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DressCode — Identity through Dress in Virtual Environments

This research is an attempt to break free of all traditional cultural assumptions that come
with video games, and to see the medium for what it really is. This entails going back to its
first steps, as well as reaching deep into its core. In the body of this thesis, | discuss what
games do best, namely simulation, and why this is the reason they do not always involve
interesting or even acceptable representation, examining the relationship between the two.
This is necessary in order to establish if and how self-reflection and the affect on the player’s
identity are established. | chose to do this in the context of dress and fashion, as my
background assumes a relative expertise in this field, and this is the interdisciplinary view |
can best offer to the medium. But more importantly, | chose to examine the dress of the
game characters because they are the imaginary, symbolic, and pragmatic connection of the
player with the game world, and as such, any affect on the player will likely occur through
them. As their dress, or rather their polygonal body, is there to do two things, the first being
to establish the pragmatic simulational connection and interaction of the character with the
game environment, the second being to visually position the character in the imaginary and
symbolic context of the game, it is there that we may find how identity is affected. The
avatar’s clothing is the interface between the game world and the avatar, which in turn is the
interface between the player and the game. Therefore, after | enquire whether video games
affect the player’s identity in any way, | then question how the player’s identity is affected by
what the avatar is wearing.

The main question this research poses is: How does avatarial dress affect the identity of the
player while playing a video game?

The practical outcome of this research is a study in designing and producing a game that
utilises dress as its exclusive gameplay factor. | call this artefact DressCode: The Fashion
Game. In this game, play progresses through choice of dress and dialogue, and it combines
a graphical user interface, text, and three-dimensional graphics. This prototype was created
in order to establish how the identity of the player is affected through dress choices for the

avatar.
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Introduction and Methodology

Objectives

Soldiers, robots, tomb raiders, aliens, knights, princesses, plumbers, zombies. As a young fashion
student, this obsession of the video games medium with fantasy themes puzzled me. | could of
course understand that the appearance of the characters was contextual and that it depended on
the scenario and setting of the game. But | always thought that the medium could do more than
that. With its simulational, emergent and configurative qualities, | believed that video games could
explore and push to their limits more realistic worlds. At first, and until | embarked on this research,
| thought that visual realism was what | was looking for: beautiful fabrics, intricate fashion design,
anatomically correct bodies with natural movement. After engaging in this research, however, |
realised that it was not so much the lack of visual realism that was the problem, even if it did
matter, as the lack of social realism. In other words, video games did not represent what happened
in real life, nor did they borrow significant elements from it, but they were rather content to play
with fantastical symbolisms and metaphors which of course had their basis in cultural conventions,
but which however were only tangentially connected to real-life systems. Moving away from the
traditional perception of superficial commodities, fashion has come to be discussed by many late
modernist thinkers and critics as one of the principal signifiers for actual social relations as well as
for their hypermodern simulation. Looking at the way in which video games eschewed social
realism, it followed that they equally did not show any serious attempt at original or even
represented fashion design in their visuals or narratives. This also had political reverberations, as
lack of social realism, i.e. the use of non-sensical fantasy themes to break free of all cultural ties
and therefore repercussions, brought with it the problematic representation of gender and power
relations, as well as a natural and unquestionable adoption of violence and conflict. There were of
course exceptions, both experimental and commercial, which were inspiring and eye-opening,
many of which are mentioned and examined in this thesis. Projects like Fagcade, social worlds like
Second Life, and games like The Sims, positively informed my views on the matter and helped
construct my theories, as they made evident that a re-imagined “real” life can be every bit as
entertaining as a re-imagined fantasy, but more importantly, more meaningful. An artistic medium,
which | consider video games to be, can express the author’s worldview, but it should also allow
the viewer/reader/user to engage with it in order to gain some understanding of the world and of
herself through self-reflection on the artifact. While | do not claim that fantasy is incapable of this, |

do see sense in making a point and inviting interaction through references analogous to the real




world, and not through trivial “artistic” stereotypes derived from the commercially accepted

traditional tropes of the medium.

Self-reflection for me is what video games, and | use the term loosely, are best at offering, more so
than other media, or at least in deeper and more complex ways, as they very much envelop all
previous media. However, self-reflection is usually downplayed or disregarded due to a confusion
between what the medium can support satisfactorily (pretty much anything and everything), and
what it does best. Video game theorist Michael Highland asks: can we look forward to games
which are ‘designed to reward personal growth or self-realisation?’ (2006:19) While engaged in
gameplay, the player sees herself, looking suspiciously unlike herself but still knowing that it is her,
doing things that are for the most part dictated or imposed to her by the author. ‘Death of the
author?’ — | beg to differ, as for the duration of the game session, the identity of the gamer is in the
author’s hands. The author in this case does not have to be the visionary or the instigator; it may
be the industry or the market of video games. The power is back to the gamer. But is this really
what the gamer, or rather, all gamers, want to play?

This research is an attempt to break free of all traditional cultural assumptions that come with the
territory, and to see the medium for what it really is. This, of course, entails going back to its first
steps, as well as reaching deep into its core. In the body of this thesis, | will discuss what games
do best, namely simulation, and why this is the reason they do not always involve interesting or
even acceptable representation, examining the relationship between the two. This is necessary in
order to establish if and how self-reflection and the affect on the player’s identity are established. |
chose to do this in the context of dress and fashion, as my background assumes a relative
expertise in this field, and this is the interdisciplinary view | can best offer to the medium. But more
importantly, | chose to examine the dress of the game characters because they are the imaginary,
symbolic, and pragmatic connection of the player with the game world, and as such, any affect on
the player will likely occur through them. As their dress, or rather their polygonal body, is there to
do two things, the first being to establish the pragmatic simulational connection and interaction of
the character with the game environment, the second being to visually position the character in the
imaginary and symbolic context of the game, it is there that we may find how identity is affected.
The avatar’s clothing is the interface between the game world and the avatar, which in turn is the
interface between the player and the game. Therefore, after | enquire whether video games affect
the player’s identity in any way, | will then question how the player’s identity is affected by what the

avatar is wearing.

The main question this research poses is: How does avatarial dress affect the identity of the player

while playing a video game?




What led me to write on game character dress was the realisation that it has clearly not yet
received enough attention by game developers and publishers outside the domain of fantasy
costume. | am embarking on this research with the hope that having a fashion theory and design
background will help me to analyse the subject of this study from a different point of view to that of
the typical video game scholar. The scope of this research is twofold, namely to give insight into
the nature of dress and fashion through the use of digital simulation, and to advance the medium

of the video game by improving both the representation and simulation of garments therein.

Anthropologist Tom Boellstorff has said that the virtual is the anthropological, meaning that virtual
communities mimic those of real communities, but have their own ethics and customs (2008: 237).
In observing virtual communities, we find universal truths about human nature. In this sense, virtual
fashion may be seen as real, as it entails status, sexuality, and consumption, exactly as it does in
the non-virtual world. Virtual fashion should therefore still be indicative of the reality of humanity, as
the alteration of nature, as what we do in order to survive by means of a struggle over status,
probably for reasons of natural selection. Of course, fashion in material terms has a haptic and
sensory dimension, which links it directly to the human body. Yet fashion in this research has to be
used essentially as a structural construct, a semantic abstraction, connected to a limited
simulational model of fashion in the ‘real’ world.

DressCode: The Fashion Game

In his article ‘Research as Design — Design as Research’, Andrew J. Stapleton sets out to find an
appropriate methodology for researching the game design process (2005:4-6). As a research
process, design has a clear focus on action, and action research as a qualitative methodology,
which combines both qualitative and quantitative approaches, is very similar to design activity and
involves the concepts of change and understanding. Stapleton used an action research
methodology deriving from constructivism (genetic epistemology) called Fourth Generation
Evaluation, where researchers actively build something based on their prior knowledge, in order to
gain further understanding of the object in question. The ultimate outcome of this process is a case
study report which allows the reader to ‘vicariously experience’ the context, methodology, and
success of the enquiry. Stapleton’s Research as Design-Design as Research (RADDAR)
methodology for video games effectively merges design and research into one inseparable entity:
an ‘ongoing dialectic between (constructivist) research and theory, the realm of (academic)
researchers, and game design, the realm of design practitioners’. RADDAR (illustration 1) forms a

hermeneutic dialectic circle, which allows various methods to be employed.
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1. The RADDAR Methodology

This particular methodology will prove useful in the context of my research, as it merges theory
and practice in a way that has the two interact in a cyclical manner. The one feeds the other, i.e.
theoretical assumptions lead to design decisions, and practical considerations lead to analytical
material. | find this system suitable for the creation of a video game prototype, which is both the
offspring of my theoretical speculations, but also, and more importantly, a work of art in its own
right, which can exist independently and create new practical and abstract questions and
speculations. The questions derived from the design process may then drive further theoretical
research, or inform existing assumptions. This is an experimental scientific method, which | find

appropriate for work on digital systems.

The practical outcome of this research is a study in designing and producing a game that will utilise
dress as its exclusive gameplay factor. | call this artefact DressCode: The Fashion Game. In this
game, play will progress through choice of dress and dialogue, and it will combine a graphical user
interface, text, and three-dimensional graphics. | will make this prototype in order to establish how
the identity of the player is affected through dress choices for the avatar. Another derivative
question, which will be explored in creation and evaluation of the fashion game prototype, is
whether dress can work as a game mechanic, i.e. as one of the factors that affect gameplay. The
completed prototype will subsequently be tested as part of a focus group as well as a self-reflexive

process. | am hoping that my findings will justify and facilitate the inclusion of better character




design in solitary games and more choice in avatarial construction in online multiplayer

environments.

Social Realism — From Syntax to Rhetorics

Digital media theorist Noah Wardrip-Fruin has invented the term expressive processing to refer to
the abilities of simulational processes to act as the author’s expression of ideals, which may not be
visible to the player (2009: 3-4), as data and processes combine to produce representational signs
on the surface (the output of the simulation, visuals and sounds) (2009: 10). New media theorist
Lev Manovich also points out the opposition between information and immersion, or surface and
depth, as analogous to action and representation (2001: 216). Wardrip-Fruin describes simulations
as sets of operational logics (e.g. spatial logics like collision detection) (2009:13), which are not put
together in an attempt to capture the nuances of the everyday world, but rather for their
computational specificity, efficiency on the targeted platform, and ease of implementation
(2009:82). Whether it is Half-Life 2 (Valve, 2004) or Super Mario Brothers (Nintendo, 1985), there
is always a large amount of abstraction in the simulation (2009: 222). Crucially, Wardrip-Fruin
continues, ‘the overall goal is defined by the fact that the game is attempting to reach an audience;
the model must serve the experience of gameplay sought by the game’s authors’ (2009: 82). This
is sometimes based on current positions in psychology, linguistics, and cognitive science,

particularly in the design of artificial intelligence (2009: 83).

Regardless of the degree of abstraction, | believe that the syntax of the programmatic code can
produce semantic content in the right circumstances, and | will gradually progress in my line of
argument from syntax to meaning. Kirkpatrick believes that ‘the challenge of the video game lies in
extruding play and form, which are no longer located internal to the subject, but have to be
performed through manipulating the controller’ (2011:8). For Kirkpatrick, the combination of
expressive performance and restraint in gameplay is not a meaningful aesthetic experience, but
more akin to playing a musical instrument, i.e. syntactic (2011:7), as the excess of form ‘overrides
and negates’ meaning. It is the very activity of playing a game which corrodes meaning-making
within the experience, as mimesis in the video game object is undermined (2011: 9). However,
Kirkpatrick eventually admits that meaning may indeed be invoked in a video game, insofar as
there is sufficient behavioural complexity in the game’s code (2011: 18). Video game theorist lan
Bogost (2006) has coined the term unit operations to define programmatic and other procedures
that express meaning, which allow programmers to create discreet blocks of functionality

(programming objects) that can be combined to form programmatic models such as simulations.




Importantly, Bogost regards video games as a medium of unique persuasive power, which can
‘disrupt and change fundamental attitudes and beliefs about the world, leading to potentially

significant long-term change’, even though this power is not mainly related to the content of the
games, but rather to the way they mount claims through procedural rhetorics (Bogost, 2007:ix):

While “ordinary” software like word processors and photo editing
applications are often used to create expressive artifacts, those completed
artifacts do not usually rely on the computer in order to bear meaning.
Videogames are computational artifacts that have cultural meaning as
computational artifacts. Moreover, they are a popular form of computational
artifact; perhaps the most prevalent form of expressive computation.
Videogames are thus a particularly relevant medium for computational
persuasion and expression. (Bogost: 2007:ix)

Wardrip-Fruin also finds that there are usually strong ideological positions built in the data and the
processes (2009:99):

...in trying to capture the structure of the world or the way reasoning works,
[Al] always captures someone’s idea of how things are rather than any
transcendental truth (2009: 108)...A simulation of human behavior is always
an encoding of the beliefs and biases of its authors; it is never objective, it
is always a fiction (2009: 151).

Bogost discards system operations for unit operations (2006: 6), which he identifies in social,
political, and cultural behaviours and ideologies (Bogost, 2007: 72). He presents Italian publisher’s
Molleindustria’s The McDonald Game (illustration 2), a game that parodies the business practices
of fast-food chain McDonald’s, as an example to demonstrate the power of procedural rhetorics:

As Patrick Dugan explains, the game imposes “constraints simulating
necessary evils on one hand, and on the other hand...business practices
that are self-defeating and, really just stupid.” The game makes a
procedural argument about the inherent problems in the fast food industry,
particularly the necessity of overstepping environmental and health-related

boundaries. (Bogost 2007: 31)




In another example, America’s Army (illustration 3), a game developed and published by the
United States Army as a promotional initiative, Bogost finds persuasion on two fronts: as a U.S.
Army recruiting tool, and as a manifestation of military ideology which propagates ‘the logic of duty,
honour, and singular global political truth as a desirable worldview’ (Bogost, 2007: 79).

2-3. McDonald’s Game and American Army

As software is composed of authored algorithms (pieces of code) that abstractly model the natural
world, or an imaginary world, there is an inherent bias, which represents, rather than accurately
models, the system in question. Procedurality, in this context, creates meaning through the
interaction of these algorithms (Bogost, 2007:4). For Bogost, the procedural representation of the
computer simulation is a different symbolic expression to written or spoken representation, in that it
explains processes with other processes (it enacts other processes), and not with language (as it
does not describe them, the way semiotics do) (Bogost, 2007: 9). All in all, Bogost regards
simulation as a form of representation, within which biased perspectives are expressed through

procedural rhetorics (Bogost, 2007: 173):

What simulation games create are biased, nonobjective modes of
expression that cannot escape the grasp of subjectivity and ideology.
(Bogost, 2006:99)

One of the central theses in this research is phrased by video game theorist Alexander R.
Galloway, who asserts that, as games compel players to perform acts, they should depict the real
world in action, while ‘establishing correspondences with specific activities existent in the social
reality of the gamer’ (Galloway, 2006: 84). Influenced by Galloway's position, in the creation of

DressCode, | am not arguing for realism or verisimilitude, as | do not believe that they are feasible
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or even appropriate in the video game, but rather for a meaningful fashion system, which will be
central to the mechanics of the simulation. The purpose of DressCode is the production of social
realism by means of multiplicity, and connection between simulation and representation. These
devices are employed in order to increase the game’s meaning, and as a result the player’s
subjectivity in the construction of the identity of the avatar through social performance.

Syndesis — Connecting Programming and Semiotics

In the body of this thesis, | will express the opinion that meaning in games can be produced by
harmonising their representational with their simulational layer. This, | feel, enhances the
connection with the avatar, and both elements of real-world simulated emotions and win-lose game
emotions are produced, so that the player’s simulational identity is constructed at the same time as
the representational. Ultimately, this has a positive effect on the production of meaning and on
overall subjectivity.

Video game theorist Gordon Calleja sums up the experiential phenomena of playing a video game
in incorporation, which encompasses the notions of both presence (as used by technologists,
media psychologists, and human-computer interaction researchers) and immersion (as the

preferred term of humanists and social scientists) (Calleja, 2011: 33):

Although incorporation is ultimately a metaphor like presence or immersion,
it avoids a number of problematic connotations that are present in the other
two terms and, more importantly, provides a more robust concept for
researchers to build on. (Calleja, 2011: 3)

Starting with Laura Ermi’s and Frans Mayra’s study (2005), which provides three modes of
immersion (sensory, challenge-based, and imaginative), Calleja creates a model of player
involvement (2011: 34), and identifies its following dimensions: kinesthetic involvement relates to
controls and fluency of internalised movement; spatial involvement concerns players’ engagement
with the spatial qualities of a virtual environment (spatial control, navigation, and exploration);
shared involvement deals with the engagement derived from players’ interaction with other player
or Al agents in a game environment in cohabitation, cooperation, and competition; narrative
involvement refers to engagement with static and emergent story elements; affective involvement

encompasses emotional engagement deriving from the aesthetics of a game; and /udic




involvement refers to players’ engagement with choices and their repercussions during gameplay,

while striving to achieve a goal (Calleja, 2011: 43-44).

While kinesthetic, spatial, and ludic involvement can be sufficiently explained in terms of
mathematics, and shared involvement in the context of virtual sociology, narrative and affective
involvement must also borrow from narrative and cultural semiology. This is why the programmatic
code must be somehow connected to semiotics. In the second chapter, in particular, | will attempt
to connect computer variables such as numbers and text strings, as well as their inclusion in
functions, to semiotic entities. | will use the object-oriented scripting language JavaScript, which
allows for attributes and functions to be ascribed to objects such as characters and clothes, to
produce the scripts that will control my fashion game prototype. Object-oriented programming is a
programming paradigm that uses collections of software segments called ‘objects’ to create
models based on the real world. It uses techniques such as abstraction — abstract emulation of
reality; modularity — small parts of code that can be reused; polymorphism — common
characteristics between classes; encapsulation — distribution of duties to classes and methods;
and inheritance — common characteristics between classes. In object-oriented programming,
software is designed as a collection of cooperating objects rather than a collection of functions.
Each object is capable of interacting with other objects and can be viewed as an independent actor
with a specific role. This emphasis on modularity allows me to draw parallels between
programmatic code and semiotics, which are equally discreet systems. Manovich mentions that in
modern semiology, communication requires discrete units (a series of discontinuous terms), and so
media used in cultural communication are expected to have discrete levels (2001: 28). Digital
media feature discreet units in a fractal manner, i.e. on different scales (2001: 30): bits become
bytes, megabytes and terabytes of information, as binary code combines to become increasingly
complex and produce a syntax which can come close to producing meaning:

Structural computer programming which became standard in the 1970s
involves writing small and self-sufficient modules (called in different
computer languages subroutines, functions, procedures, scripts) which are
assembled into larger programs. Many new media objects are in fact
computer programs which follow structural programming style. (Manovich,

2001:31)

In OOLs, a class defines the characteristics of an object, which is an instance of a class. An object
(or a whole class) has properties, such as colour and size, and capabilities called methods, all of

which can be examined as semiotic signs.




As | am focusing on the aspect of simulation, | am adopting a ludological perspective. Ludology is
a term for a branch of game studies, mainly coined by Scandinavian scholars, which focuses on
the aspect of ludus and simulation, and directly opposes the reading of video games as narratives.
Sociologist and video game theorist Graeme Kirkpatrick believes that ludology identifies what is
essential to the video game as a cultural object: structured play, whose aesthetics depend on
performative rhythm, rather than on representational content (2011: 48-9). As such, ludology
rejects the view that games include significant textual components (2011: 50), mainly as there is a
discrepancy between temporal immediate playing and interpretatively reading events, which
damages the mechanics of fictional meaning (2011: 55). Ludologist Markku Eskelinen believes that
‘most comparisons between narratives and games usually result from too narrow, broad or feeble
definitions of the former’, and that Gerald Prince’s and Gerard Genette’s narratologies state that
there must be both a temporal sequence of events and a narrative situation to a narrative, the
latter of which cannot be found in video games (Eskelinen, 2004: 37). For the ludologist who
kicked off the whole argument in 1997, Espen Aarseth, what makes games playable and attractive
is rather the exploration and mastery of the topography of the virtual environment (Aarseth, 2004:
51).

Ludologist Gonzalo Frasca also believes that simulations have different mechanics and offer
distinct rhetorical possibilities to narrative (2003: 221). He therefore finds formal approaches for the
analysis of the video game medium like semiotics limited, although still ‘the easiest way to uncover
the structural differences between stories and games’ (2003: 222). For this reason, he uses what
he calls “simitiocs” (simulation semiotics). Simulation does not simply retain the representational
characteristics of an object but it also includes a model of its behaviours, which reacts to certain
input stimuli, according to a set of conditions. To an external observer, the sequence of signs
produced by both a film and a simulation could look exactly the same, so that their semiotic
sequences might be identical (2003: 224). However, Frasca draws attention to the fact that
simulation cannot be understood just through its output. What appears on the screen, therefore,
may be examined within semiology, but that would be missing the point, as it is not the static
image, or even indeed the moving image, that the video game produces, which is usually of
interest, but rather the configuration of the game object by the player in creating these images. A
framework is thus needed within which the examination of both a game’s inner workings and
apparent outcomes can occur. | call this concept syndesis, from the Greek prefix ‘syn’ (‘together’)
and noun ‘desis’ (‘binding’), literally translated as ‘binding together’, ‘linking’ or ‘connecting’,
describing in this context the way units that can be expressed in semiotic terms, such as visuals
and sounds, are placed on the interface between the computer and the gamer through the use of

10




metaphor and cultural convention, to communicate units that can only be expressed in terms of

mathematics.

