really help this generation to keep Earth alive a little longer.

	Maybe that’s what Jane’s getting at when she says, “…I see a future in which games continue to satisfy our hunger to be challenged and rewarded, to be creative and successful, to be social and part of something larger than ourselves. But I also see a future in which the games we play stoke our appetite for engagement, pushing and enabling us to make stronger connections – and bigger contributions – to the world around us.”

	There isn't much mystery to these technologies. They aren't evil. They're popular because we can use them to relate. To feel something. I hope that, like any place, I can use mine to better relate to the people around me. To connect, and make my connections and contributions stronger. But technology, whether my native English language or a smart phone, is just that. Maybe the Internet has been a blank slate, and as such a place to go a little crazy. Maybe it's still a place of ideas, and intellectualism, and altruism. In select hotspots.

	I hope it's not done cooking.

	I hope it can be the template of our dreams, a place of broader horizons than what we had before. An unsurprising place to fall in love, but a medium we understand as holding a special connection – not separation – with all the other places we live. Places that really can take us farther, as a people.

	So what would I say to Hilarie, now that all this is over?

	I think that the problems have always been on me. It wasn’t some devil in the machine, that’s a myth. An extreme an oversimplification. My problem was in how I used the games to cope. They’re a damn good rabbit hole. But one which ultimately taught me enough that – like Alice – my world could get bigger and bigger, until I eventually woke up.

	If I had to chose between Jane McGonigal and Hilarie Cash, Jane’s offering the brighter future. I don’t think I could be some spokesman for ReSTART, Hilarie’s inpatient center, recommending it to Redmond tech companies, APA committees, parents, and so on. Not because I think they aren’t doing any good. The counseling should help. Flying to the middle of nowhere might certainly keep extreme gamers from self-harm. For the price tag, though, I’d want We The Disorderly Gamers to establish long-term care relationships locally, with someone who has the cultural competency to know why gaming speaks to unique physiology, social background, and co-occurring issues.

	This isn’t me knocking Hilarie, or anyone else who truly cares to advance the treatment and understanding of that intersection between pathology and gaming. This is me sort of unfairly singling her out, as a way to challenge everyone in that community to play some games. FYI, it’s a challenge Hilarie has accepted. I’m taking my laptop to ReSTART. I’ve got one hour, and I think I can use that to show off Proteus, SRIII, Civilization V, a Battlefield title, some League of Legends, a couple facebook games, and clips from Warcraft raids and Second Life living. I’m not expecting us to order a pizza and play indie games till four, okay? I’m just hoping to show that “games” is a bit too big for the blanket verdict “addictive.”

	We all need to look at the bigger picture. We gamers who do have issues like anxiety and depression, even compulsion linked to structures in games, we owe it to ourselves to take care of ourselves. There is zero shame in getting long-term help from a mental health professional who gets you. No matter how socially isolated, disconnected from life, or hopeless it feels – and yeah, I’ve been there – it gets better.

	On another level, “Internet Gaming Disorder,” “IA,” “Problematic Computer Use,” at the moment they all still suffer from the Manhattan problem. We might say that a patient has “problematic use of New York City,” but it may be more accurate to link NYC’s contents: a big bad professor, or parents, or drug hookups, or divorce, to the patient’s depression, anxiety, compulsion, and so on. There’s more happening than just a person in front of a screen, and if you can’t see the difference between Flotilla and FarmVille, and you don’t know why World of Warcraft raids are different from their social guilds, if you don’t know about the places we go and the people we meet, and you can’t grasp the weird new ways in which we communicate, you will be particularly unsuited to understanding why the experience elicits a range of pathology.

	 “Problematic use of games” suffers from the problem that it’s too vague to use. So let’s be specific.

	Games are not addictive. That is, Games with the capital G. The medium of games. That kind of broad statement fits alongside “all books are boring” and “TV rots your brain.” Oh hell yeah, people will keep saying those things. I’ll be right there with them, since some individual games really are B.F. Skinner coloring books, inclement shitstorms of compulsion, punishing grinds, and tired content. Yes, those suck, and the shapes they take are as easy to sort as the colors in a kaleidoscope.

	But those deadfalls and bear traps are not the only games we have.

	I hate shitty, soulless games the way I hate fast food. I still have a hamburger now and then and, fuck, I might even play Madden somewhere down the line. But I hope not. It's hard to get excited about McShit pixels portraying the worst in our millennia-long history of expression; digital valium without even the basic decency to pull off fart jokes. Maybe it reveals me as the worst kind of monacled elitist. A limp-wristed, quivering hipster. Then again, maybe I just have different eyes. These days, I readily identify bullshit design and walk on. Or run, run my naked female avatar through the streets of Saint’s Row for a solid few hours, surfing on cars and chauffeuring live tigers. Online with my buddy Sasquatch, of course.

	I’m not saving the planet, okay? I am just, on rare occasions, giving it a very thorough enjoying.

	That being said, I wouldn’t mind experiencing a completely beautiful game before I die. I wouldn't mind one or two equivalents to Percy Bysshe Shelley, Willy Shakes, Stan Kubrick, Van Gogh, or Stephen King. Someone who made cool shit because they could. Because they had to. They didn't necessarily understand what they were doing, or even believe that it was completely beautiful.

	And, boring as it may sound, I just got to kick back and lose myself in it.
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