Simulation is indeed not of a discursive, but of a mathematic nature. Philosopher Alain Badiou
(2007 [1988]) believes that all ontological processes can be described in formal mathematical
terms, and his work influences my speculations in the chapters to follow. Manovich characterises
new media as mathematical and programmable, subject to algorithmic manipulation (2001: 27). As
such, simulation does not inherently contain meaning, but it has to be attached to meanings
through metaphor:

...we need something which can be called “info-aesthetics” — a theoretical
analysis of the aesthetics of information access as well as the creation of
new media objects which “aestheticize” information processing. (Manovich,
2001: 217)

| am using the concept of syndesis to examine two subjects which have traditionally been
examined within the two incompatible methodologies, namely social interaction through dress, and
video games. In the structuralist tradition, the analysis of social and individual formations takes
place, which can be read as texts, as the self is performed within a negotiation between the
personal and the social, by identifying with sameness or difference. French philosopher Paul
Ricceur (1991a: 21), for example, devised a model of textuality to examine personal experiences
as texts. Fashion is equally a semiological system: semiotician Roland Barthes (1992 [1967])
devised a fashion semiotics, where dressing is the personal way the wearer adopts dress, which is
proposed by their social group. What is of importance here is that Barthes describes the semiology
of clothing as syntactic rather than lexical, something that produces meaning through ‘functions,
oppositions, distinctions and congruences’. In this sense, fashion syntax may be seen as having
similar qualities to programmatic syntax, where programming objects combine to produce larger
formations. Barthes focused on the analysis of the representation of fashion mainly through
photography, the fashion image, in an attempt to explain it within a structuralist methodology. This
is already a remediated fashion, a fashion that is a medium (dress) within another medium
(advertising: illustration, photography, typography, video, etc.). This led Jean Baudrillard to
continue this analysis of fashion as symbolic code, rather than material design, in Symbolic
Exchange and Death (1993 [1976]). | will use Bolter's & Grusin’s notion of remediation (2000), as
the image of fashion in the video game is again reinterpreted and it is often introduced as
perceived within other media, most notably film and photography. Fashion, which is traditionally
associated with semiology, is the perfect contender to place in the video game as both

11




representational and simulational content, as the syntactics of dress will still relate to significant
semantics, even after remediation within what is clearly considered a syntactic medium of

expression.

Of course, the movement from structuralism to post-structuralism comes with the decline of
prominence of linguistic structure as the means to analyse and comprehend culture, and the
adoption of a system whereby signifiers produce an endless chain of signifiers instead of
signifieds. There is a similar trajectory following the subjects of this research, crystallising on
Baudrillard’s post-structuralist analysis, which shares the structuralist basis with Barthes, but uses
a system of signs no longer based on concrete power relations, but rather on endless self-
reference through a constant process of deferring. Baudrillard (1993: 462) finds that fashion
abolishes the signifier/signified distinction as the signifiers lead to further signifiers infinitely (what
Derrida terms différance; (2001 [1967]), something which can be achieved in programming through
the use of classes. Baudrillard progressed beyond formal semiology to develop a version of
structural semiology which revolves around the concept of the simulacrum and the state of a lack

of reality, or a hyperreality, both central ideas in this research.

In connecting semiotics and programming, | will use a pansemiotic method: | find computer
languages to have a linguistic quality through which written descriptions and attributes can be
assigned to virtual clothing, in a similar way they were first ascribed to physical clothing by Barthes
(1990 [1967]). In the field of computational linguistics, a branch of artificial intelligence, the
relationship between language and computer code is formally examined. Christian Holmboe wrote
arelevant essay in 2005 entitled The linguistics of object-oriented design: implications for teaching,
which was published in the ITICSE '05 proceedings of the 10th annual SIGCSE conference on
innovation and technology in computer science education. A thesis entitled Default Inheritance in
an Object-Oriented Representation of Linguistic Categories, published in the International Journal
of Human-Computer Studies in 1994 (41; 149-177), which explores an object-oriented approach to
the representation of linguistic knowledge, is also of relevance. Most notably, | have been
influenced by two interdisciplinary researches which led to two important publications, Andras
Kornai's Mathematical Linguistics (2007), and Kumiko Tanaka-Ishii’s Semiotics of Programming
(2010). For Kornai, mathematics is but a simplified language which escapes the inefficiencies and
ambiguity of natural languages (2007: 8). Kornai (2007: 8-9) acknowledges that mathematical
linguistics is not new: mathematician Roman Jakobson wrote Structure of Language and Its
Mathematical Aspects in 1961, which contains categorial grammar (Lambek, 1961), formal syntax
(Chomsky, 1961; Hiz, 1961), logical semantics (Quine, 1961; Curry, 1961), phonetics and
phonology (Peterson & Harary, 1961; Halle, 1961), Markov models (Mandelbrot, 1961),
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handwriting (Chao, 1961; Eden, 1961), parsing (Oettinger, 1961; Yngve, 1961), glottochronology
(Gleason, 1961), and philosophy of language (Putnam, 1961).

In order to mathematically replicate the real fashion system, multiplicity in DressCode will be
implemented with the introduction of a cyclical, trend-based fashion system, which will be
dynamically updated by external sources such as a database dedicated to the game. This
database may accept direct input, or it may be a collection of fashion trends circulating on fashion
forecasting websites. This will offer unlimited choice of colours, shapes, and styling of body and
attire, and the representation of several markets related to the fashion business, such as high
street and designer fashion, hair styling and cosmetics. This trend-based system will position
objects and styles as ‘in’ or ‘out of fashion’, creating a dynamic system of significations.
Furthermore, the fashion items included will be produced by myself, equally a fashion and video
game designer, offering a new point of view to an industry dominated by artists with specific skill
sets and aesthetic orientation. Relativity and ambiguity will be produced by the multiple readings of
the articles and their combinations, as is the case with dressing in the real, non-virtual world. 3D
models are only connected to their simulational attributes by semiotic convention, and so this
connection can be used to underline the tension between personal aesthetic preferences and
societal conceptions. The evaluation of the garment and/or accessory combinations will be relative,
and subject to other characters, the environment, and other attributes of the avatar. The game will
not be played in absolute terms, but rather as an increasingly complex accumulation of signs which
will be presented and exchanged in different ways. | hope that this increasing complexity of the

syntax of signs will produce meaning, even if it is still abstract.

Social Performance

DressCode’s main purpose is to explore the notion of dress as a limited theatrical performance
within a ludic simulation. The game will examine identity affect by dress and fashion as
performance in a social environment. Identity performance will be explored in the game by using
the appearance of the avatar as a means to present one aspect of the avatar, a mask or facet of
the self, depending, of course, on the social occasion. The prime focus of the game is on visual
and verbal performance, i.e. how the self is presented in social interaction by means of body
movement and appearance, and through verbal communication. The attire of the avatar will largely
contribute to the signs communicated in this performance, as will the application of the clothing
articles on the avatar’s polygonal nude body as independent models with their own physical
properties and other attributes. The body will be part of the social performance representing the
expression of sexuality and adoption of beauty norms by the avatar, and attractiveness, size,
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proportions, expressions, gestures, posture and movement will all be factors of the programmatic
equation that will define the complete appearance. Gender characteristics will further affect
gameplay. This performance is not purely kinaesthetic, spatial, or even ludic, as in many, usually
fast-paced games, but rather strategic and expressive: it involves the exchange of several kinds of
signs between the participants. The player will have to elaborate and negotiate the avatar’s
appearance with the simulated in-game socio-economic system.

During playing the game, the projective identity of the player will be developed. For linguist
Valentine Voloshinov, identity develops through social interaction, and as such it is emergent, as
we make choices within society (1973 [1930]: 86-89). We identify with groups and individuals
(Voloshinov, 1973 [1930]: 86-89), and so we develop a sense of self as a reflexive product (Lawler,
2008:107), an autobiography which produces an overarching personal narrative which we interpret
in order to construct our identity (Ricceur, 1991a: 21). For sociologists Zygmunt Bauman (2000;
2007) and Anthony Giddens (1991), identity is fluid and occurs as a result of continuous process.
Postmodern theorists, such as sociologist Sherry Turkle (1995), believe in multiple identities, as
different facets are given primacy depending on the circumstances. The fact that we choose which
image to project, which we strategically select from a gamut of images, suggests that identity can
be seen as performance. For sociologist Stephanie Lawler, self-impersonation is a process by
which we assume characteristics we claim as our own (2008: 103-104). Through this process, we
become social persons through performing ourselves. Sociologist Erving Goffman (1990 [1959]:
30) links social interaction to theatrical performances. Similarly, American post-structuralist
philosopher Judith Butler is concerned with how we 'do' identities through performance (1990;
1993; 1997; 2004).

Video games are especially able to explore such identity theories. Brenda Laurel has described
interactive environments in terms of dramatic human-computer interaction (Laurel, 1993: 78). In
this light, playing a game can be seen as a staged performance, which has a dramatic plot. An
example of Laurel’s theatrical metaphor is given in the form of the interactive drama Facgade
(Mateas & Stern, 2005). Fagade was created as part of a bigger research project, entitled ‘Build It
to Understand It: Ludology Meets Narratology in Game Design Space’, which revolved around
interactive narrative. In their article, Michael Mateas and Andrew Stern argue that building games
can be a key practice in game studies, along with the analysis of existing games. Mateas and
Stern built Fagade (illustration 4) with agency and narrative in mind, and analysed its creation and
the way it works in order to discuss ludological concepts. Fagade is a first-person 3D experience
that offers a high level of local and global agency — the player’s actions have immediate or long-
term effects on the environment — by allowing the player to move in the environment, use objects,

and have conversations with the characters. The progress and outcomes of the game depend
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directly and indirectly on the actions of the player. Fagade uses ‘unconstrained natural language
and emotional gesture as a primary mode of expression’ for the player and the other characters.
The structure of the game is based on an Aristotelian ‘tension arc’ (inciting incident, rising tension,
crisis, climax, and denouement). Mateas and Stern believe that both abstract interactive game and
complex simulations of physical environments can be interpreted and represented in numerical
ways. The problems arise when a high level of agency is attempted on complex interactive
narratives. The problem seems to be one of deconstruction, reduction, and ultimately structuralist
analysis, as modelling the player’s effect on the structure of a story involves, on a programming
level, simple variables such as words and numbers. In Fagade, which is an abstract social game,
similar in some respects to DressCode, numeric scores are used to define factors such as the
affinity between characters. Complexity arises from the combination of many such ‘scores’
produced by ‘discourse acts’ in natural language, which generate ‘flags’ such as agreement,
disagreement, praise, criticism, flirtation and provocation. The score is communicated to the player
via theatrically dramatic performance. The purpose of the game is to use theatricality, as in the
dramatic performance of the characters, to communicate with the player. The main reason for
creating Fagade was to ‘explore new ways to deconstruct the potential events of a dramatic
narrative into small grain-sized pieces, annotated to allow the system to dynamically mix and
sequence the pieces in response to player interaction’. The team finally came to the conclusion
that there are indeed narrative structures that allow for satisfying gameplay through local and
global agency. This is a similar concept to the one | am using in this research, albeit in a different
context, that of dress and identity. However, code as the taxonomy of text and numbers is utilised
in my game prototype in the same way it is used in Fagade. Complexity in the fashion game
derives from the combination of many different numerical ‘scores’ produced by the interaction of
the avatar with the characters, and from the combinatory qualities of the garments and
accessories. The notion of dramatic performance is one more thing that my prototype shares with
Fagade. As posed by Baudrillard in Symbolic Exchange and Death, fashion is a festival in that it
aims for ‘a theatrical sociality, and delights in itself'. It is contradictory to language, as it does not
aim at communication, but rather plays at it. Dress and communication are two main themes in my
fashion game, as an open-ended theatrical process. However, the main reason why | am
employing this particular paradigm of research that produces practical results as part of my
methodology, is that | will use the process of creating a game as a means to understand the
relationship between dress and identity in a modelled environment, the same way Mateas and
Stern tried to understand narrative in relation to video games by building Fagade.
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4. Fagade — dialogue between the protagonists

Codification and Subjectivity

The player of DressCode will be able to create a unique identity for the avatar and live a particular
lifestyle through it, as consumption will be central to the gameplay mechanics. The formation of the
identity of the avatar will be a derivative of the exchange of signs between the avatars by means of
virtual objects. The avatar may pay money for commodities such as clothing, accessories, and
other fashion items, but also food, entertainment, furniture, etc. Consumption plays an important
role here, as the player will have to “purchase” or otherwise earn items that will allow her to
progress in the game, either in her own terms, or as part of a set goal-oriented scenario. Involved
in this struggle for success, goods in DressCode will be regarded as commodities, and artificial
scarcity will be used by design, in order to create a hierarchy of objects in the world, which players
may see as an incentive. In this sense, DressCode is a simulation of the consumption of signs, an
attempt to implement a system of fashion as social standing, where status may be established by
belonging to exclusive groups and creating associations with particular avatars. The notion of
competition is key here, and it is also related to approaching “sexual partners”. Status in the game
will reflect the affordances of the player, and vice versa: the more you have, the more you can do,
and the more you do, the more you earn. Status will have to be displayed explicitly on occasion as
ameans to secure success and thus higher status. Products will be advertised in the virtual world
as associated with specific social groups and status, thereby shaping the players’ needs and
conforming them to the code of the virtual society. Importantly, advertised products will directly
affect gameplay, thereby demonstrating (but not promoting) the ideologies involved in consumption
and the marketing of products. Bogost (2007: 230) finds this ability of the computer simulation
useful in making claims about the function (or dysfunction) of products and services in order to give
the player a hands-on account of how these products and services may affect their lives (Bogost,

2007: 230).
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DressCode’s dynamic fashion system will accommodate dress as a chaotic practical negotiation
between the fashion system and social conditions and norms. The inherent tension between
individual utterance and cultural imposition will be the main gameplay mechanic, and the difference
between fashion as status-oriented identification in the current socio-economic system, and dress
as the need to wear clothes for physical and psychological protection, will be highlighted. Fashion
trends in DressCode will be constructed either by the virtual society, or by the design of the game,
in both cases demanding the player to make choices regarding identification with social groups

and individuality. The avatar will represent the player, but also the fashion system and the social
system it is part of. The discourse of dressing (the player’s subjectivity) will be compromised by the
language of dress, the dress code (the game’s subjectivity). The player of DressCode will have to

perform an identity, which will be a negotiation between personal expression and social imposition.

Indeed, | find this imposition to be crucial in both clothes and video games, both belonging in some
respect to the system of fashion — Lipovetsky (2006: 71-88) regards all social artifacts as
participants in the fashion system. Video game theorist Sandra Abrams believes that, as socio-
cultural structures that exist in the real world are replicated in virtual worlds by both the designers
and the gamers, autonomy is inevitably compromised (Abrams, 2011: 223-236). Abrams

formulated a model of online identity, which accounts for the projection of self-identity onto an
avatar, as it is affected by the player’s knowledge of the game’s rules and limitations. | find both the
simulation and the representation of video games to be dependent on, as well as restricted by,
Baudrillard’s socio-economic code (2005 [1968]), as video games are first and foremost a
commodity. The inclusion of Baudrillard’s theories in video games research is certainly nothing

new. Cultural theorist Eva Kingsepp writes:

To describe the virtual worlds of digital games as hyperreal and simulacra
has become almost a cliché. The perfect copy without an original, complete
and even flowing over with signs adding to its real appearance but
simultaneously disguising a basic loss of referentials—many of the games
can be looked on as substitutes for the real world (if there is such a thing).
(2007: 366)

Baudrillard’s work on simulation goes beyond a representation of things to challenge the very
project of theoretical endeavour, and considers a simulational culture, a culture in crisis (Crogan,
2007: 405). Video game theorists have selectively used Baudrillard’s theories from time to time,
however their abstract nature, which concerns the entirety of the human experience, makes them
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hard to incorporate in subject-specific texts. Crogan (2007: 407-408) mentions in his article
‘Remembering (Forgetting) Baudrillard’ theorists such as Noah Wardrip-Fruin and Pat Harrigan
(2004), who dismiss Baudrillard’s simulation theory as referring to cultural phenomena, and this
presumably excludes computational phenomena. Espen Aarseth and Gonzalo Frasca have never
discussed Baudrillard, even though their work is fundamentally based on the concept of simulation.
Geoff King and Tanya Krzywinska (2006) reject Baudrillard’s theories as they believe that even the
military-entertainment complex should be analysed in terms of discourse. Barry Atkins (2003)
argues that there are evident differences between computer game simulations or representations
and reality. Crogan considers Baudrillard’s notion of the deterrence machine (as applied to
Disneyland) as the most productive engagement with Baudrillard’s work in games studies, and he

states:

Computer games are, in this light, the imaginary, ideological spaces that
prove the deterrent functioning of simulation by their significant exception to
the regime of the collapse of significance. (Crogan, 2007: 411)

However, it is the notion of code, as the socio-economic system that encompasses all aspects of
modern life, which | will focus on. Video games are a commodity, as they are part of a symbolic
exchange with the consumer that rests upon a sign system. Fashion is also a commodity in its own
right, and by extension in games, as a remediated virtual construct. Starting with a critique of
Marxism, Baudrillard rejects social categories in favour of a theory of consumption, which does not
operate on need, but on ‘non-objective meanings of consumerist prestige’ (Worsfold, 2012). He
claims that the economy follows the shifting symbolic system and argues that objects work in
concert to create a system of signs that dominates the subject, who never consumes an object in
isolation, but rather the entirety of a universal code of recognition. The subject is then classified
according to the signs that make it different to other subjects. Consumption, in this sense, is the
‘systematic act of the manipulation of signs’ (Baudrillard, 2005 [1968]: 218). Freedom is
consequently confined by technological development and the system of commodification.
Everything is changing but at the same time nothing changes, as the individual becomes the
consumer: we consume the system of consumption itself, the code. In this process, agency is
limited to consumer choice, and subjectivity becomes objectivity. Choice is circumscribed (Orr,
2006: 41), and the formation of identity is thereby reduced to the differences between products.

Video games are both products and a medium. As the former they are consumed, as the latter they

propagate the socio-economic code. In both cases, they affect the identity of the player/consumer,
and conform it to the code with every chance. The whole system is based on repetition, and media
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creates meaning through their form, and not their content: the commodity, the medium, and the
medium’s message, are all equated. It is the video game as a medium in its totality which is of
importance here. In the video game, the reality is the simulation, and not the representation. In a
game, all representation is simulated on two levels: As a simulacrum of an object or concept by
conception and design, the author being part of the system of the code; and as a simulation of the
(already simulated) representation of an object, as the game’s programming code, the
programmatic simulation, interprets it, again having been created by an author who belongs in the
code, and so it inherits the code’s ideology. The object now is neither fictional (imaginary) nor real,
itis in the first instance symbolic, and ultimately hyperreal: it pretends that it carries a societal
message, that it is full of cultural meaning, but in the end, it is exposed as pure pretence, pure
simulation. What is real instead is political economy, whose signs become imaginary again, in the
structural law of value (the code). Fashion is a virtual construct, but at the same time, it resides
within the capitalist exchange system, and it is subject to the capitalist code. As such, it still
complies, to a certain extent, with power structures in denoting class and imposing appropriate
dress codes. This is one of the main tensions within the system of fashion that | will explore in

DressCode.

| propose social realism as a solution to the issue of objectification: | explore the fashion system
and its effects on identity, as it encompasses all aspects of life. Subjectivity through dress within
the fashion system is only possible within the objectification imposed to the consumer. As Barthes
has pointed out, dress is a practical negotiation between the fashion system, social conditions, and
norms (Barthes, 1990 [1967]). However, the fashion system still offers an extent of personalisation
and an opportunity for the creation of a personal image (Lipovetsky, 2006) that is not possible in
simulations. It is this tension between subjectivity and objectifying that | am attempting to explore,
and to this effect, | propose a move away from "agency" as Janet Murray (1999), Michael Mateas
et al (2009), and other video game scholars define it, to true subjectivity, at least with regards to
avatarial dress: the player of DressCode will not so much master the manipulation of the avatar in
terms of ‘physical’ movement in the Cartesian space, as the expression of meaning through the
combination and manipulation of signs. The player will have the freedom to alter the avatar’s
appearance at will, and there will be sufficient opportunities to do so during gameplay. The player’s
choices will only be relatively appropriate or inappropriate for specific events and settings, and
personal expression will be accomplished through subjective performance of body and dress. The
player will not struggle for power over the game environment, but rather for the power to interact

with society, offsetting the kind of ludic conflict from environmental to internal and interpersonal.
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Autobiography / Identity

In the notions of subjectivity and its restriction, there is the assumption that gameplay transforms
the player’s identity. Video game theorist Zachary Waggoner (2010) believes that interactivity, i.e.
performing actions in a video game, makes the game able to impact identity formation, as it results
in internal self-reflection and assessment, which are essential to identity construction. Researcher
James Paul Gee coins the notion of ‘projective identity’, as situated on the interface and the
interactions between the player and the avatar, the identity that is developed by projecting one’s
identity onto the imagined identity of the avatar (2004: 54-56). Identification between the player
and the avatar is aided by the player’s choices over the constant development of the avatar
(Waggoner, 2010). Separating simulation from representation in their original examination, |

believe that the player has two spheres of identity: the simulational and the representational, the
first deriving from the interaction with the game’s code, and the second being a result of the art
included in the game, which is also simulated by the game’s simulation. The first mostly revolves
around emotions of ‘doing’, while the second, turns on ‘being’. This is why | believe that meaningful
identity affect can be facilitated by the introduction of syndesis, as the appropriate interface
between the simulational ‘to do’ and the representational ‘to be’.

French psychoanalyst/philosopher Jacques Lacan perceived the ego as a construction of linguistic
metaphoricity, which largely develops during the mirror stage (2007 [1947]). The image of the
infant’s body reflected in a mirror or the identified parent’s body becomes a catalyst for the creation
of the /, which is the mental representation of the infant’s identification with its image. Lacan’s
theory deriving from the analysis of the mirror stage is that as the /is not the infant’s physical weak
body, but an ideal version of herself, the person strives towards the / permanently after its
formation. The ego depends on an other, which is elaborated through social linguistic frameworks
in mature life, in order to form a specific identity. In video gameplay, the avatar can be argued to be
the other (“a”) as a reflection or projection of the player’s ego, and it is inscribed in the imaginary
order as the ideal image of the self and of the object of desire. And this is why games affect
identity: the game offers the player agency in the simulation as binary performance, where she is
immersed within a spectacular world, which is however controlled by the compulsive repetition of a
limited set of commands. In a Lacanian logic, the simulation divides the person into two entities:
the avatar, which belongs in the programmatic code (which in turn belongs in the socio-economic
code), and the player, who is also independently and always already affected by the socio-
economic code. Gameplay is predictive performance based on the game's affordances, and
although gameplay performance can become expressive and meaningful, it is always subject to
the codification of socio-economic structures, which brings with it the limitation of subjectivity by

objectifying the player/wearer.
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When the representational layer is added to the text, things are only complicated, as meaning also
derives from the connection of the remediated visuals and sounds to the syntax of the simulation.
Avatarial dress becomes a limited simulational and representational performance, as the body
schema of the player is altered via an exchange of visual signs — geometry, animation, etc. —
(Biocca, 1997: 22-24), thereby further affecting the identity of the player. However, games more
often than not rely on stereotypes, so there is a remediation of hyperbolic depictions of femininity
and masculinity involved in exaggerated scenarios inherited from other hyperbolic media, such as
comics and animation, or deriving from the medium’s own history. And such clichés are often not
consumed willingly. For instance, Judith Butler coins the term performativity for the performance
females carry out in an attempt to meet social expectations (1990: 33), which, transferred to the
virtual domain, means that females perform femininity as restricted by the avatarial appearance
that they are given, diminishing their subjectivity and objectifying them. Furthermore, the body
(whether male or female) is almost always used as a matrix of signs of remediated sexuality (the
symbolic and the imaginary), and never as the representation of nature (the real). It is always
fetishised, and this is evident in the models of the characters, which are created as flat surfaces
and not as multi-layered geometries, something which | am planning to amend with the creation of
DressCode. The emergent identity of the avatar will be produced by identification with social
groups and characters, and it will gradually become the autobiography of the avatar, as the sum of

the interactive experience (agency, action, feedback, reflection).
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Structure

Video game theorists Salen and Zimmerman (2004: 454) have described the gameplay experience
as a ‘three-fold framing of player consciousness’: as (1) a character in a simulated world; (2) as a
player in a game; and (3) as a person in a larger social setting. | will examine these three

dimensions of gameplay in the body of this thesis.

Chapter 1 - Identity in Virtual Environments (Simulation)

The first chapter identifies the main issue with respect to meaning in video games, namely the lack
of syndesis, i.e. the lack of sufficient connection between the layers of simulation and
representation, which poses a problem as it disregards the semiology of social interaction. | pose
social realism as a possible solution to this discrepancy, which seems to stem from the fact that
representation and simulation are ontologically different, the first semiotic, and the second
mathematical. | therefore draw a parallel between Baudrillard’s socio-economic code (2005

[1968]), which | find to define the lack of meaningful content in the medium, and the programmatic
code, which on the other hand defines how game models work, in order to connect the two

ontologies through the notion of genre-oriented abstraction.

The first part of the chapter examines the most prominent accounts of identity theory. Identity is
regarded as emergent and socially constructed by theorists such as Voloshinov (1973 [1930]),
Ricoeur (1981; 1984; 1985; 1988; 1991), Bauman (1988; 2000a; 2000b; 2007), Giddens (1991),
Lawler (2008), and Misztal (2003), as a result of identification and its consequences on
autobiography. Ricoeur (1991a) in particular draws on Aristotle’s notion of mimesis, also echoed in
Caillois’ mimicry (2001 [1958]), which puts weight on ‘pretending’ and ‘acting’. More recent
theorists such as Turkle (1995), Fuss (1995), Stone (1995), Haraway (1991), and Waggoner
(1999), regard identities as fragmented, complex, strategic, and always in flux. The main point that
I am adopting here from Goffman (1990 [1959]) and his dramaturgic metaphor and discussion of
masks, as well as Butler (1990; 1993; 1997; 2004), Lawler (2008), and Lement (1997), is that
identity is performed. Video game theorist Waggoner (1999) finds identity performance especially
relevant in the gameplay of the RPG (role-playing game) genre, from which DressCode borrows
many elements. Gee (2004) devises a complete methodology for identity examination in RPGs,
naming three discreet identities: the virtual (the avatar), the real-world (the player), and the
projective (common to the player and the avatar). He claims that predictive, performative avatarial

actions or choices (defined as agency) help define the virtual self. However, Abrams (2011), based
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on Gee & Goffman, claims that the projection of self-identity onto an avatar is based on a game’s
affordances, which are again mediated by the notion of abstraction, as each simulation is designed
to do specific things. What is included in the model and what is abstracted is therefore up to the
author. Noah Wardrip-Fruin (2009), drawing on lan Bogost's work (2007), coins the term

expressive processing to explain the discourse of the author within a system prescribed by
technology and the socio-economic code. There is a parallel to be drawn here between this system
and the system of fashion, both balancing between society and discourse. So games, like fashion,

have a langue and a parole (Barthes, 1992 [1967]).

However, semiotics is not entirely applicable to games. For Espen Aarseth (1997), semiosis in
video games exists only on the interface between man and machine, and there is no message
apart from the play. This problem arises as representational and simulational game elements are
ontologically different (Aarseth, 2007), and as games are not interpretive, but configurative
(Eskelinen, 2004). But for Bogost (2006), configurative play is biased: expression in the game code
is the expression of the author in terms of both simulation and representation, and unit operations
in the programmatic code mean that the code contains rhetorics and an ideology, which the player
may negotiate, but which ultimately works as persuasion through action. Bogost finds meaning in
the expression of the player within the constraints of the game (2006), which renders the
subjectivity of the player minimal but crucial. | thereby separate the simulation from the
representation, the mathematical from the semiotic, the computation from the data, and the
configuration from the interpretation, in order to explore how rhetorics are presented within both.
On the simulational front, identity in games is constructed within the ‘cause and effect’ loop formed
by the player and the game code, as games, whether emergent or progressive, are controlled by
loops and conditional statements, on which (usually banal) visual metaphors are placed. This
setup seems to echo Baudrillard’s socio-economic code, where simulation is devoid of meaning,
and representation is interchangeable and hyperreal (1998 [1981). The concept of syndesis is
invented at this point to deal with such discrepancies between simulation and representation, as
well as between free will and a limited prescribed set of actions, by connecting the cosmetic
characteristics of an object with its attributes and functions, thereby affecting the player’s outlook
and identity in the long term, as it ties together ‘being’ and ‘doing’. Both Bogost (2006, 2007) and
Kirkpatrick (2011) admit that even though the representational simulation keeps advancing, the
mechanics of games stay the same, mainly due to socio-economic factors which positions them in
genres, which also restricts them in terms of emotional content. The need is therefore identified to
use the numerical affordances that video games offer in other ways that character ability sheets
and spatial exploration, moving towards unlimited subjectivity that will be able to support the state

of ‘being’.
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Calleja (2011) has devised an involvement model that echoes Lacan’s (and then Turkle’s) view of
the formation of the ego as an illusion. He connects assimilation & embodiment in the notion of
incorporation, and his model consists of six kinds of involvement. Kirkpatrick (2011) finds the first of
them, kinaesthetic involvement, to be characteristic of the video game as a commodity of
informational capitalism, empty and repetitious, where there is no message apart from the play
(2011), and claims that despite appearances, gameplay is not tied to specific optics and it is not
primarily visual (2011). On the contrary, performance within a game is binary, and even by use of
many interconnecting variables, it remains limited, impacting on subjectivity. As | have already
mentioned, DressCode is an attempt to move away from this kind of performance. In Calleja’s
second kind of involvement, the spatial, the ego is constructed in a similar fashion to the way
Lacan (1988 [1954,1955]) describes ego formation through the notion of illusion, as the abstractive
assimilation of spatial elements. In the third, ludic involvement, Holopainen and Meyers (2000)
identify predictive closure (striving to complete mental models), and dramatic closure (striving to
form self-sufficient story structures) as the main motivators for play. Here, | coin the term
performative involvement to encompass Calleja’s kinaesthetic, spatial, and ludic dimensions of
involvement, as dress in video games can be regarded as theatrical social performance (the same
way it is presented in the works of Baudrillard (1976) and Goffman (1959)). However, the wearer of
virtual dress is always objectified, and there is not enough subjectivity within the prescribed agency
offered, as according to Gee (2004), the affordances of the game dictate the development of the
projective identity of the player, and according to Bogost (2006), who is influenced by Kittler

(1986), the hardware the games are run on, and the legal and commercial forces of intellectual
property, define the agency offered. This, claims Bogost, brings about a gap between the
simulation’s agency and the user’s subjectivity (Bogost, 2006), which is relevant to Saussure’s
semiotics, Derrida’s différance, and Lacan’s objet a, all of which define signs by their differences.
This gap, for Bogost, is the basis for meaning making in the medium (Bogost, 2006): ‘games seek
to create a correlation between the player's mental model of the game rules and his understanding
of the real world’ (Bogost, 2006). This gap extends to the avatar, as Gee and Klevjer (2006) find
the avatar to be reflexive to a game’s ecology, and so if what the environment supports is limited,
than what the avatar can do will also be limited. Agency is then commaodified in a symbolic
exchange (Poole, 1999; Sutton-Smith, 1997; Baudrillard, 1968; Lacan, 1977; Wright, 2009; D’aloia,
2009), as the player strives to expand her subjectivity over the simulation. The notion of narcissism
is central to video gameplay (as Lacan asserts, we seek the ideal Self in external sources), and
avatarial dress can be used as a narcissistic effort to improve oneself and come closer to the ideal

Self by increasing variables that gradually expand the gameplay mechanics.
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Chapter 2 — Self-ldentity through Dress in Virtual Environments (Representation) il I‘l ‘

The second chapter starts with an examination of metaphor and its relation to genre, as | move
from canonical to simulational representation. | discuss the last two of the Calleja’s involvement
dimensions, the narrative and the affective (Calleja, 2011), as invoked mainly by the representation
within games, which employs metaphor and makes use of remediation, i.e. elements from the
representational traditions of previous media (Bolter and Grusin, 2000). In this metaphoric
remediation, the gamer essentially role-plays specific lifestyles through the change of the avatarial
schema (Klevjer, 2006) and her own mental body schema (Biocca, 1997) (geometry, kinematics,
social context, etc.), which amount to increased self-presence, and of which clothes are part of, as
the avatar is always dressed. The historical trajectory of the medium from 2D illustrative art, which
is regarded as mainly representational, to 3D cinematic art (primarily simulational) is presented
here to explain the current banality of content. Through the virtual camera, somatic displacement
(Holopainen and Meyers, 2000) is achieved, through choices that affect the appearance of the
avatar. But dress in games is linked to genre, and people buy games mainly by genre of
simulation, not of representation. Aarseth (2004) confirms that visuals do not matter much,
something which Moulthrop (2004) categorically opposes, and the fact that representation is forced
on top of the simulation without bearing any simulational meaning is alarming in cultural terms: the
player passively absorbs the game’s products on the screen while engaged in the simulation,
unconsciously (or even consciously sometimes) aligning herself with the author’s world view and
ideologies. By this point, | have identified the schism between simulation and representation (lack
of syndesis), the reliance of visual content on meaningless fantasy stereotypes, and the lack of
social realism in both simulation and representation, as shortcomings of the medium. Avatarial
dress does not currently affect gameplay, except in handful of titles.

The chapter continues with an examination of the most common themes of the medium, the
tropes’ that define the content of the games, such as technological futurism and the conflict
between good and evil, both of which have their origins in militarist ideology. In these, the body of
the avatar is objectified and gender-stereotyped so that menswear denotes status, rank, success,
virility, maturity, masculinity, and in general, power (Edwards, 1997), while womenswear denotes
power but also self-adoration for the excitement of the male gaze (Mulvey, 1986). The designs of
game characters are usually deliberate idealisations of femininity and masculinity due to the
objectifying socio-economic code imposed on the medium, and avatarial dress, being part of that
idealisation, may express the player's modified sexuality (Dworkin, 1974: 112; Baudrillard, 1993
[1976]), which is performed within Judith Butler’s notion of performativity (1990), as gender
behaviour attempts to meet social expectations (1990). Tellingly, the character models have their

clothes permanently attached to them, or rather the character models consist of the clothing
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models, rendering the virtual body an explicit signification of sexuality. The same is true in games
with historic and mythological themes, as the attempted verisimilitude becomes biased,
popularised, and codified, within what Tanya Krzywinska (2008) calls blueprint formulation, such as
the work of Joseph Campbell (1949) and its influence on the medium of the video game. Further
stereotyping occurring in character dress includes the influences of 1980s action film in the action
game genre, and hyperreal hero stereotypes in fighting games. In DressCode, | try to move away
from stereotypical costume and towards fashion specificity and multiplicity mainly by use of a

dynamic fashion system. The avatar’s body will also be existent and separate to the clothes.

| resort to social realism as a way to introduce the fashion system in a video game: giving clothing
articles numerical and other simulational attributes will establish syndesis between simulation and
representation by connecting the semiological system of fashion to the programmatic code. For
Galloway (2006), gaming is an expressionistic medium, going beyond realistic visual
representation and capable of approximating the basic phenomenological qualities of the real
world. As games are an active medium, they must involve realism in action. Kirkpatrick (2011) also
believes that the video game must play with the attributes of the society that produced it, including
brands, consumerism and money power. For the effect of connection with the avatar to be
optimum, simulation and representation of avatarial dress must corresponding to the changes of
each other in order for the player to feel real-world simulated emotions and win-lose game
emotions, and therefore build a simulational identity at the same time as a representational identity.
Syndesis does just this, mixing procedurality with Lacan’s metaphoricity (1951). It is the perfect
connection between simulation and representation, achieved by the placement of an appropriate
visual metaphor on a simulational object, or the placement of a set of simulational values,
attributes, and functions, under a visual object, something which is rarely the case currently with
clothing objects. When connected, these two levels ultimately construct the projective identity of
the player, and therefore subjectivity must lie in the interface between the player’s input and the
program’s output. The appearance of the avatar must evolve at the same time with the character’s
and player’s simulational progress. Complex expressive processing (Wardrip-Fruin, 2011) must be
employed to produce procedural multiplicity on the outcomes of agency, deepening the meaning of
gameplay. For Kirkpatrick (2011), meaning in games is found outside the range of prescribed
actions typically offered. For Bogost (2007), meaning is found in the tight symbolic coupling
between user actions and procedural representations, diminishing the gap between rule-based
répresentation and player subjectivity (the simulation gap). Metaphoricity can be used to produce
Meaning from the increasingly complex syntax of the code, as signs of ‘be’ and ‘do’ are associated
by the designer and the player with signifiers, as influenced by cultural convention.
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Syndesis is needed in order to implement the semiology of the fashion system in the programmatic
model of a game, both being syntactic affairs involving discreet unit operations (Bogost, 2006). For
example, dress in everyday life is a practical negotiation between the fashion system, social
conditions, and norms (Barthes, 1990 [1967]), and the vestment as a common anthropological
need is separated from dress as cultural expression, the two forming the individual dressing as the
expression of the wearer. However, Aarseth’s (1997) connection of code and semiology is not wide
enough to accommodate for this, as it is more dependent on literary conventions than

mathematics. | propose the use of Tanaka-Ishii's semiology instead, as it applies to the binary core
of the code, and so accounts for different levels of semantics for the interpretation of identifiers:
addresses and values in bits at the hardware level; symbols or words such as integers, Boolean
values, decimals, and characters, at the programming level; and addresses as the representation
of values (Tanaka-Ishii, 2010). Meaning is therefore produced insofar as there is some content in a
memory address. Object-oriented programming has some characteristics which make it very
similar to the way language works (data abstraction, encapsulation, messaging, modularity,
polymorphism, and inheritance), and | use these to connect semiology to computation, thereby
allowing for increasingly complex meanings. Fashion often accomplishes this complexity and
ambiguity even when starting with a very simple syntax. The vestimentary code is syntactic,
implying that the way the articles are combined and worn is what essentially produces meaning
(Barthes, 1967). These signs produce the whole text, i.e. the totality of the style and what it
attempts to express. In postmodernity, vestimentary signs become increasingly confusing and
cross-referential to the point where they finally end up having endless permutations and references
and thus being non-sensical unless examined in relation to other, previous signs. To borrow
Baudrillard’s reductionist example, a short skirt does not signify sexual liberation, but rather,
newness over an older, longer skirt (Baudrillard, 1981 [1972]). This is why | propose the use of the
syntax of dress in order to establish syndesis between sartorial simulation and representation,
where dressing as the avatar’s personal expression of appearance is a different set of variables to
dress as the social parameters that constrict dress. Identification and differentiation are key, and

the signs of the body are also incorporated in this formula.

Chapter 3 — Social Identity through Dress in Virtual Environments (Social Interaction)

In this chapter, | look into social identity through dress in virtual environments. Online social
environments are ideal for experimentation with the avatar’s appearance, as they are built for
Communication. For French philosopher Gilles Lipovetski (1987), fashion is not driven by
ideological codes, but by the structure of the fashion industry, which is of course driven by
€conomic factors. Everything today belongs in the world of fashion. Everything is hypermodern, in
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the sense that modernism has evolved into some form of extreme modernism, where consumption
is the main driving force, and where the system of fashion makes sure that consumption will stay
constant. Demand stays high by re-fashioning the same product and seductively aestheticising it.
The hyper-consumer consumes every variation of the product that is presented to her as
necessary for being current and modern, for being “in fashion”. Of course, all of this is built around
the individual, who must belong to identifiable categories. The system of fashion is the system of
self-identity, and it does not only revolve around clothing; nearly every kind of product or service is
part of it, including video games. This is why the explicit inclusion or simulation of the fashion
system in the medium of video games is important, and why | have chosen to build a game based
on fashion. Baudrillard, however, sees the consumer not as the subject, but the object of
consumption (2005 [1968]), as her system of needs is driven by the system of products as signs:
‘Consumption...is a systematic act of the manipulation of signs’ (Baudrillard, 2005 [1968]). The
object is serialised and defined by its difference to other objects, offering to the objectified
consumer only the illusion of choice. | find the merits attributed to fashion by Lipovetsky to belong
to the status-oriented system of signification signalled by Baudrillard, the total and universal socio-
economic code of objects. Thereby, the person loses her subjectivity, and there is a substitution of
representation with simulation, a hyperreality, making in this instance the form of the video game
more important than its content, and diminishing ideologies and hegemonies. Video games are
systematically categorised and marginally differentiated within genres, compromising the

subjectivity of the gamer, and this is echoed in the dress of the characters.

Calleja’s shared involvement is used here to show how Sutton-Smith’s rhetoric of play as cultural
identity is relevant to how dress in online worlds works in order to incorporate the person in the
community, but also to give her individuality, something which is also apparent in Baudrillard’s
notion of fashion as a festival of exchange of status-oriented signs (1993 [1976]). However, as
human relations are consumed in and through objects (Baudrillard, 2005 [1968]), consumption
becomes a constant social activity defined by status (Baudrillard, 1998 [1970]), and in virtual
worlds, fashion consumption is explicitly symbolic. Online worlds can be seen as the market of
identities, and Lehdonvirta et al (2009) argue that digital representations of goods in virtual worlds
are not perceived as media surfaces, but as commaodities (2009), intensified by artificial scarcity
(Castronova, 2006). There is an inherent status-oriented socio-economic system in virtual worlds,
which mimics and symbolises that of the real world. This extends to strategies of seduction for
concealing and enhancing characteristics, as the user decides which facets of her personality and
appearance to pass on to a particular avatar, something that encourages self-exploration and even
self-reconfiguration (Taylor, 1999). Affirming this, Jason Rutter asserts that in online worlds the
boundary between real and artificial collapses in the performance of different identities (2007),
Celia Pearce finds that play communities and individual identities are emergent through a system
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of social feedback (2006: 2), and Chee, Smith and Vieta believe that the phenomenological online
and offline realities of the gamers are not clearly distinguishable (2006). As a result of the affect on
the projective identity during gameplay, the player’s real identity is affected: gameplay transforms
the identity of the player. The fact that subjectivity in online worlds is affected by design
considerations and the socio-economic structure, however, means that the virtual society and the

software mediate the participants’ discourse.

The player’s identity is produced by the assimilation of the onscreen representation of the code.
The code in online multiplayer settings is formed by the society’s input in addition to the world’s
programmatic rules. But the code, instead of being symbolic as mediated by other people’s beliefs,
and affected by society, ends up being hyperreal again: the players interpret (internally simulate),
and act based on, a representational interface which is partly independently placed on, and partly
generated by, a simulation, both of which are biased by socio-economic factors. Their actions are
once further mediated by the code. Such rules and limitations are crucial in the formation of virtual
identity. Cultural theorist Stephen Orr (2007) claims that the impact of the socio-economic code on
virtual worlds nullifies the meaning of its content, discards reality for hyperreality, and sacrifices
subjectivity in the name of the serialisation and typification. Remember that for Abrams (2011), the
most important factor in the formation of virtual identity is the game’s rules and limitations. The
limitations on subjectivity, however, extend to the representation of the avatar: there is stereotyping
and rough categorisation. More options should clearly be offered, possibly by third parties, but also
more flexibility in the creation and customisation of articles by the users. Currently, the tools
available in virtual worlds produce a very specific look, and as a result, users are challenged when
attempting to construct their virtual appearance, and ultimately compromise, accepting the design

of the avatar as affected by the limitations of the software.

The final section of this chapter revolves around the construction of social identity through dress
choices. | have identified a number of psychological factors which affect the identity of the wearer,
and these are the wearer’s narcissism, gender and sexuality, consumption habits and patterns,
and need to gaze or to be gazed at. All of these are interconnected and affected by social
discourse: our psychology is deeply routed in our sociology, and the two overlap. The work of
psychologists Carl Fliigel and Edmund Bergler on modesty and immodesty and the reshaping of
woman by society in order to satisfy his gaze and to avoid unconscious psychological fears related
to the female physique will be discussed at this point. These traditional sources, which date back
as far as 1930 and 1953 respectively, arose from an established gender structure, which fashion
has attempted to explore and exploit in the past. As such, they represent in my opinion a strong
basis of fashion theory, which may be progressively substituted by post-modernist views. Such
notions dissolve in high capitalism under the code, which objectifies everyone and everything. It is
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important however to consider the historic trajectory of fashion in the industrial and post-industrial
world. As the industry of the video game belongs in the fashion system today, along with every
other industry, these phenomena, which are based on voyeurism and fetishism, are reproduced on
the screen. | argue that the system of fashion is status-oriented, although the theory of
synchronous collective selection, otherwise known as the fashion Zeitgeist, claims that buying
patterns are produced from an array of factors (Blumer, 1969). Status is important in social
belonging and a fundamental axiom of self-identity. It is based on the idea of social power,
meaning that we want to have more control over our life, over our society’s well-being and
direction, and hopefully over iliness and death. Status also has an innate element of competition,
namely that we strive to be better than others, partly by performing more efficiently. Video games
model this very attitude towards life. Identity is a progressive formation, which is gradually built
through agon (Caillois, 1958), i.e. struggling to be more successful at the goals set by the self and
by the social groups one belongs in. Fashion is the display of this status.

Chapter 4 - Mode Code: The Fashion Game

In order to test these speculations, and also to explore identity in virtual environments by means of
constructing the experience, i.e. being the designer as well as the player, in Part 1 | will describe
the design and production of a game prototype which will make use of a fashion system.
Importantly, this fashion system will explicitly dictate the gameplay and how the game unfolds.
Mode Code: The Fashion Game is a study in designing and producing a game that will utilise
dress and narrative as its exclusive gameplay factors. Play will progress through multiple choices
of dress and dialogue in a system that will combine a graphical user interface, text, and three-
dimensional graphics. This will help me respond to the research question: Can avatarial dress
alone as a signifier sustain gameplay and become the main source of simulational and
representational signs in a game? The game attempts to represent a fashion system within a
simulation that belongs both in the programmatic code and the socio-economic code to which
fashion abides. The results of the avatarial dress-up will transpire through the interaction of the
avatar with other characters. The avatar will be seen both as a physical body and as a social entity
which has status and sexuality. The player will have to negotiate with all practical factors, the

fashion system, social conditions, and social norms.

In the second part of the chapter, | describe the development of the game, and justify my choices
regarding the design of the game as well as the tools and technologies used. At first, an
experiment is presented, whereby a series of fashion catwalk animations are produced, in order to
demonstrate how software for the fashion sector can be used in place of software for the special
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effects or animation sector, for the design of character dress. The Catwalk Experiment, a case
study in creating a virtual fashion catwalk show with the use of commercial technologies, will be
presented. This case study utilises various fashion-specific mainstream software packages, in
order to examine whether the current methodologies for the production of character costume
creation and animation are sufficient. My findings indicate many problems with the software
currently used in the production of games, such as the unavailability of appropriate features and
interface issues. | then move one to use fashion software to produce the content of my prototype.
The following section chronicles the creation of the simulation, the computational model of the
game, and explains how and why the featured logics were deployed. The construction of gameplay
in the four main levels/environments of the game is described, and the actual programming code is
broken down and analysed, establishing the connection between the discussed theories in the

thesis and their practical implementation.

The third part is the evaluation of the prototype and consequently of this research, and a
discussion of its achievements. A focus group carried out toward the end of this research is
presented and its findings discussed in relation to the stated components and objectives of the
game. This self-reflexive part of the chapter evaluates the success of DressCode and identifies

possible future adjustments and improvements.

Conventions

In the body of this thesis, the term ‘video game’ will encompass both video and computer games,
i.. games which are played on a gaming console, on a personal computer, or on a coin-operated
arcade machine. The term ‘game’ may be used instead of ‘video game’ to avoid repetition. In
cases when | will refer to traditional, non-digital games, or to the concept of games in general, as
encompassing all kinds of games, | will specify so accordingly. The term ‘character’ will denote a
player or non-player character in a video game both in terms of visuals and as part of a story, to
emphasise its involvement in a story; whereas ‘avatar’ will be used more specifically to denote the
player’s agent mainly as a gameplay agent and disregarding any involvement in story. The term
‘narrative’ will be used to denote the plot of a video game, as the pre-existing overarching
background story as created by the designers of the game, but it will also mean the emergent story
as produced by the interaction of the player with the game. Once more, the two different meanings
will be specified when employed. Programming code and pseudo-code (the logic of a program in
plain English for planning and visualisation) will be presented in the Courier typeface. An ellipsis
(...) will denote missing code for reasons of simplification and avoidance of repetition.
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As | am progressing from the analysis of the video game to the semiology of fashion in order to

establish fashion as a potential advantageous addition to the medium, | will start the first chapter of
the thesis with a search for the right methodological model for the inclusion of appropriate fashion

representation in the medium.
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Chapter 1 — Identity in Virtual Environments

As this research explores the construction of identity by means of dress in digital environments, it
is imperative to first look into the construction of identity in such environments in general terms. |
will focus on the notion of the simulation as the central aspect of the video game, while keeping the
representational semiosis distinct. This is in order to produce a methodology which will allow for
the examination of identity construction by means of an internalised interpretation (re-simulation)
of game characters and entities by the game’s player(s), representation functioning more as an
interface vehicle rather than the primary interpretive mode. | believe that visual representation in a
video game is only superficial and secondary, and that it is the simulational aspects which play the
central role in the construction of virtual identity. This extends to the representation of clothing,
which, as will be shown through case studies within the following chapters, usually does not affect
gameplay, remaining instead a purely cosmetic inclusion. This disconnection between simulation
and representation, or lack of syndesis, may cause contradictions between these two layers of
functionality and aesthetics, and confuse the player, no less as it disregards all semiological visual
communication that normally permeates social interaction. In turn, this devalues the medium as an

expressive form which may communicate meaning, particularly in the guise of social realism.

Consequently, fashion in virtual environments may be examined both as simulation and as
representation. At the representational level, it is a visual interpretation on the screen, by the
graphics engine of the game, of the visual representations of clothing that the designer has
conceived and created; at the simulational level, it directly affects gameplay. The former are
considered semiotic signs, while the latter mathematical signs, even though, as | argue in the
following text, the distinction between the two kinds of signs is not clear. lan Bogost uses the term
‘unit operations’ to explain video game events as purposeful actions, akin to mathematical
operations - for example functions as outlined by mathematician Leonhard Euler (Bogost, 2006:
7). Both kinds of signs coexist in the program of the game, albeit at different levels: the simulation
belongs in the computational code, whereas the representation belongs in the data, as sets of
Cartesian positions in space which form the shape of the garment (vertices comprising of x, y, and
Z attributes), and 2D maps that define the colour, reflectivity, translucency, and other such surface
attributes. Simulated clothing articles can have attributes, both numerical and textual. These can
be used in a functional way in order to use clothing as part of gameplay mechanics. They can also
be used to communicate signs or descriptions of clothing without using visuals, or in addition to
visuals. As | will explore in detail in the next chapter, role-playing games (RPGs) usually employ

Numerical descriptions of items, including items of clothing. Many virtual worlds also employ textual
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and numeric descriptions of items in the communication between players, even when they primarily

rely on visuals.

In order to connect the two kinds of signs for increased syndesis and meaning, | draw a parallel
between the mathematical simulation of clothes in games, and Baudrillard’s semiology of the code,
the system of objects of consumption (2005 [1968]). For video game theorist lan Bogost, even
though the procedural representations (this is Bogost's term for ‘simulations’) of a game are
formulated in computer code, the term ‘code’ is ambiguous enough to take multiple meanings, as
in Lawrence Lessig’s (2000) parallel between legal code and programmatic code (Bogost, 2007:
14). | am using a similar logic in likening the socio-economic code defined by Baudrillard and
defining the laws of fashion, to the programmatic code of the video game in the form of a socially

realistic simulation.

In this chapter, | will examine the construction of identity during gameplay in simulational terms.
Critical to this analysis is the idea of abstraction. Fashion in the virtual world is a limited subset of
fashion in the real world — in the same way that identity and character in the virtual world can be
seen as a subset of identity and character in the real world. This abstraction derives from the fact
that a game simulation must be a limited and reductionist model, only efficient in calculating and
producing a specific kind of gameplay: there is no game simulation that can do everything. In this
sense, dress in games is dependant on genre. This is another parallelism to Baudrillard’s socio-
economic code, as genre is linked to kinds of consumers, categories of persons which are defined

by their overlapping consumption of specific products.
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|dentity as Performance

Identity is seen as a continuous construct by many theorists, among which are Russian linguist
Valentin Voloshinov and post-structuralist French philosopher Paul Ricceur. Voloshinov found that
identity is emergent and continually reinvented through social interaction (1973 [1930]: 86-89). For
these theorists, identity is profoundly social, and continually reinterpreted: it is emergent. Our
knowledge of our self comes through interpretation, as we constantly redefine the self by what we
know and the memories we can gather about it. This notion still stands today in the work of
sociologists Zygmunt Bauman (1988; 2000a; 2000b; 2007) and Anthony Giddens (1991). Bauman
(1988: 62) asserts that identity is forged in the social sphere and located within temporal relations;
a sense of the past (‘Who am 1?’), present (‘How should | live?’) and future (‘Who do | want to
become?’) define identity practices. However, as memory is reconstructive (Misztal, 2003: 82),
what we make of an 'experience' depends on our wider social circumstances. The self is therefore

largely a social construct.

Identity is formed in society by making choices. We know what we like and what we are like. But
both equally depend on society and our psychological make-up, which is gradually formed through
social interaction. For Voloshinov (1973: 151) and philosopher Kenneth Burke (1969: 20-55),
identity is constructed through identification, that is the combination of merger and division, of
sameness and difference. People share common identities but are also unique. They identify the
stimuli they encounter as similar or dissimilar to themselves, as what they are in relation to what
they are not.

In her book Identification Papers, psychologist Diana Fuss (1995: 2, 86) distinguishes identities as
our public personas (what we present as a collection of identifications) from identifications as
private (our knowledge of our list of identifications). We identify with groups and categories
continuously, and this is how we progressively construct our identity. Identity is a progressive
formation (Voloshinov, 1973: 86-89). In the contemporary West, the self is seen as a project to be
worked on, as evident in television shows and self-help books (Lawler, 2008: 54). All of this is
Presented as freeing from society’s repression, and done in the name of autonomy (Lawler, 2008:
103-104). We choose who we want to become. In this sense, identity is reflexive (Lawler, 2008:
13). Self-identity has to be routinely created and sustained in the reflexive activities of the
individual. It is the self as reflexively understood by the person in terms of her biography,
Presuming continuity across time and space. This autobiography produces an overarching
personal narrative from all the narratives we produce in our every day life, which we interpret in
order to construct our identity (Lawler, 2008: 13). It is this narrative, rather than a person’s
behaviour or the reactions of others as isolated events, which produces the person’s identity.
ldentities are made through assembling various memories, understandings, experiences and
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interpretations within a narrative which has characters, action and plot (Ricceur, 1991a: 4-10;
131-138). In this sense, identities are constructed. Emplotment (Ricoeur, 1991a: 3,8) presents the
self as the outcome of the episodes which constitute a life.

Ricceur explains narrative plot as ‘a synthesis of the heterogeneous’ (Ricceur, 1990: 97, 156),

within which all elements of a story, i.e. events and existents, unite. All of these elements have a
special meaning in the whole, and they give the story closure. All life in this sense is seen in terms
of the Aristotelian plot, which has a beginning, a middle, and an end (Aristotle, 1997 [c. 335 BCE]:
23). First, we set out to do something. Then there is the progress of the action, including any

obstacles and their negotiation. Finally, there is the conclusion of the action, making the narrative a
comedy if it is fortunate, or a tragedy, if it is unfortunate. This is an effect of what Ricceur (1990:
31-42) calls plot concordance, which is continuously jeopardised by discordances that temporarily
threaten the meaningful closure of the narrative. Such discordances are perceived as problems or
obstacles we face while trying to accomplish tasks, however trivial or important, in our lives. The
ultimate conclusion in the accomplishment of the tasks is seen as concordance, that is the
expected good ending of the narrative, as we had it set up originally in our mind. This is why goal-
oriented games can be seen as symbolic models of life. As identity can be seen as a negotiation
between the personal and the social (Voloshinov, 1973: 60,89), it can also be seen as the

formation of the self through choice, which can be social in the form of verbal or visual interaction
(part of which is performed by dress). This identification, this mimesis' of the self as we project it
as an image internally, according to the narrative of the self up to the point that a choice has to be
made, dictates the choice. As American post-structuralist philosopher Judith Butler states, when we
are being our self we are in character; we perform our self (1990; 1993; 1997; 2004). The
performance of the self extends in traditional games, and by extension in video games, particularly
online, by means of identifying with groups through action and existence, by ‘doing’ and ‘being’.
This concept was first formulated under the term ‘mimicry’ by French sociologist Roger Caillois,
which he defines as a ‘simulation’ wherein one can ‘escape himself and become another’ (2001
[1958]: 19).

Postmodern theorists have adopted the idea of multiple identities, according to which the person
does not have one concrete identity but many dynamic identities, which may even contradict each
other. Fuss points out that identity has multiple and sometimes contradictory meanings (1995:
31-34). Fuss believes that both internal (psychical) and external (social) stimuli contribute to the

Multiplicity of identities within individuals: identity is contingent. Sociologist Sherry Turkle uses the
&

! {\ristotle used the term mimesis to denote dramatic imitation or representation, in other words, acting, or role-playing.
Mimesis was defined in the Poetics besides the six elements of drama, namely mythos (plot), ethos (character), opsis
{Spectacle), lexis (diction), melos (melody), and dianoia (thought). In Poetics (2001[c. 335 BCE]:17), mimesis is an
'mportant technique in drama, which works on the principle of applying a character’s narrative configuration on one’s self,
fesulting in identification with the character.
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metaphor of computer windows to examine the self as a multiple, distributed system (1995: 13-14).
A computer user might have several different programs running at one time. Turkle believes that
using several programs at the same time is similar to having different aspects of self-identity, as
different facets are given primacy depending on the circumstances. Researcher Sandy Stone
describes identity as a process in continual flux (1995: 92, 440). Computer technologies make
visible the essential fact that human identity is unquestionably multiple, and the identities that
emerge from human-machine interactions are fragmented and complex (Waggoner, 1999).
Feminist cybernetics pioneer Donna Haraway argues that the notion of a coherent inner self is an

unnecessary regulatory fiction, as identities are often contradictory, partial, and strategic (1991:

73).

The fact that we choose which image to project, which we strategically select from a gamut of
images, further suggests that identity can be seen as performance. For sociologist Stephanie
Lawler, self-impersonation is a process by which we assume characteristics we claim as our own
(2008: 101). In this process, we become social persons through performing ourselves. Sociologist
Erving Goffman uses a dramaturgic metaphor to describe social interaction and identity. He likens
social interaction to theatrical performances (1990 [1959]: 30). Similarly, Butler (1990; 1993; 1997,
2004) is concerned with how we 'do' identities through performance. Goffman asserts that we wear
‘masks’ in order to present different aspects of ourselves that fit our idea of our self in a particular
social situation (1990 [1959]: 30). These masks represent the conception we have formed of
ourselves and the roles we strive to fulfil. In this sense, the mask is our truer self, who we would
like to be. As our conception of our role is performed repeatedly, it becomes second nature and an
integral part of our personality: ‘We come into the world as individuals, achieve character, and
become persons’ (Park, 1950: 250). Goffman (1990 [1959]: 30) also argues that roles, or
performances, do not mask the 'true person', but on the contrary, they are what make us persons.
We copy an imagined original (Lemert, 1997: 162), as we know the repertoire of behaviours
associated with our roles, and we perform those expected behaviours constantly. Playing these
parts is what makes us ourselves. Goffman calls this ‘dramatic realisation’. The person is not
behind the mask, it is the mask (Lawler, 2008: 108).

But how can multiple identities be performed in video games? Video game theorist Zachary
Waggoner (2010) believes that it is the reflective, interactive aspect of the games that gives them
the ability to impact identity formation: the need for interaction with external stimuli results in
internal self-reflection and assessment, which are essential to identity construction. In particular,
the RPG genre, mostly due to the customisation of the avatars, provides the space for the creation
of an Other through which users can explore and experiment with their own identity (Waggoner,
2010). In What Video Games Have to Teach Us About Learning and Literacy, researcher James
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Paul Gee (2004: 54-56) argues that in RPG interactions, three distinct identities are involved:
virtual identity (the avatar), real-world identity (the player), and projective identity (common to the
player and the avatar). This projective identity is situated on the interface and the interactions
between the player and the avatar (2004: 54-56). Waggoner (2010) finds that the identification that
takes place between the user and their avatar is aided by the constant development of the avatar
by the player and the choices involved in this. Such diegetic decisions impact on identity the more
the player identifies with the avatar and the more agency the player has in the virtual world by

means of the avatar.

Interactive narrative pioneer Janet Murray defines agency simply as the ‘satisfying power to take
meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and choices’ (1997: 126). Results can be
positive or negative. The construction of identity in gaming occurs mainly by means of simulational
action, and to a lesser extent by means of representational choice. The identity of the player,
constructed by means of action or choice during playing a video game, is emergent, through the
interaction with the software and the other agents. It is also autobiographical, in the sense that the
actions and choices of the player have to be in accordance with the player’s identity and the
fictional character’s identity. Identity is performed in a process of self-impersonation, which in the
context of the video game refers to adhering to certain behavioural traits that we think of as
characteristic of the avatar, as well as those of the player. Choice in the simulational sense is made
based on the logic of cause and effect, so every action has a beginning, middle, and end, in the
order of assumption, prediction, calculation, action, anticipation, complications, progress, reflection.

Such predictive, performative avatarial actions or choices (agency) help define the virtual self.

Such subjectivity in DressCode: The Fashion Game may be offered through dress and dialogue
choice. The player will be able to choose how to dress the avatar, and she will have to internalise
the event parameters given to her by the game, predicting how social events will play out, and
considering the involved characters and the environment. Calculating how to present the avatar in
order to evoke specific reactions will be followed by the process of dressing the avatar. The avatar
will then socialise with other player avatars or Al-controlled characters, and this will bring about a
negotiation of the image of the avatar between the player’s choice and the societal pressure to
conform, and complications caused by the player’s actions in terms of dress and dialogue choice.
This would facilitate one kind of progress and hinder another kind: the game would take a unique
path, which would create a specific set of future parameters and possibilities. In essence, the
identity of the avatar will be produced by identification with specific social groups and/or other
characters. This mimetic social performance of the imagined identity of the avatar will become part

of the autobiography of the avatar, therefore forming an emergent identity. This process is
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reflective of T. L. Taylor’s research on online worlds, which considers avatar embodiment as a

vehicle for presence, communication, affiliation, and socialisation:

...much as in offline life with its corporeal bodies, digital bodies are used in
a variety of ways — to greet, to play, to signal group affiliation, to convey
opinions or feelings, and to create closeness. (Taylor, 2002: 41)

This logic is also influenced by Sherry Turkle’s notion of construction of multiple fragmented and
emergent identities in online environments, or as an extension of one’s ‘real’ self, what she calls
‘self re-creation’ (1997: 177-209).

However, for video game theorist Sandra Abrams, socio-cultural structures that exist in the real
world are replicated in virtual worlds by both the designers and the gamers, so autonomy is
inevitably compromised (Abrams, 2011: 223-236). Abrams combined the projective identity of Gee
(2007a, 2007b) and the performed identity of Goffman (1990 [1959]), in order to formulate a model
of online identity which accounts for the projection of self-identity onto an avatar, as it is affected by
the player’s knowledge of the game’s rules and limitations. And it is the aspect of limitation as
derived from the abstraction in the simulation, which will be central to this chapter, as it is the prime
factor of identity affect in gameplay. In order to examine the effects of the limitations of a simulation
on the identity of the player, in the next section | will attempt to explore identity in programmatic

terms.
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Identity as Expressive Processing

As identity can be seen as performance that entails action in a social setting, in a video game it
must be examined in the programmatic terms of the simulation, i.e. as a set of syntactic signs. | am
therefore moving here from an experiential discussion of performance devoid of a particular
methodology, to performance as expressive processing, to borrow video game theorist Noah
Wardrip-Fruin’s term (2009). This is a view influenced by game theorist lan Bogost'’s view of video
games as an expressive medium, as opposed to scientific, political, military, or other kinds of
“serious” simulations, which strive to be predictive (Bogost, 2007: 143). Bogost's view is not
restricted to the analysis of video games, but extends to the analysis of different kinds of
procedures, including social:

Not all procedures are expressive in the way that literature and art are
expressive. But processes that might appear unexpressive, devoid of
symbol manipulation, may actually found expression of a higher order. For
example, bureaucracy constrains behaviour in a way that invokes political,
social, and cultural values...We tend to ask the question how does this
work? in relation to such processes. This sentiment probably conjures
images of mechanical devices like wristwatches, where procedural
understanding implies taking a set of gears apart to see how they mesh.
But procedurality can also entail the operation of cultural, social, and
historical systems. In these cases, asking how does this work? requires
taking a set of cultural systems apart to see what logics motivate their

human actions. (Bogost, 2007: 5-8)

Like bureaucracy and other cultural, social, and historical systems, video games are sets of
Operative units (programmatic and artistic representational objects) that may have prior motivation
regarding their affect on the framework in which they belong, and contain expression. This
fundamental difference between a code of communication and the individual choice of expression
is clearly outlined in structuralism. The father of semiotics, Ferdinand de Saussure (1995 [191 6]),
made the distinction between /angue (the language system) and parole (the individual utterance).
Structuralist methodology developed based on Saussure’s linguistics, and as such, in structuralism
each narrative has two parts: a story (histoire) — the content or chain of events (actions,
happenings) and the existents (characters, items of setting); and a discourse (discours), the means
by which the content is communivcated (Chatman, 1989 [1978]). A semiotic narrative structure
therefore contains a form and substance of expression, and a form and substance of content
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(Chatman, 1989 [1978]: 22). Paul Ricoeur (1981; 1984; 1985; 1988; 1991) devised a ‘hermeneutic
of the self’ based on such narrative theory. He employed a model of textuality to analyse meaning
and human understanding and he believed that human subjectivity is a linguistic structure based
on symbols, as he thought that the key to existence can be found in language and discourse.
Language and discourse are therefore key to identity, as the person constructs her autobiography
through social performance. The term textuality denotes that every personal experience can be
seen as a text that is dependent on /angue and parole (universal social code and subjective
interpretation). In semiological terms, dress is considered /angage, i.e. the universal
anthropological dimension of dressing; costume can be seen as langue, that is the manifestation of
dressing within specific geographical and cultural contexts, or as a representation of the
aforementioned in the media; and fashion is parole, the individual aspect of dressing, which is
nevertheless influenced by the code of dressing, langage (Barthes, 1992 [1967]). Dress, in this
sense, may be seen as a textual description of identity, both in order to distinguish us as part of a

specific cultural context (time, location, and so on), and as personal expression.

Seen in this light, a video game operates on two levels of performance combining in the gameplay
experience, as the player co-produces an emergent text with the game’s code, while at the same
time using independent visual, aural, and textual signs to communicate with other players or
observers. This emergent simulational performance, which is the main and most important aspect
of the game, and which is produced by the agency of the player in the game world as prescribed

by the mechanics and affordances of the game, layers with other events and existents produced by
the player or the game. Such events and existents can be dynamic, for example produced by other
players in an online setting, or an overarching background story which will attempt to bind together
all of the components of the game, and it will help make sense of them as a whole. It therefore
appears that playing a game is very much a case of expressing individual discourse in a prescribed
set system, which is quintessentially regarded as (post-)structuralist territory. However, traditional
semiotics do not apply in video games: video game theorist Espen Aarseth was the first to write on
this incompatibility in 1997, asking:

The fundamental question, however, is whether a system capable of
producing emergent behaviour is based on an initial state and a set of
generative rules should be considered semiotic at all. Since it can exist
without any semiotic output, as a closed process running inside a computer,
the semiotic aspect is clearly arbitrary and secondary to the process itself.
To the researcher, the semiotic aspect is indispensable as a front end, a
practical means to observe and gain knowledge of the evolutionary process

going on inside, but this does not imply that the process is basically a
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semiotic one or that the studied object should be classified as a sign, only
that the activity of observation by necessity has to involve a semiotic
system of some sort. (Aarseth, 1997: 31)

And so, Aarseth devised his theory of cybertexts. Cybertexts are the kinds of texts that involve
calculation in order to produce what Aarseth calls scriptons (1997: 62). Instead of defining ‘text’ as
a chain of signifiers, as linguists and semioticians do, Aarseth uses the term ‘cybertext’ for a whole
range of phenomena, from short poems to complex computer programs and databases. As the

prefix cyber indicates, the cybertext is seen as a machine — not metaphorically but as a mechanical
device for the production and consumption of verbal signs: just as a film is useless without a
projector and a screen, so a text must consist of a material medium as well as a collection of words
(1997: 21). The machine, of course, is not complete without a third party, the (human) operator,

and it is within this triad that the text takes place (1997: 21). The functional possibilities of each
element combine with those of the other two to produce a large number of actual text types.

Cybertext is the wide range of possible textualities seen as a typology of machines, as various

kinds of literary communication systems where the functional differences among the mechanical

parts play a defining role in determining the aesthetic process (1997: 22). Each type of text can be

positioned in this multi-dimensional field according to its functional capabilities (1997: 22). Aarseth
argues that according to traditional semiology, texts are linear by definition, as chains of events,
and they therefore fail to describe texts of new kinds that have a different type of iconic
construction (1997: 26). The main difference lies in that, in these new kinds of texts, there are
interactive dynamic elements, whereas traditional semiotic models and terminology are
constructed around static objects (1997: 26). Essentially, what Aarseth’s theory means, is that the
player participates in a performative mathematical loop with the computer, of which all semiosis

takes place on the interface between the two:

...just as the game becomes a text for the user at the time of playing, so, it
can be argued, does the user become a text for the game, since they
exchange and react to each other's messages according to a set of codes.
The game plays the user just as the user plays the game, and there is no

message apart from the play. (Aarseth, 1997: 162)

~ Nevertheless, the individual expression in the system has repercussions on the construction of

identity, as the narrative of the self is not produced by the undisputed choice of the player, or by
empathising with a character in a set story, but by dynamically interacting with an abstract model,

42




the game’s code. And as the video game is a commodified medium, the game’s code is a product
of the socio-economic code. The simulation of status-oriented values is therefore existent in the
game as a product, but also in the products of the programmatic code of the game. Bogost
believes that as procedural expressions, video games can be used to propagate ideologies and
communicate political ideas. ‘Unit operations’, which in the case of the computer game are
collections of programming objects, can be used as rhetorics, i.e. as arguments with which to
persuade the player. Bogost quotes twentieth-century rhetorician Kenneth Burke in saying that
rhetoric entailing persuasion is characteristic of human thought in general (Bogost, 2007: 20), and
that rhetoric manifests in visual media equally to verbal arguments, albeit in a different mode,
giving as an example David S. Birdsell's and Leo Groarke’s work as opposed to what Jacques
Derrida termed logocentrism —the fact that speech is considered the closest to thought (Bogost,
2007: 23). The analysis of digital rhetoric, however, must take into account the role of procedurality,
which is to Bogost the ‘unique representational property of the computer’ (Bogost, 2007: 28-9).
One of the paradoxes of procedural rhetoric is that it does not always exclude opposing positions,
oftentimes allowing for their consideration through configuration of the system, evoking in some
cases dialectics and engagement with an argument (Bogost, 2007: 37). Grand Theft Auto games
(Rockstar), for example, derive their representational power from linking the player's possible unit
operations together: ‘Fire a gun, steal a truck, explore a hidden building, bludgeon a cop, explode a
car: although important to the games’ appeal, the specificity of these actions is subordinate to the
ease of transition between them, and the conscious player decision associated with that

gap’ (Bogost, 2006: 155):

Such is one possible response to the freedom the game allows; a
recognition of the inner demons chat regulate our behavior as much as our
reason. For this player, GTA brings those forces together into an unstable
harmony, nor for the purpose of rejecting the baseness the game depicts,
but for allowing that corruption to intermingle with its rejection. (Bogost,
2006: 156)

The game’s mechanics are in Bogost's opinion secondary to the game’s overall rhetoric, in GTA’s
Case, the requirement to critically engage and negotiate with the concept of corruption. However,
Bogost argues that persuasion is particularly easy in games, as the player must complete such
arguments with the computer, thereby aligning herself with the beliefs of the author by participating
in the work (Bogost, 2007: 3). The subjectivity of the player is thus objectified and limited. This is
similar to how scripts work in theatre: the play script dictates the affordances of the performance,
while the actor takes advantage of these affordances to produce her own discourse through the
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performance. However, as there are strict guidelines that define the performance, the subjectivity
of the actor is minimal but crucial. Bogost identifies meaning in the expression of the player within

the constraints of the game (2006: 151).

Subjectivity in DressCode would in this sense manifest mainly through the exchange of signs by
means of social performance in the form of visual and verbal interaction between the player avatar
and the other characters. The player’s choices would be relatively appropriate or inappropriate for
specific events and settings. For example, if the avatar dresses with a view to dining at a

restaurant with a group of acquaintances, the articles of clothing and accessories that the player
chooses will affect the progress of the game, by carrying significations which may or may not agree
with the other characters/players. This will in turn affect the dialogue between the characters. The
dress would also have to abide with the requirements of the environment, which will have its own
significations. Dress depends on the context, and there are appropriate and inappropriate choices,
which are imposed by society. The discourse of dressing (the player’s subjectivity) would be
compromised by the language of dress, the dress code (the game’s subjectivity). The avatar’s
autobiography would be subsequently produced by the sum of the interactive experience (agency,

action, feedback, reflection).

In his more recent work ‘Doors and Perception’ (2007), Aarseth revisits the issue of the limits of
semiotics when used for the analysis of the video game medium, albeit this time more succinctly:
he claims that fictional elements can be presented in games similarly to other media, but that there
are also elements in games which are ontologically different, due to their interactive nature. He
offers the example of doors in game worlds: some of them are functional, actual doors, through
which the avatar or the camera can walk, while others are plainly decorative, painted on the
textures that surround the game geometries (2007: 3). Aarseth very rightly points out that the
painted doors are fictional, while the actual doors are virtual; he points out the difference between
the representation of a door and the simulation of a door (2007: 3). However, in the game’s code
there are no painted doors. Granted, they belong in the resources of the game as bitmap textures,
as two-dimensional images, and the game’s graphics engine wraps those 2D images around 3D
topologies. But the computer does not see them when calculating the simulation, as they do not

exist at the same level of the code.

The main problems with the analysis of video games is their aspect of agency: to use ludologist

Markku Eskelinen’s term (2004: 38), they are not interpretative, but configurative:

...in art we might have to configure in order to be able to interpret, whereas

in games we have to interpret in order to be able to configure, and proceed
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from the beginning to the winning or some other situation. Consequently,
gaming is seen here as configurative practice, and the gaming situation as
a combination of ends, means, rules, equipment, and manipulative action.
(Eskelinen, 2004: 38)

Bogost likens this kind of configuration to philosopher Alain Badiou's definition of the event (2010
[1988]), as ‘the rupture of stability in a situation and the reconfiguration of its multiplicities’ (Bogost,
2006: 109). This is why the simulation is more important than the representation, and the two are
intrinsically different. A simultaneous analysis of the two may give us confusing, contradictory, or
even irrelevant outcomes. Let us then disentangle these two layers of the video game object. The
analysis of the video game has to first be carried out at the most fundamental level, the level
without which the game would not be a game. A video game can still be a video game without any
visuals. Video game theorist Graeme Kirkpatrick believes that the medium is not at all tied to
specific optics (2011: 104). A game may use procedural graphics, texts, and sounds produced by
the game code in real-time, and not a library of resources, such as 3D objects, 2D textures, and
animations. The same is true for sounds and text. If we consider the typeface (text font) and the
sound that the computer may use to present us the backstory of the game as resources —i.e.
objects produced outside the game’s actual code — then the program cannot see or calculate those
either. A video game cannot under any circumstances operate, however, without its programmatic
code, which selectively accesses parts of its entirety to produce results in accordance with the
player's actions. The analysis of the video game should therefore be carried out primarily at the
core of the game, namely its computational code, and only secondarily and separately, at its

representational layer.

Aarseth identifies three ontological layers to game content: the real, the virtual, and the fictional
(2007: ). He recalls how the fictive layer dominated in text adventure games, and he mentions
how graphics and physics engines have developed to transform the medium from fiction to
simulation (2007: 3). However, even in adventure games, simulation, and not fiction, is what drives
the games. A text adventure may give the player a description of a place or a situation — a textual
representation — and then the ability to type commands using a cursor, much like a text editor. The
player can construct a sentence using a limited set of verbs, subjects, and objects. She can
interact with other characters, and she may have an inventory from which to select and use items.
This interface is textual, but it is simulational, and not representational: what the game produces is
not a text that makes sense as a narrative, but what is directly produced by the program of the
9ame, including any unsuccessful attempts by the player. For example, the walkthrough of the

adventure could read:
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Take the sword. Kill the dragon. Save the princess. Escape from the castle.
But what would be produced during a normal session would read more like this:

Kill the dragon (the player receives a message that the command was unsuccessful, as the
commands have to be executed in the right order)

Use magic on the dragon (unsuccessful)

Take the sword (“The hero took the sword”)

Throw the sword at the dragon (unsuccessful)

Kill the dragon (“The hero killed the dragon!”)

Escape (unsuccessful)

Escape from the castle (“The hero cannot escape as he has not yet saved the princess”)
Save the princess (“The hero saved the princess!”)

Escape from the castle (“Congratulations, the hero escaped from the castle”)

This is an oversimplification, of course, but this is how many text adventures work. The program of
the game does not ‘understand’ the meanings of the words. The words are interchangeable. What
the program wants to know is whether the player has typed the correct command for each

situation, so that it offers the player the right feedback and it progresses the game. This parser (the
subprogram that interprets the player’s commands) is of the form: command a + b + ¢ + d = reply
e, where a, b, c and d are the words the player uses to make up sentences. The words are
interchangeable in the parser. The computer does not understand meanings, it merely checks the
player’s word combinations against a database of commands and their appropriate replies. In other
words, this is not semantic semiosis, but syntactic procedure. The identity of the player is therefore

primarily constructed outside the meaning of the words, which are interchangeable.

Most adventure games are largely processes of trial and error, as are most video games. Players
have to make effort in order to progress along a path and make sense of the game text (hence
Espen Aarseth’s 1997 term ergodic, deriving from the Greek ergon and hodos, i.e. work and path).
Granted, the words carry (representational) meaning so that the player is directed to take a valid
action. But the player ultimately thinks in terms of the parser (a + b + ¢ + d) in order to progress.
The player suspects and gradually confirms the game’s inner workings, trying to mirror the logic of
the simulation: she starts to understand the ‘algorithm’, as defined by new media theorist Lev
Manovich in his book The Language of New Media (2001):
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In programming, there is clear separation between algorithms and data...
[Games] demand that a player executes an algorithm in order to win. An
algorithm is the key to the game experience in a different sense as well. As
the player proceeds through the game, she gradually discovers the rules
which operate in the universe constructed by this game. She learns its
hidden logic, in short its algorithm. Therefore, in games where the game
play departs from following an algorithm, the player is still engaged with an
algorithm, albeit in another way: she is discovering the algorithm of the
game itself. (Manovich, 2001: 41, 222)

Video game theorist Noah Wardrip-Fruin also separates video game code into two distinct
categories. He uses the term ‘expressive processing’ to denote a means of expression for the
author in which the data and the computational processes (operational logics such as spatial
collision detection) unite and the result of this unison is shown on the representational surface
(2009: 10-3). Importantly, expressive processing almost invariably has an agenda (2009: 3-4), and
the purpose of the simulation is not fidelity, but specificity and practical ease of implementation:
‘the overall goal is defined by the fact that the game is attempting to reach an audience; the model
must serve the experience of gameplay sought by the game’s authors’ (2009: 82). It is an abstract
model that the player tries to decode and beat, not an undefined and limitless network of
meanings. Identity through agency in this way is developed by the use of commands, but these
commands are used as signals, as pieces of a puzzle, and not in the same way they are used in
verbal communication between people. In this sense, identity construction in games is predictive: it
is based on the simple logic of cause and effect, as defined by the game’s model, figuratively
argued within the offered affordances by the player’s discourse.

In order to put this analysis in the context of an actual historic programmatic example, | will now
examine a landmark text adventure game, Colossal Cave Adventure, or simply Adventure, as it is
widely known. Adventure was programmed by William Crowther in 1977 in the FORTRAN
language. The game’s code is separated into two main files, roughly categorised as the data, i.e.
the game’s representational text, and the computational code comprising all of the loops and

conditional statements. The following is part of the original FORTRAN data code:

YOU ARE STANDING AT THE END OF A ROAD BEFORE A SMALL BRICK
BUILDING . AROUND YOU IS A FOREST. A SMALL

STREAM FLOWS OUT OF THE BUILDING AND DOWN A GULLY.

YOU HAVE WALKED UP A HILL, STILL IN THE FOREST

NN = e e

THE ROAD NOW SLOPES BACK DOWN THE OTHER SIDE OF THE HILL.
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THERE IS A BUILDING IN THE DISTANCE.

you ARE INSIDE A BUILDING, A WELL HOUSE FOR A LARGE SPRING.
YoU ARE IN A VALLEY IN THE FOREST BESIDE A STREAM TUMBLING
ALONG A ROCKY BED.

YOoU ARE IN OPEN FOREST, WITH A DEEP VALLEY TO ONE SIDE.

L S N

YOU ARE IN OPEN FOREST NEAR BOTH A VALLEY AND A ROAD.

This part contains some of the descriptions given to the player before she takes an action. Another
part contains keywords, which the player can input in order to take action and progress in the

game:

ROAD

\BQOO‘IQ\IO\U‘UUUN
1]

Afinal part contains text which will be given to the player as feedback on his actions:

A LITTLE DWARF WITH A BIG KNIFE BLOCKS YOUR WAY.

A LITTLE DWARF JUST WALKED AROUND A CORNER, SAW YOU, THREW
A LITTLE AXE AT YOU WHICH MISSED, CURSED, AND RAN AWAY.
THERE IS A THREATENING LITTLE DWARF IN THE ROOM WITH YOUu!
ONE SHARP NASTY KNIFE IS THROWN AT YOU!

HE GETS YOU!

~N oY B e W W N

NONE OF THEM HIT YOU!

The computational code of the game, on the other hand, is different. The following is part of the
original FORTRAN code of the game:

2000 LTRUBL=0
LOC=J

ABB(J)=MOD( (ABB(J)+1),5)

IDARK=0

IF (MOD(COND(J),2).EQ.1) GOTO 2003
IF((IPLACE(2).NE.J).AND. (IPLACE(2).NE.-1)) GOTO 2001
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1F (PROP(2) .EQ.1)GOTO 2003
2001  CALL SPEAK(16)

This is part of the routine that controls the player’s input. After the declaration of variables in the
first four lines, there are two conditional statements that deal with whether the player’s input makes
sense in the context of the current state of the story. If it does, the cAL. command calls the sPEAK
subroutine, which gets the right reply from the data document. Another part of the computational
code tests whether the player has chosen to use a verb with an object that is not available in the

current state of the game and gives feedback:

502 IF(B.NE.' ')GOTO 5316
TYPE 5005,A

5005 FORMAT(' I SEE NO ',A5,' HERE.',/)
GOTO 2011

5316  TYPE 5317,A,B

5317  FORMAT(' I SEE NO ',2AS5,' HERE.'/)
GOTO 2011

5097 K=50
GOTO 5014

5004 JOBJ=K
IF(JVERB.NE.0)GOTO 2027

If an object is unavailable, the game replies 'I SEE NO ',A5,' HERE.' where ‘A5’is a
placeholder, a variable which can be used for any object that is declared in the data document.
Elsewhere in the code, there is a routine that deals with the opposite case, i.e. when the game
recognises an object, but not a verb.

5064 IF(B.NE.' ')GOTO 5314
TYPE 5001,A

5001 FORMAT(' WHAT DO YOU WANT TO DO WITH THE ',A5,'?',/)
GOTO 2020

In such a case, the game asks the player: 'WHAT DO YOU WANT TO DO WITH THE ',A5,'?’',
Where ‘A5’ is a variable that may represent any of the verbs declared in the data document.

The two files, i.e. the data, which contains the representational content of the game, and the
Computational code, which contains the simulational model of the game, combine in the following
way: The game will give the player a description, for example YOU ARE STANDING AT THE END OF
A ROAD BEFORE A SMALL BRICK BUILDING. The player will then type an action, for example
ENTER THE BUILDING. The game will then test whether ENTER, THE, and BUILDING make sense in
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the same sentence, and also if they make sense in the particular situation. If they do, the game will
then reply THERE IS A THREATENING LITTLE DWARF IN THE ROOM WITH YOU!, or anything else

that is appropriate in the given situation.

Adventure is a very useful example, as it explicitly separates code into two distinct parts, the
simulation and the representation. Ultimately, the player deals with the former (the simulation). The
latter is merely the language the designer uses to communicate to the player the inner workings of
the game model. In text adventures, the representation happens to be combinations of words. But
the same logic exists even when graphics are included, in other genres. Video game theorist
Gabriele Ferri points out that Tetris (lllustration 5; Spectrum Holobyte, 1986) would not make sense
if analysed using Russian formalist narratology, but The Secret of Monkey Island (1990, LucasArts)
would, except for the anomaly of repetitiveness as the player moves back and forth looking for
clues (Ferri, 2007: 467). Ferri claims that a unified semiological model for video games should be
able to describe perfectly both of these games (2007: 468). If we accept that gaming is completely
different from reading a book or watching a film, then the narrative structure of Monkey Island is

just added as an extra layer on top of another, more fundamental structure (2007: 468).

lines: 2

SCORE

3
EDrop

Next :

5. Tetris (original PC version)

Let us explore this claim. Tetris is essentially a grid where “tetrominoes” (shapes consisting of four
Squares in seven different configurations) move down one grid line at a time, the rate depending on
the difficulty of the level. The purpose is to build complete lines of squares out of the tetrominoes,
by rotating and aligning them accordingly. As the shapes descend, the player has four commands
athis or her disposal, namely moving the shape to the left, to the right, down (to save time if the
fight position and angle for the shape has been identified), or rotating the shape by 45 degrees at a

time. Let us say that this particular shape is given: l The pseudo-code of the game, i.e. the

code as it would roughly translate in plain English, would look similar to this:
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1f the player presses the <right> button, then move the four squares to the right by one grid

square.

1f the player presses the <left> button, then move the four squares to the left by one grid square.
1f the player presses the <down> button, then move the four squares down by one grid square.

If the player presses the <rotate> button, then rotate the four squares clockwise.

The actual code for rotation in JavaScript (available at http://javascript.internet.com/games/
jstetris.html) is the following:

* Rotate the puzzle to the left.
* @return void
* @access public
*/
this.rotate = function() {
var puzzle = this.createEmptyPuzzle(this.board.length, this.board[0].length);
for (var y = 0; y < this.board.length; y++) {
for (var x = 0; x < this.board[y].length; x++) {
if (this.board[y][x]) {
var newY = puzzle.length - 1 - Xx;
var newX = y;
var el = this.board[y][x];
var moveY = newY - y;
var moveX = newX - X;
el.style.left = el.offsetLeft + (moveX * this.area.unit) + "px";
el.style.top = el.offsetTop + (moveY * this.area.unit) + "px";

puzzle[newY][newX] = el;

}
this.board = puzzle;
}

Now we have: r This, to the player, looks like a rotation, but in fact the computer has simply
rearranged the squares from three in the first row and one in the second row, to one in the first and
second rows, and two in a new third row. The program will also check for the shape’s collision with
the other shapes, which are already at the bottom of the grid. If the shape does not collide, then it
will be pushed down by one grid square:

* Puzzle fall from the top to the bottom.
* After placing a puzzle, this event will be called as long as the puzzle is running.
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* @see place() stop()

* @return void
* @access event
*/
this.fallDown = function() {
if (self.isRunning()) {
if (self.mayMoveDown()) {
self.moveDown();
self.fallDownID = setTimeout(self.fallDown, self.speed);
} else {
// move blocks into area board
for (var i = 0; i < self.elements.length; i++) {
self.area.addElement (self.elements([i]);
}
// stats
var lines = self.area.removeFullLines();
if (lines) {
self.tetris.stats.setLines(self.tetris.stats.getLines() + lines);
self.tetris.stats.setScore(self.tetris.stats.getScore() + (1000 *
self.tetris.stats.getLevel() * lines));
}
// reset puzzle
self.reset();
if (self.mayPlace()) {
self.place();
} else {

self.tetris.gameOver();

Which translates to:

If the squares hit the ground or the top of another shape, then freeze the squares (remove the
player’s agency), and give the player a new set of squares at the top of the grid. Otherwise, move

the squares down by one grid square.
Atthe same time, the program will be checking for completed lines:

* Searching for full lines.

* Must go from the bottom of area to the top.

* Returns the number of lines removed - needed for Stats.score.
* @see isLineFull() removeLine()

* @return void

* Qaccess public

*7
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this.removeFullLines = function() {
var lines = 0;
for (var y = this.y - 1; y > 0; y--) {
if (this.isLineFull(y)) {
this.removeLine(y);
lines++;

y++;

}

return lines;

* Remove given line
* Remove html objects
* All lines that are above given line move down by 1 unit
* @param int y
* @return void
* faccess public
*/
this.removeLine = function(y) {
for (var x = .0; .x < this.x; x++) {
this.el.removeChild(this.board[y][x]);:
this.board[y][x] = 0;
}
b ot
for. (; ¥ > 0F y=-) {
for (var x = 0; x < this.x; x¥++) {
if (this.board[y][x]) {
var el = this.board[y][Xx];

el.style.top = el.offsetTop + this.unit + "px";

this.board[y+1][x] = el;
this.board([y][x] = 0;

Which means:

If all the grid squares in the line(s) are occupied by shape squares, then remove them, and give the

Player some points.

And this, put in simple terms, is the code that makes up Tetris. Of course, there will be other
routines and variables, such as code that controls bitmap graphics, sounds, and game speed.
These could again be explained relatively easily, but would be beyond the point | am trying to
make. These few lines of code, including the player’s agency and the game’s inherent agency, will
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be repeated in a programming loop, until something happens that will stop the game. This can be
the player pausing the game, exiting the level, or exiting the game. Altogether, the loop may look
like this:

until the player presses the pause (or exit) button, repeat the following:

1f the player presses the <right> button, then move the four squares to the right by one grid

square.

If the player presses the <left> button, then move the four squares to the left by one grid square.
1f the player presses the <down> button, then move the four squares down by one grid square.
If the player presses the <rotate> button, then rotate the four squares clockwise.

If the squares hit the ground or the top of another shape, then freeze the squares (remove the
player’s agency), and give the player a new set of squares at the top of the grid. Otherwise, move

the squares down by one grid square.

If all the grid squares in the line(s) are occupied by shape squares, then take them away, and give

the player some points.

Go back to the beginning of the loop.

And this is why game texts are different. They are governed by if-then-else, until-then, case, and
other conditional statements, as well as by loops within loops. The game code itself is a loop, a text
that the computer has to read and interpret once, before returning for another reading. This
happens many times a second. This is, however, just an abstraction of the game as a text. The full
text, taking conditional and repeating functions into account, would look more like this:

Create a shape

Move shape down by one grid square
Move shape down by one grid square
Move shape down by one grid square
Move shape down by one grid square
Move shape right by one grid square
Move shape down by one grid square
Move shape left by one grid square
Move shape left by one grid square
Move shape down by one grid square
Move shape down by one grid square
(The shape collides)

Freeze the shape

Take the agency of the player away from this shape
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Create a new shape

Give the player agency over the new shape
Or in terms of the narrative of the game,

There is a new shape at the top of the screen
The shape moves down by one grid square
The shape moves down by one grid square
The shape moves down by one grid square
The shape moves down by one grid square
The shape moves right by one grid square
The shape moves down by one grid square
The shape moves left by one grid square
The shape moves left by one grid square
The shape moves down by one grid square

The shape moves down by one grid square

The shape collides
The shape stays at the bottom of the grid

There is a new shape at the top of the screen

This could be confused with the phenomenological interpretation of what happens onscreen, or
what the player interprets by means of visual semiology, but in fact it is quite different. Manovich
comments:

Often the narrative shell of a game ("you are the specially trained
commando who has just landed on a Lunar base; your task is to make your
way to the headquarters occupied by the mutant base personnel...") masks
a simple algorithm well-familiar to the player: kill all the enemies on the
current level, while collecting all treasures it contains; go to the next level
and so on until you reach the last level. Other games have different
algorithms. Here is an algorithm of the legendary “Tetris”: when a new block
appears, rotate it in such a way so it will complete the top layer of blocks on
the bottom of the screen making this layer disappear. (Manovich, 2001:
222)

Thisis a syntactic procedural process, and this is what produces any potential meaning in games.
The visuals, such as 3D models and 2D textures may or may not be in accordance with this logic:
they are arbitrary. The graphics in Tetris are abstract representations of the game code, and as
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such, it is easy to prove (elementary) meaning making by the code of the game. Kirkpatrick calls
this sort of abstract setting a ‘primordial structure of emergence’, which he opposes to adventure
games, as they involve narrative progression (2011: 59). Most video games, he writes, involve

some hybridity of the two, but progression is altogether what distinguishes video games in the

history of games:

They may contain a puzzle element, but their central dynamic is one of
exploration and the kinds of patterns unlocked through this process are

enjoyed consecutively. (Kirkpatrick, 2011: 59)

6. The Secret of Monkey Island

Bearing this in mind, | will now question whether adventure Monkey Island (illustration 6) can be
read as a text in the same way as Tetris can. Monkey Island is a ‘point-and-click’ graphical
adventure game, where the player controls Guybrush Threepwood, an aspiring pirate. The player
uses the mouse cursor to combine verbs with objects. These are the commands given to the
character to interact with the game world. If the player clicks on a viable space, the character walks
to that spot, accounting for the ‘walk to’ command. The rest of the commands are listed at the
bottom of the screen, along with the items the character has gathered in the game. So, the player
can choose ‘Look at’ and then click on a piece of paper, for example, for the character to examine
the document, or ‘Talk to’ and then click on another character, to talk to him or her, or ‘Use’ and

then click on one of the items in the inventory, to use that item.
One reading of Monkey Island could be thus:

You pick up the banana from the tree. You read the note on the tree. You go into the jungle. You

Pick up the oars. You go back to the beach. You use the oars with the rowboat.
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You', of course, is interchangeable with ‘Guybrush’. However, a deconstruction of the structure of
the game’s code would be more similar to the following:

pisplay scenery bitmap
pisplay interface (commands and inventory)

set up navigable area and hotspots

The navigable area is the area the character can walk to or through. ‘Hotspots’ are the places on
the screen that the player can click on with the mouse cursor in order to interact with the game.
The piece of paper on the tree in the above screenshot would be one hotspot. As the levels of the
game are static screens, there is an underlying grid, much like the one in Tetris. The grid is
separated in areas the character (the sprite, the 2D graphical representation of the character) can
go to, areas he cannot go to, and areas he (the mouse cursor) can interact with:

If the player clicks on the scenery, establish which part of the grid has been clicked
If the area is walkable, then walk to the area
If the area is near the edge of the scenery, then go back to the ‘change of level’ routine at the
start
If the area is interactive, then:
Check whether all preconditions have been satisfied in order to interact successfully with
the area. If yes, then:
Display a message to the player
Play any appropriate animations
Flag area as interacted with

Change of inventory (in case of acquiring or losing an item)

Go back to the top

In the C programming language, this could be expressed with the following switch command,
which checks many different cases of player input and gives different results for each case:

switch (player_input) {
case 1:
{
printf("You can’t go there\n");

break;

case 2:

printf("You are in the jungle\n");

break;

case 3:

printf("You took the banana\n");
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break;

} // end switch

This is the logic behind point-and-click adventures, and it is not different to the logic of Tetris, or
any other puzzle game (or in fact most games). Let us apply this logic to the aforementioned
scenario at the beach within the game:

The player clicks next to the tree
The area is walkable
The character walks next to the tree
Back to the top. Next loop:
The player clicks on the banana
The area is clickable
There are no preconditions for this area
The character interacts with (takes) the banana
A message is displayed (“You grabbed a banana!”)
The “grab” animation is played
The area has been interacted with (the banana is taken, it cannot be taken again)
The inventory changes to include the banana
Back to the top. Next loop:
The player clicks on the banana
The area is clickable
There are no preconditions for this area
The character interacts with (reads) the letter
A message is displayed (“You must go into the jungle...”)
There is no animation to be played
The area is not flagged as the letter can be read again
There are no inventory changes
Back to the top. Next loop:
The player clicks near the edge of the scenery, toward the jungle
Back to the ‘change of level’ routine - new scenery, navigable area and hotspots
Back to the top. Next loop:
The player clicks next to the oars
The area is walkable
The character walks next to the oars
Back to the top. Next loop:
The player clicks on the oars
The area is clickable
There are no preconditions for this area
The character interacts with (takes) the oars
A message is displayed (“You found some oars.”)
The “grab” animation is played
The area has been interacted with (the oars are taken, they cannot be taken again)
The inventory changes to include the oars

Back to the top. Next loop:
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The player clicks near the edge of the scenery, toward the beach

Back to the ‘change of level’ routine - new scenery, navigable area and hotspots
Back to the top. Next loop:
The player clicks next to the boat
The area is walkable
The character walks next to the boat
Back to the top. Next loop:
The player clicks on the boat
The area is clickable
The precondition (having the oars) is satisfied
The character interacts with (uses) the boat
A message is displayed (“You used the oars with the boat!”)
The “row” animation is played
The area has been interacted with (the boat is used)
The inventory changes to lose the oars

Back to the top. Next loop:

And so on. This, of course, is the case when the player knows the sequence to win the game, and
does not make any unsuccessful attempts. In this latter, and more likely, case, the sequence would
look more like this:

The player clicks at 205,305 (x,y coordinates onscreen)
The area is not walkable
Back to the top. Next loop:
The player clicks on 276,123
The area is not clickable
Back to the top. Next loop:
The player clicks next to the tree
The area is walkable
The character walks next to the tree
Back to the top. Next loop:
The player clicks on the banana
The area is clickable
There are no preconditions for this area
The character interacts with (takes) the banana
A message is displayed (“You grabbed a banana!”)
The “grab” animation is played
The area has been interacted with (the banana is taken, it cannot be taken again)
The inventory changes to include the banana
Back to the top. Next loop:

Therefore, the narrative produced by this sequence is not:

The character walks next to the tree -

The character takes the banana

59




Rather, the whole text produced as the player experiences the program is the following:

205,305 is not walkable
The area next to the tree is walkable
The character walks next to the tree
276,123 is not clickable
The banana is clickable
There are no preconditions to take the banana
The character takes the banana
I get the message “You grabbed a banana!”
The “grab” animation was played
The banana is taken, it cannot be taken again (it is not there anymore)

The banana is in my inventory

This is more of a trial and error process. What the scenery looks like, however, is irrelevant. The
game is about clicking on the right areas in the screen. The areas themselves are important, but
what the visual content of the areas is, does not make much difference. Of course, the player finds
out what she must do because of the text of the game so far, and the messages she gets from the
game. Both of these derive from the syntactic nature of the code, and not from the visual, aural, or
experiential text that the game produces: they derive from the simulational, not the representational
layer of the game, as ludologist Gonzalo Frasca (2003) states. Frasca distinguishes four

ideological levels in the simulation: the first deals with representation and events; the second is the
rules of manipulation of the game by the player (as in Caillois’ 1958 notion of paidia: 2001 [1958]:
18-22); the third is the rules of goals, or Caillois’ ludus (2001 [1958]: 18-22), i.e. what the player
has to do to win (or lose)?; and the fourth is the meta-rules, elements that the author allows the
player to change on the three aforementioned levels to customise the simulation, such as
‘moddings’ or level building (Frasca, 2003: 231). In this light, the text of Monkey Island is governed
by the third ideological level of goal rules and only assisted by the first level of representation. One
could argue that the game even contains free play, if we accept that spending time without
Progressing or by experimenting is ‘paidia’, or ‘misadventure’, as game theorist Stuart Moulthrop
calls it (1999), in which case, Frasca’s second ideological level of the simulation is also involved. At
any rate, the prime layer of the game is the simulational goal-oriented layer. Granted, modern
Programming code combines graphics as ‘objects’ and identifies when they are acted upon by the
Player, in other words, the graphical objects may be the main orientation for the (object-oriented)
interaction. However, the objects themselves contain both simulational and representational
content, i.e. both behaviours (including interaction with the player, such as collisions), and

graphics/sounds. It is therefore important to distinguish between the two kinds of signs.
po o LS U PR i ey
2 For video game theorists Salen and Zimmerman (2003), free play becomes game when the structured frame of the ‘magic circle’ is imposed upon it. Juul (2005)

argues that the magic circle is imposed to digital games by their hardware and it is set and predefined.
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To conclude, Ferri prefers to take a completely different root to the one described above. He
proposes that there is semiotic common ground between gameplay and narration, such as
interpretation and meaning-making. To formulate his model, he employs the concept of the
‘interactive matrix’, which produces single, small textual fragments (Ferri, 2007: 468). Ferri’'s matrix
contains all the semantic, narrative, figurative and strategic resources, which will be activated
during gameplay. The production of a game-text fragment, in this sense, is the consequence of the
interpretative trajectory that comes out of temporary semantic values. The ‘sign’ is wide enough to
encompass linguistic signs, thoughts, objects and situations. Every element in the matrix has
content, semantic value (a sememe which is broken down in semes, such as figurative qualities,
e.g. ‘Pac Man is yellow’, and procedural rules-based properties like ‘Mario can kill monsters by
jumping on them’) (Ferri, 2007: 471).

And herein lies the problem: Ferri’'s semiotic model mixes ontologically different signs. Such a
model that would account for the examination of any kind of sign would be chaotic, as the
simulation is configurative but the representation is mostly interpretative. For instance, there is no
point in mixing the colour of Pac-Man with the direction it has taken because of the player’s input:
the former is a representational sign, important but not necessary for the game to work, while the
latter is simulational, crucial in how the game plays. This is what Lev Manovich calls the ‘cultural
layer’ and the ‘computer layer’, which influence each other, and are composited together, but which
belong to different ontologies (2001: 46). Understandably, the colour of Pac-Man or the ghosts may
be cue for some change in the simulation, e.g. that Pac-Man has eaten a big pill and can now hunt
the ghosts, or that a new lifeline just began so Pac-Man is invincible for a short while until the
player gets her bearings. However, this is only needed so that the player can understand the
simulation, and it does not cause a change in the simulation in itself. There is a confusion, in other
words, of different kinds of signs in Ferri's, but also in Aarseth’s model to a certain extent, where
sometimes the three functions of simulation, representation, and synthesis (final presentation) are
described as a single component (Aarseth, 1997: 104). Aarseth, however, recognises that the
interface consists of an input component which ‘analyzes the user’s commands and translates

them into a semantic code that can be digested by the simulation engine’, and an output
Component, which ‘transforms the semantic information it gets from the representation engine into

the type of expression specified by the channel’ (Aarseth, 1997: 105).

Noah Wardrip-Fruin, on the other hand, completely separates the data from the computational
Processes before they are shown on the representational surface in his theoretical arguments
(2009: 10-3). It is important to determine to what extent the player’s performance in a game is
intentional in action and in appearance. The player’s identity is affected in the game world by
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taking actions and making choices which are largely predetermined by someone else. For Bogost,
games are procedural arguments which are concerned with subjective expression and
interpretation (2007: 259). More to the point, Bogost insists that video games persuade people,
rather than being discursive in the Foucauldian sense (2007: 259). He uses the term ‘simulation
fever’ to denote the problematic nature of games as representative simulations where players
strive to close the simulation gap, as they play with the problematic nature of meaning-making itself
(Bogost, 2007: 214). Kirkpatrick also finds that players supplement the procedural argument in a
way that makes it rhetorical (2011: 203), as procedural representation combines configurative
performative action structures with symbols (2011: 205). This intensity of the combination of action
and symbolism (representative simulation as assisted by the layer of representation) is for
Kirkpatrick what makes games carriers of ideological content (2011: 207-8).

Therefore, | propose that the analysis of the video game should not be focused on the audio-visual
outcome of the game’s code, which is what the player immediately perceives, but on the code
itself, as well as to the relationship of the code with its outcome. In other words, | propose a
simulational analysis in the first instance, and a representational analysis only in relation to the
former. The two kinds of signs should be kept separate in their original examination, and then
compared for any discrepancies. In this context, the apparent outcome of the game is not at all the
object in question, except for the fact that the player has only this to go by in taking actions in the

game world.
Simulation Representation [
(the game model: (the Avatar) Simulation
the engine and the (reconstruction of
objects) The Imaginary and the game model in
> the Symbolic A — the player’s mind)
The (Hyper)Real (Signifiers and
and the Imaginary Signifieds) The Symbolic Self
(Code and (Signifieds)
Signifiers) / ¢ The Hyperreal / \ /

This, in a sense, is an inverse semiosis. The player does not see the signifiers in order to interpret
them to signifieds. The player sees the signifieds, which still signify on another level, and whose
fepresentation may differ from, or even contradict, their original signification as part of the
simulation. Contrary to a textual interpretation of a visual composition, where the viewer connects
the visual signifiers to verbal, visual, or abstract signifieds, the interpretation in a game moves the
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other way: the player sees the visual signifieds and connects them to the signifiers in the code,
inferring the rules and affordances of the game. But the objects-signifieds are interchangeable and
the representation is independent. All objects of the code are presented onscreen simultaneously
in terms of graphics, but the player sees (or “reads”) the code. As Baudrillard puts it, ‘the pleasure
is in reading and in the rules of the game’ (1993 [1976]: 75). And this code, as a simulation of
limited models of ‘reality’ is part of Baudrillard’s code as the all-encompassing code of
consumption, as a simulation of all ‘reality’. The simulation does not have to be rational, as it has
no ideal or negative equivalent: it is operational. And as representation (the imaginary) diminishes,
the simulation becomes hyperreal. The screen works like a mirror, and it is the main concern of the
simulation, which ‘transforms the process of relating into a process of commutation between One
and the Same’ (Baudrillard, 1990: 54):

The secret of the interface is that the Other here is virtually the Same:
otherness is surreptitiously conjured away by the machine. (Baudrillard,
1990: 54)

In other words representation is sacrificed for the circuit, for the form of the medium, which is of
course the simulation itself. This is not a subject-object or observer-artefact dialectic, it is an

avoidance of interactivity, an instant mechanical exploration of the limited form of the simulation:

Reading a screenful of information is quite a different thing from /ooking...
There is no better model of the way in which the computer screen and the
mental screen of our own brain are interwoven than Moebius's topology,
with its peculiar contiguity of near and far, inside and outside, object and
subject within the same spiral. It is in accordance with this same model that
information and communication are constantly turning round upon
themselves in an incestuous circumvolution, a superficial conflation of
subject and object, within and without, question and answer, event and
image, and so on. The form is inevitably that of a twisted ring reminiscent of
the mathematical symbol for infinity. (Baudrillard, 1990: 56)

Games are produced, like everything else, according to popularity, and so the simulation is the
object of a social demand, subject to the law of supply and demand, rather than to violence and
death (Baudrillard, 1994: 19). Mass consumption defines politics, but with them, it also defines play
and the suppression of human nature, which is active, physical, and violent. To allow these human
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urges to transpire would threaten the societal order. For philosopher Alain Badiou, representation is
an operation of the power of the state to order and count a presented situation (2010 [1988]:
91-120). ‘Only the fiction of a political universe’, and with it, only the fiction of man as the hunter,

the barbarian, the hero, survives (Baudrillard, 1994: 26). On the screen, we have simulation as the

ecstasy of the real, as a pure and empty form without meaning.

In the simulation of consumption, objects are interchangeable, as ‘the object takes on the value of
a sign’ (Baudrillard, 1983: 47). In the simulation of the video game, objects are again
interchangeable. They stand as signs, as placeholders, as simulacra of objects, as hyperreal
objects. As representation is secondary, the objects’ functions should be defined by the simulation.
However, dress items in particular very rarely have simulational qualities, such as attributes and
behaviours, attached to themselves. In other words, they only have cosmetic value, bearing no
meaning in the game’s model. In this sense, virtual representation, including fashion items,
responds to a (social) logic of desire, and not to a defined need. The binary code means the death
of representation and the birth of simulation:

...the coded signal, which is in a sense unreadable, without possible
interpretation, like a programmatic matrix buried for light-years at the
foundation of the "biological" body: little black boxes where all the
commands are fomented with all the responses. Surely this must mean the
end of the theatre of representation — the space of signs, their conflict and
their silence. All this is replaced by the black box of the code, the molecular
signal emitter with which we are irradiated. Our bodies are crisscrossed by
question/answer formulas and tests, like programs inscribed in our cells.
Bodily cells, electronic cells, party cells, microbiological cells: we are
always on the lookout for the tiniest, indivisible element, whose organic
synthesis arises from the givens of the code. But the code itself is only a
genetic, generative cell where myriad intersections produce all the
questions and all the possible solutions...From the tiniest disjunctive unities
(the question/answer particle) to the macroscopic level of systems of
alternation that preside over the economy, politics, and global coexistence,
the matrix does not vary: it is always 0/1, the binary scansion that affirms
itself as the metastable or homeostatic form of contemporary systems. It is
the processual node of the simulations that dominate us. They can be
organised as an unstable play of variation, or in polyvalent or tautological
modes, without endangering this central principle of bipolarity: digitality is,
indeed, the divine form of simulation... (Baudrillard, 1983: 143)
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The game code is cyclical and selective. In object-oriented languages, the game code is even
distributed and parallel. It is the outcome of many codes running selectively and simultaneously. It
is distributed in programming objects, which interact. The avatar in this sense, is but another
object. This is why, in the programmatic code of the video game, the avatar is both subject and
object: it is the manifestation of the binary agency of the player within the game’s code. However,
the programmatic code is mediated by the socio-economic code. As a result of this, but also
because of the included art, which is itself mediated by the socio-economic code, the “. i
representational layer is also hyperreal: a simulated ‘representation’ on both programmatic and Il
socio-economic levels. The player, in this sense, is a virtual construction already before entering 1
the virtual world. In the game world, the player becomes hyperreal in forming the avatar in ! ;!
association with the code, which is already part of the hyperreality of the game engine. The I
player’s subjectivity is mediated by the simulation. Hl
|

To conclude, | have identified two kinds of discrepancies in the medium of the video game: those
between simulation and representation (lack of syndesis), and those between the player’s free will | ‘;

and compromise, or a prescribed minimal agency and true subjectivity.

DressCode will be based on visuals for its communication with the player, and the game will still be I!
clearly separated into computation and data, simulation and representation, to facilitate both its
creation and its analysis. The game will consist of programming objects, which will interact with
each other, the character controller object being one of them. This will control the movement of the
avatar, so that it can explore the environment, i.e. look at things, walk to areas, and talk to people.
The game will first display the scenery and the user interface. The former will be a cue for the
player as to what to interact with, and the latter will offer further information regarding characters,
settings, and events. The two will suggest possible actions for the player implicitly or explicitly,
depending on whether play is goal-oriented or free. If the player stands in front of another
character, for example, the dialogue interface will open to offer the player textual (and possibly
aural) feedback on the thoughts and intentions of the character. If the avatar walks against other
objects, there may be a visual, aural, or textual cue to prevent it from walking through those
objects, such as, for example, a clumsy animation accompanied by an ‘oops’. If the avatar walks
through a door, then another stage will be loaded and the avatar will find itself in a different
environment. Characters, environments and events could be flagged as interacted with, to

Progress the text of the game; stages could be flagged as completed.
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There may be changes in the avatar’s inventory in terms of currency and/or items. The avatar may
pay money for commodities such as clothing, accessories, and other fashion items, but also food,
entertainment, furniture, etc. She may also exchange items with other avatars, or even sell items.
In this sense, DressCode is a simulation of the consumption of signs, a limited model of what takes
place in the fashion-oriented commodity-driven non-virtual world. It is subject to the programmatic
code and the socio-economic code of consumption and social standing. As part of the first, the
visuals are important in directing the player, but ultimately interchangeable. The syntax of the code
will be of greater importance, as it calculates the textual and numeric signs of the game and the
input of the player, to produce the resulting text. Representation and simulation will of course have
to work hand in hand, otherwise the signs the player receives may conflict, and thus subsequent
gameplay may be trivialised and compromised. Therefore, the signs of the representational
simulation, i.e. the colour, fabric, material and other attributes, will have to coincide with the visual
signs presented to the player onscreen. For example, comfort as a value will have to reflect the
comfort of the avatar as the player sees it, and “red” will have to look red. This is the concept of
syndesis, on which | will expand in the second chapter. However, it is worth mentioning here that
syndesis will affect the performance of the player by connecting the cosmetic characteristics of an
object with its functions. This will have an effect on the player’s identity, as her actions will be linked
to particular visual and/or aural signs, and vice versa. This, in turn, will make the player’s actions
have social impact on the virtual world, while at the same time constricting them within the virtual

society’s rules and norms.
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Gameplay as Performance

In order to examine identity formation during the playing of a game, | will start this part of the
chapter with the analysis of the role of play in identity formation. In the last section | established
that the code is more important than the art in the form of the video game. Play, as the player’s
subjective performance within the limitations set by the simulation, is therefore the central aspect of

the video game.

Play is intrinsically linked to the formation of identity, and it remains present throughout a person’s
life, mainly in the form of social play and interaction. Play has evolved as an innate mechanism in
the human species. According to Catherine Garvey (1977: 4), professor of psychology at the
University of Maine, play is pleasurable, enjoyable, and it has no extrinsic goals — it is
unproductive. Play is spontaneous and voluntary, it involves active engagement, and it has

‘systematic relations to what is not play’: work, for example, is not play. Play has been linked with
creativity, language learning, the development of social roles, and other cognitive and social
phenomena (Garvey, 1977: 5). Dutch historian Johan Huizinga links play to subjectivity and
opposes it to ordinary life (1992 [1955]: 12-13). For Huizinga, play is performed outside material
motivations and is important for the formation of culture (1992 [1955]: 46-48). However, it is the w
value of play as problem-solving and testing through modelling and simulation that | will exploit in
this chapter. American poet, naturalist and essayist Diane Ackerman (1999), believes that play
invites problem-solving and allows the development of thinking strategies and self-assessment.

Play, in this sense, is not a casual activity, but fundamental to evolution (Ackerman, 1999: 4).

In his book Man, Play and Games, Caillois identifies four categories of play: Agon (competition,
victory), Alea (chance), Mimicry (role-playing, simulation), and /linx (vertigo) (2001 [1958]: 18-22).
Games such as backgammon and table-top role-playing games contain alea due to the necessity
of dice for the progress of the player. Changing avatarial dress in a video game may be seen as
mimicry, as it implies role-playing and simulation. All four categories (alea depending on the game)
are equally involved in video gameplay, and when this is accomplished successfully, it may amount
to what Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi defines as flow: the emotion experienced when ‘the task at hand
draws people in with its complexity to such an extent that they become completely involved in

it' (2003: 40). During flow, thought and action, as well as Self and environment, become one, as a

Sense of control and a loss of the sense of time are experienced (1997: 77).

Flow describes a state of ‘intense emotional involvement’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 1993: 178-9).
However, the difference between being and doing is very distinct in video games: on the one hand

Passive emotions of ‘being’, on the other active emotions of ‘doing’. Video game theorist Aki
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Jarvinen, influenced by the work of emotion theorists Keith Oatley (1992), and Andrew Ortony,
Gerald L. Clore, and Allan Collins (1990), has identified the following kinds of emotions in games:
prospect-based emotions, such as hope, fear, satisfaction, fears-confirmed, relief, shock, surprise,
and suspense, which are related to gameplay and genre (2008: 85-108); attribution emotions,
which are related to fairness in game rules and difficulty; and well-being emotions, which are
related to events that affect the well-being of the avatar. These emotions are associated with the
simulation of the games. In addition to these, Jarvinen has also identified fortunes-of-others
emotions, which are based on empathy, and attraction emotions, caused by the game object’s
aesthetics. These are linked to representation. The intensity of these emotions is relative to
immersion, psychological proximity, surprise, and the gradual arousal of the player as the game
builds up tension (2008: 85-108). Game emotions, writes Jarvinen, are generated when goals are
imposed upon the players, which are condensations of features of everyday routine (2008: 86).
This creates emotions through valenced reactions towards events, agents, and objects in the
game. Emotions depend on the evaluation of relative success or failure towards achieving these a
goals, on the player’s beliefs, and on how much the player cares for game events and characters |
(Jarvinen, 2008: 86). Game designer Doris Rusch also separates emotions experienced in video

gameplay into the same two categories: represented world emotions due to the fictional

components, and medium-specific ‘game emotions’, which are emotions of competition, generated ‘
due to winning, losing, accomplishment and frustration (Rusch, 2009: 2). The range of game

emotions is smaller than that of the represented world emotions, but their reality status is higher, as }
they are based on real-world activities and events, i.e. playing the game, winning, losing. ‘

In video games, there is tension between embodiment and empathy. Film studies professor Torben
Grodal argues that the characters of video games are only cursors, equipment for play, a ‘vehicle
through which the player gains access to the gameworld’ (Grodal, 2004: 129-56). Such characters
are ‘flat’ during gameplay. They can become ‘round’ in cut-scenes? (Grodal, 2004: 129-56). We
identify with characters and we embody avatars, but in most games, we control a mixture of the
two, a hybrid. However, difficulties arise when intricate plots that should convey high emotional
impact are put to test in video games. Codes central to narrative, which produce depth and
richness, are usually not as viable in games as they are in film and literature. For example, classic
Hollywood conventions, such as enigma resolutions and narrative closures, are not as easily
féproduced during gameplay (Darley, 2000: 138-151). Another problem is the lack of human

actors, who can expressively and skilfully portray emotions. It is easy to identify such discrepancies
between movies and their video game adaptations, as in the case of The Godfather, seen in
illustrations 9 and 10 (Paramount, 1972; EA, 2006), or film adaptations of games, as in the case of

= R,

3 Pre-rendered or real-time engine sequences which advance the story of the game, during which the player has no control of her character, usually including

Motion capture, voice acting, and in general techniques associated with high production values.
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Tomb Raider, seen in illustrations 7 and 8 (Core/Eidos, 1996; Paramount, 2001). In the former title,
the game revolves around the main scenes of the film that can be translated to action sequences.
Whenever the story deals with processes such as dialogue, personal emotions, internal conflicts,
and drama, all of which are dealt with constantly throughout the film, the game chooses to show a
cut-scene and take the control off the hands of the player, in essence temporarily becoming a film.
In the film Tomb Raider (Paramount, 2001), the basic back-story of the game is developed and
shown in more detail along with extensive character development. However, the film arguably fails,
as the main attraction of the game comes from the simulational aspect —i.e. Lara jumping on

platforms, climbing walls, and discovering hidden paths — and not the representational.
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7-10. Tomb Raider Underworld, Lara Croft: Tomb Raider
The Godfather and The Godfather: The Game

And this is why games miss the point on both grounds. They cannot do cinema as well as cinema,
but they also do not try to be anything else but increasingly spectacular (realistic or abstract)
representations on the facade of limited simulations. What we call gameplay has not changed

much since the beginning. What changes mostly is impressive particle simulation technologies and
hyperrealistic shaders#: smoke and mirrors. Most of the change occurs on what Frasca (2003: 9)
calls the first ideological level of the simulation, which includes all of the representational content of
the game, but most games are about ‘doing’. This is due to the historical trajectory of the medium
and how it has been formed because of industrial and marketing factors. The main problem is
genre stereotyping driven by the commercial capacity of specific kinds of simulations. Granted, the
architecture of the hardware limits the development of the software, and Bogost mentions how

early arcade console games were uniformly influenced by their common game engines (2007: 63).
However, there is no inherent reason why a game simulation should revolve around the expression

of hostility, for example, something that is very succinctly put by Bogost in the following passage:

These collections of procedural tropes form the basis for a variety of

subsequent expressive artifacts. On its own, the sonnet is no more useful
B

4Acom :
Puter program used to calculate rendering effects on graphics hardware, such as surface qualities.

70



than the physics engine, but both can be deployed in a range of expressive
practices. A classical Newtonian mechanics simulation can easily facilitate
both war (projectile fire) and naturalism (ballooning), just as a sonnet can
facilitate both religious (John Donne) and amorous (Shakespeare)
expression. (Bogost, 2007: 14)

Perhaps these simple simulations are popular because they offer survival play. For Easterly,

Carnegie and Harper, the emergence of digital gaming may be seen as an appendage for our

species, which has come out of the culture of beings with innate behaviours: ‘What they really are

is exercises in judgement under uncertainty.’ (Easterly, Carnegie & Harper, 2009: 3) Perhaps it is

because we find ourselves threatened in a corporeal and a social sense mostly, that we make |
action games that deal with physical prowess and violence, or social worlds that deal with

emotions through communication, but as testing ground, by means of the avatar, and without 1 ‘

revealing the ‘real’ self. i

Kirkpatrick finds that video games are ‘prone to the same logic of nihilism and apathy as the rest of
political culture...activity stripped of its ostensible meaning’ (2011: 224), which he partly attributes
to engine re-skinnings, i.e. the placement of various representational “themes” on the same game
model (2011: 43). The latter is similar to movie remakes: low-risk, but also devoid of meaning. And
this is where the difficulty lies in advancing the emotional content of the medium: because emotion
in representation comes from already established cinematic or literary techniques. We need
emotion in the configurative part of the simulation, that is, we need new kinds of simulation that will

Support true subjectivity in a rich world model instead of minimal prescribed agency.

The player sees a two-dimensional representation (the screen) of a two or three-dimensional
representation (the visuals) of a simulation (the graphics as binary code — for 3D models, mainly x,
y and z coordinates of vertices) as simulated by the game and affected by the player’s agency.
Subjectivity, in this case, only transpires through affordances of the numerical and geometrical

kind, the simulation being what it is, a mathematical model. So, we are talking about emotions by
the numbers. The simulational emotions we feel are therefore only what we imagine we should
feel, given the parameters of the game and the position of the avatar within the game. Simulational
game emotions are only dependent on the given affordances and our relative success or failure as
Subjects. For configurative emotions to become complex, we would need unlimited affordances,
and extraordinarily complex simulations. In other words, we would need unlimited subjectivity. Real
emotions derive from the interpretation of media, whereas game emotions derive from

configurative experiences. However, meaning may transpire within a mathematical framework.
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Badiou applied mathematics to philosophy, and used Lacan's ‘matheme’, extending its use for
connecting the symbolic and the real to a universal way of creating relationships in general:
situations can be seen as structured multiplicities (sets) and reconfigured. Badiou uses the empty
set (0) to denote the void (related to Lacan’s real), which can however be mediated and changed
by an ‘event’ (2010 [1988]). Bogost argues that games may be seen as reconfigured mathematical
structures wherein events occur (Bogost, 2006: 35). This means that advanced, complex
simulations may be able to support the state of ‘being’ in games.

The involvement experienced when playing video games has been defined variously, but a recent
and complete study is the one by video game theorist Gordon Calleja, who identifies six kinds of
video game involvement: kinaesthetic, spatial, ludic, affective, narrative, and shared, all combined
creating the full immersive experience of the game (2011: 38). As affective and narrative
involvement are related to the aesthetic content, and shared involvement revolves around
communication with other users/players, the kinds of involvement linked to the simulation are the
first three, namely the kinaesthetic, the spatial, and the ludic. These are strongly interlinked, and
they amount to the formation of the ego during gameplay. Jacques Lacan perceived the ego as an
illusion (2004 [1951]: 7), a prominent postmodern idea, which portrays the self as a result of
discourse rather than a permanent structure in the mind, and which, as Sherry Turkle writes, has
been influenced by computer science in its ‘bottom-up, distributed, parallel, and emergent’ ways
(Turkle, 1997: 166). The structure of the game’s program is important, as it facilitates the
distribution of the ego in many virtual identities. The game code gives the player agency in the
simulation. The identity of the player is of course affected by the secondary, representational layer
of the game, but it is more directly affected by the primary, simulational one. Calleja proposes the
metaphor of incorporation to account for the sense of virtual environment habitation on two
simultaneous levels, namely the assimilation of the game’s model by the player, and the notion of

embodiment:

On the first level, the virtual environment is incorporated into the player’s
mind as part of her immediate surroundings, within which she can navigate
and interact. Second, the player is incorporated (in the sense of
embodiment) in a single, systemically upheld location in the virtual
environment at any single point in time. Incorporation thus operates on a
double axis: the player incorporates (in the sense of internalising or
assimilating) the game environment into consciousness while
simultaneously being incorporated through the avatar into that environment.
The simultaneous occurrence of these two processes is a necessary

condition for the experience of incorporation. Put in another way,
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incorporation occurs when the game world is present to the player while the
player is simultaneously present, via her avatar, to the virtual
environment...We can thus conceive of incorporation as the absorption of a
virtual environment into consciousness, yielding a sense of habitation,
which is supported by the systemically upheld embodiment of the player in
a single location, as represented by the avatar. This conception retains the
two traditional interpretations of the term incorporation: incorporation as a

sense of assimilation to mind, and as embodiment. (Calleja, 2011: 169)

Kinaesthetic Involvement

As the prime interface device the player possesses in order to make herself present and
incorporated into the game environment is a syntax of motor and tactile actions, | will start with the
kinaesthetic involvement. The player repeats the same motor actions over and over in quick
succession, in order to perform prescribed actions within the game world. Kirkpatrick believes that
play and form in video games are implicated in a specific kind of cultural politics which does
produce meaning that protects from the threats of a manipulative ‘culture industry’, but at the same
time, the act of playing the game renders this meaning futile (2011: 16), as a lot of time is spent on

mechanical, empty, repetitive tasks (2011: 27):

The experiences we have with playing games are only marginally
concerned with meanings and interpretation is mostly limited to working out

the rules. (Kirkpatrick, 2011: 17)

Kirkpatrick asserts that when creating new algorithms, designers already have some visual

direction in mind, however, many, or even most new games are effectively re-skinnings of old

game engines (2011: 20). Play and form in video games are more important than meaning and
Culture (2011: 30), leaving the medium to seek meaning in its very form, outside of emotional

affect, and inclusive of a ‘more constitutive order that [is] associated with form and its structuring of

our experience of time and space’ (Kirkpatrick, 2011: 33). Kirkpatrick concludes:
Here we find a positive sense for the notion that video games are the ideal

commodity of informational capitalism. At the same time this play is

predominantly empty and repetitious...The game plays the user just as the
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user plays the game, and there is no message apart from the play.
(Kirkpatrick, 2011: 44-8)

The player’s agency in the game world depends on the avatarial programming object, and it is
therefore modular. Every game offers at least one agent. Identity is constructed through agency
within the software model of the avatar offered by the game. In fighting games, for example, the
available characters may have many representational differences, such as different stories,
clothing, hair, and body, but the simulational difference is only one: the way they move (illustration
11). Their differences in speed and array of moves is what makes them subject to the player’s
gaming preferences and style. The identity constructed during controlling any of those characters
will be slightly different, primarily for simulational reasons, and secondarily for representational

reasons.

Professor of Japanese studies Rachael Hutchinson maintains that the player interacts with the
stereotypical construction through two different processes: identification with a constructed self, or
opposition against a constructed enemy, as the binary structure of the combat game mirrors the
most basic structure of identity formation by distinguishing between Self and Other (2011: 285).
The choice available to the player within the different numerical attributes of the characters and the
syntactic binary structure of producing combat combinations allow for a dialectical structure that
affects the player’s relationship with their character in terms of identification, role-play, and
performance of the self (2011: 292). Hutchinson finds this activity similar to dance — a view that
Kirkpatrick adopts in his latest work (2011) — which is subject to choice of character before
gameplay as well as choice of commands during gameplay (2011: 293-4). These two combined
factors allow, for Hutchinson, the performance of multiple selves (2011: 294), as complexity and

excitement derives from the combination of the various choices (2011: 295).

11. Street Fighter 4
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Kirkpatrick likens video gameplay to playing a musical instrument (2011: 77) or dance (2011: 78),
as it is repetitious but the sequences to be mastered vary between games as well as within the
same game (2011: 100), and as the difficulty of the game increases, the sequences of actions

have to be performed faster as they get more complex:

Video gameplay...is the play of time within space. (Kirkpatrick, 2011: 78)

In this sense, gameplay is not exclusively or even primarily visual (he mentions Sound Voyager,
Nintendo, 2006), but based on the structuring of time by means of the interface, i.e. the input and
output, the controller and the visual and aural output (2011: 81, 93). In this sense, Kirkpatrick

claims, it is a form without a corresponding meaning’ (2011: 88):

The form here is not of a simulated action, but is a pattern present in the 1l
relation between the kineme and the other elements of the game "
apparatus. Just as painting is not contained in principle by a tyrannical

optic, so form in the video game is not straightforwardly articulated to the

semiotic field established by its visual signs. Indeed, the function of those

signs reduces to a series of ‘yeses’ and ‘nos’ in the course of gameplay.

Our operation of the game as a machine, through the controller, grows in
complexity while the realm of communicated meanings actually diminishes, |
approximating binary efficiency. Form here reaches a kind of blunting of its

capacities, it is out of proportion to its meaning, which of course vitiates and

ultimately cancels its character as aesthetic form. It is in this sense that

form is essential to understanding video games, yet it only ever appears in w

them long enough to vanish. (Kirkpatrick, 2011: 104)

Yet, we talk about what we do with games through metaphors, as if we were ‘in’ them and not as
holding and using the controller (2011: 111), which is more defining of gameplay than the visuals,
which are always promoted as ‘new’ and ‘cutting edge’ (2011: 113). However, Kirkpatrick points out
that real improvements in game quality should not be based on graphical improvements, but on ‘a
New structure of feeling or real innovation related to form’ (2011: 113). He believes that the form of
the video game is akin to the action that takes place outside the screen, as the player uses the
controller, which he finds akin to dance (2011: 127). | find that dance may be used as a metaphor
for such a setting, but dance, on the other hand, requires expression; it is not mechanical. | find the
use of the controller to be more linked to syntax, and in this sense, video games are the opposite
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of dance (not expressive, but mechanical). New control technologies like the Wii remote and
camera-based Microsoft Kinect and Sony Move may be a step in the right direction in this respect
as they offer three axes of movement (depth as well as length and width) and additional

capabilities such as the calculation of rotation and acceleration. However, even such advanced
control technologies are ridden with inaccuracy and latency problems, and regardless of the

device, control is essentially abstract and based on a simulated three-dimensional space. So
metaphorically, video games may be interpreted as? fiction, games, dance, and other things, but
literally and programmatically they are but simulations. They are mathematical. Performance within
them is binary, and it can only be called (a limited) performance due to the large amount of

variables involved in the code, which allow for relative variety and freedom of choice.
Baudrillard comments on the binary nature of the simulation:

...we have the metaphysics of indeterminacy and the code. Cybernetic
control, generation by models, differential modulation, feedback,
questionnaires (question/réponse?): such is the new operational
configuration (industrial simulacra were only operative)...everything is
resolved in inscription and decoding...it is the discontinuous indeterminism
of the genetic code that regulates life... (1993 [1976]: 57)

This binary logic has great impact on subjectivity. Computer code is underdeveloped. It has
developed over very little time, compared to the time natural languages had to evolve from simple
sign systems to the complex structures they are today. Communication with the computer therefore
occurs on the level of the computer. It is the most advanced being which tries to lower its level of
expression and its expectations, in order to establish communication. The computer is an infant
and all it can say is ‘yes’ and ‘no’. It cannot say ‘maybe’ or anything else of an ambiguous
philosophical nature. If it is not a clear affirmation or negation, there is no reply. The main problem
arrises when the industry places increasingly believable representations on top of such an
elementary structure. The ecstatic player, taken by the spectacular representation, is thereby

drawn in this loop of ‘yes's’ and ‘no’s’, forgetting that the other end of the semiotic exchange is not
aform which communicates rich meaning, but a machine which cannot produce any valuable
artistic or cultural semantics apart from the fact that the player affects the syntax of the code. This
is the only message and meaning of the computer game. Quite literally, this works similarly to the
Characters of The Matrix (Andy and Larry Wachowski, 1999) reading and instantaneously decoding

the code on their screens. But in this case, this also works the other way around: by selecting
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which parts of the code to see, through limited agency. And there is narcissistic satisfaction in

observing oneself mastering the (binary) environment.

In DressCode, the player’s ego will formulate through the incorporation, i.e. the assimilation of the
simulation in the first instance, and representation in the second, as well as the sense of
embodiment. The visuals of the game will only serve as a means to increase syndesis: different
clothing, character, and environment objects will have different variables and functions associated
with them, and as such, they will shift the interpreted simulation in the player’s mind.
Representation will then confirm (or maybe in some cases even contradict) the model. As the

avatar's programming object will be formulated by the player’s choices, ego will be modular.

| am hoping to make the binary logic of the computer say more than ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the player, who

may also reply in more elaborate ways than ‘yes’ or ‘no’. If the computer at least appears to say

‘maybe’ in the sense that it may give relative, rather than absolute, feedback, which furthermore ‘ , il
may be ambiguous, then the player may interact with a meaningful situation. | am attempting to I i
create a discursive machine in the simplest possible way. Bogost mentions how physicist Stephen ‘
Wolfram’s cellular automata (1983), which are considered simple input-output machines, create
complex systems out of simple generative rules based on simple mathematical idealisations of
natural systems (Bogost, 2006: 94). Emergent systems made of such simple agents, like the Game
of Life (Conway, 1970) and Sim City (Maxis, 1989), allow for the understanding of a complex model
in terms of a much simpler system (Bogost, 2006: 95). Ambiguity and relativity may indeed hinder
“agency” in the classical game design sense, but they may offer a subjectivity similar to the one we
have in ‘real’ life, which is based on relativity and uncertainty. The main subjectivity in DressCode
comes from the combination of programming objects with textual and numeric attributes of the

kind: ‘jacket”, “leather”, “black”, comfort=6, casual/formal=4, and so on. This way, we do not have
Spectacular kinaesthetic performance based on monotonous repetition, but rather expressive
mathematical and semiotic performance (connected through the syndesis of simulation and
répresentation) based on choice. In essence, the player constructs a formula, an equation which

will affect the game’s environment. This is expressive programming performed by means of visual

and textual cues.

Spatial Involvement

Most video games are spatial simulations. In his 2009 article ‘An affordance based model for
9ameplay’, video game theorist Dan Pinchbeck mentions the static objects defined by a number of
Parameters, i.e. x, y and z coordinates, which may affect the avatar by acting as cover, a reduction
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in sight-lines, or as something for the avatar to stand on, thereby changing the avatar’s y-
coordinate. This single state object can gain a new state if it is made breakable, controlled by a
single parameter (amount of damage it can take). With added capabilities, e.qg. if the crate can be
pushed around (altering its x and z coordinates), new attributes and therefore affordances are
added. This is how programming structures construct the “physical” spatial dimension of the virtual
world, as well as the avatar, whose main attribute is usually its movability, and any other

inhabitants of the world. Game theorist Jos de Mul (2005: 251-266) mentions spatial continuity, an
internal nexus made out of elements of the physical and psychic identity. The psychic identity of
the individual creates the nexus of spatial continuity in games, as narrative usually unfolds through

spatial exploration, much as it does in real life.

However, spatial subjectivity in games is limited as the parameters of the simulation must be
contained and easily controlled. The player’s agent cannot jump, for example, if the simulation
does not account for it, or it cannot access an area if it is not available, even if the representational
layer shows the opposite (to return to Aarseth’s example, the player cannot go through a door, if
the door is not part of the simulation). This is again very much a matter of genre and commercial
success, as the paradigms that sell the most survive. The notion of spatial continuity is connected
to Lacan’s definition of the ego, which is built by making sense of our surroundings, based on the
idea we have of ourselves and in an attempt to preserve that idea intact (Lacan, 2004 [1977]:

3-21). As proved by means of hypnosis, a person will attempt to preserve a continuous and
constant notion of herself even if proven wrong, by inventing excuses that will not harm the
person’s ego, i.e. the idea of identity the person nurtures, and this extends to spatial situations
(Lacan, 1988 [1954,1955]: 118-145). In this Lacanian sense, a person’s perception of space is a
vinual construction, and a game can be regarded as an extremely limited reality: at its primary,
simulational, level, the game creates the rules within which the player has agency in the world, and
atits secondary level, it offers the geometric objects and textures by which the world is visually
represented.

The formation of the ego in playing a game occurs through the interpretation of the stimuli offered
by the game’s simulation onscreen. Spatial awareness is given by the the position, orientation, and
scale of the avatar and every other object in the world, which are all described in Cartesian
Coordinates. This again happens on the level of simulation and not of representation. It is the
Objects, methods, and variables in the code that define the experience of the world: where the
Player's agent is, how fast it is moving, where it can go and where it cannot go. All of this is
Imelevant to the art the player sees on the screen. The art is interchangeable. For example,
Battlezone (illustration 12; Atari, 1980), one of the first arcade 3D simulators, uses wireframe
graphics to represent the position and movement of the player and other objects onscreen. The
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graphics, in this case, are more simulational than representational. They merely act is placeholders
for imaginary art. The gameplay of Battlezone is no different to a re-imagining of the game for the
Playstation Portable, in 2007 (illustration 13; Atari). The only different thing in the new version is

the textured 3D art of the game, as well as the additional particle and lighting effects. There is, in
other words, a new representational layer added to the game, but without the simulational layer

being affected.

12-13. Battlezone and BattleZone PSP

Even when there is an avatar, spatial continuity is the player’s position in the mental model of the
game’s simulation in the player’s mind. Regardless of the representational settings of the game,
the player reconstructs the game model internally and tries to make predictions and create tactics.
In this sense, it is only the simulation that matters. For example, in survival horror game Resident
Evil (illustration 14: Capcom, 1996), the avatar moves from room to room of a mansion, as the
¢amera position and angle change to enhance the dramatic impact of the action. The camera is
fixed and renders static settings. As a result, the avatar is observed from a different angle and
distance in each area. However, the player does not construct a mental model of the game that
includes the camera angles. Of course, the game’s representation is helpful in a filmic sense, in
Pinpointing items and characters, in highlighting the semiosis of the simulation. But the mental

Mmodel of the game is two-dimensional, as the avatar can only move horizontally. It occupies only
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two dimensions in Cartesian space. In this sense, it resembles the top view map, the blueprint of
the mansion, which is available in the player’s inventory (illustration 15). The game could be played
in exactly the same way, and it could produce exactly the same narrative if it were played on this

2D map. And it often is, as this view is more functional and makes play easier and faster.

This game world is therefore a representational simulacrum of an actual mathematical blueprint
(model). The included art merely communicates the limits of the simulation, and the mansion, the
characters, the acting, the blood, and everything else, do not have a meaning. They are ‘make-
believe’ place holders serving the need for visual content. They are simulacra of the elements that
they stand in place of. For Baudrillard, any representational imaginary of value disappears in the
simulation, ‘whose operation is nuclear and genetic, and no longer specular and discursive’ (1998
[1981]: 2). There is no mirror of being or the real anymore, but genetic miniaturisation, ‘the product
of an irradiating synthesis of combinatory models in a hyperspace without atmosphere’ (2001

[1983]: 170). The video game tries to make the real coincide with its simulation model: |

Abstraction today is no longer that of the map, the double, the mirror or the
concept. Simulation is no longer that of a territory, a referential being or a
substance. It is the generation by models of a real without origin or reality: a
hyperreal. The territory no longer precedes the map, nor survives it.
Henceforth, it is the map that precedes the territory — precession of
simulacra — it is the map that engenders the territory and if we were to
revive the fable today, it would be the territory whose shreds are slowly
rotting across the map. It is the real, and not the map, whose vestiges
subsist here and there, in the deserts which are no longer those of the
Empire, but our own. The desert of the real itself. (Baudrillard, 1998 [1981]:

1)
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14-15: Resident Evil action and map

The same occurs in first-person games. For D’Aloia, the avatar-body signals 'position' in both
physical and enunciational senses: ‘It signals a "first person" subjectivity who acts and interprets
reality in order to give sense to both the Self and the world.’ (2009: 52-56) The avatar gives the
player a subject-position within a simulated environment, through which the player can act as an
agent in the environment (2009: 52-56). As the human body is both part of the world and a point of
view (Merleau-Ponty, 2002 [1945]: 84-101), the first-person avatar-camera is equally part of the
virtual world and a point of view (D’Aloia, 2009: 52-56). But the mental simulation of the game is
again a blueprint of the game. This is not incidental. The game engine works as a two-dimensional

map in most games, and it is the 3D graphical and aural representation that distracts from this fact.

The first-person viewpoint seemingly dissolves the duality of the signifier, /and he or she at the
Same time, as there is no avatar to control. Just the player’s agency through the camera. However,
the object of the camera is existent in the simulation, it is not just an abstraction. In a way, it is the
avatar, except the player sees the world from the avatar's eyes. The player “object” still exists in
Programming terms. The simulation treats the player’s agent, whether it is a camera or a geometry,
in the same way. It gives it a position, angle, scale, speed, and so on. In this sense, there is no

diference between the first-person view and the third-person view. The textual experience of the
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game will not change whether the world is perceived from a first or a third-person perspective, or
even by means of 2D images, or text, or just sounds.

Spatial interaction in DressCode will depend on the proximity of the avatar to the other players, as
well as the way the avatar moves. The player will try to remodel the social Cartesian space in her
mind. The avatar will have a position and an orientation, which will affect the interaction with other
agents by means of gaze, i.e. what the avatar is looking at, and proximity, i.e. what the avatar can
hear. In programmatic terms, the avatar’s movement should not be any more complex than the
following:

function Move ()

{

moveDirection = transform.TransformDirection(Vector3.forward);

function UpdateSmoothedMovementDirection ()
{
forward = forward.normalized;
var right = Vector3(forward.z, 0, -forward.x);
var targetDirection = Input.GetAxis("Horizontal") * right + Input.GetAxis("Vertical") *
forward;
if (targetDirection != Vector3.zero)
i
moveDirection = Vector3.Lerp(moveDirection, targetDirection, smoothDirection *
Time.deltaTime);
moveDirection = moveDirection.normalized;
}
var curSmooth = smoothSpeed * Time.deltaTime;
moveSpeed = Mathf.Lerp(moveSpeed, targetDirection.magnitude * speed, curSmooth);

}
}

function Update() {
UpdateSmoothedMovementDirection();
verticalSpeed = 0.0;
}
var movement = moveDirection * moveSpeed + Vector3 (0, verticalSpeed, 0);
movement *= Time.deltaTime;
var controller : CharacterController = GetComponent(CharacterController);
var flags = controller.Move(movement);

transform.rotation = Quaternion.LookRotation(moveDirection);

}
function Getspeed () {

return moveSpeed;
}

function GetDirection () {
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return moveDirection;

This gives the avatar a direction (angle) and speed by means of the keyboard arrow keys, and it is
essentially all of the player’s agency in terms of movement within the environment. | chose this
control scheme over the literal four-direction and the mouse-driven point-and-click schemes, as |
find it to be more representative of how an actual person would decide to move within an
environment, and | believe that it gives the player the highest degree of subjectivity out of the three
options. The subjectivity and therefore identity of the player will be affected through movement in
the game world, as factors such as body movement and proximity to other characters will help
determine social interaction. | will try to capture an abstraction of the semiology of body language
in the design of the mathematical model of the game, one, however, that will attempt to discard
gender stereotyping with regards to body movement, such as the one that researchers Sonia Fizek
and Monika Wasilewska identified in the walking, sitting, dancing, and making gestures of the
avatars of Second Life (2011: 90). The player will instead have the ability to customise the physical
expression of the avatar, choosing from an expanding array of movements, which will not be

attributed or linked to a specific gender.

Ludic Involvement

Atthe same time, within gameplay, there are the aspects of problem-solving, coming up with
strategies after evaluating a situation, and assessing the resources and condition of the avatar.
These cause ludic involvement, another prime factor of identity construction when playing a video
game. Holopainen and Meyers (2000) consider video gameplay an evolutionary mechanism, and
they have proposed a neuropsychological model for studying game design elements. They found
the evolution of the human mind to be the main reason why playing games is enjoyable. The main
mechanisms behind playing a game in this context are closure and displacement of the sense of
self, brain functions which evolved to support survival and social stability. Holopainen and Meyers
(2000) identified two kinds of closure: predictive, when the mind completes mental models (as in
assuming the whole thing is there when we can only see part of it), and dramatic, the formation of
astory structure for the creation of a stable identity and sense of self. The two create a feedback
loop, where ‘the expectation of resolution drives the player to perform the actions needed to reach
closure’. This happens through somatic displacement, i.e. projecting identity into the avatar, and

temporal displacement, i.e. predicting the views of others.
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In playing @ game, the player is displaced into the avatar, in another space, and into hypothetical
conditional states, i.e. predicting possibilities in the game world (Klevjer, 2006: 110). The player
strives towards predictive and dramatic closure in the game instinctively, in order to achieve the
game's goals (Holopainen & Meyers, 2000). Predictive closure is brought by the mechanics of the
game, i.e. puzzles, ways of beating enemies, and so on, and the dramatic closure is brought by the
implied or explicit narrative of the game (Holopainen & Meyers, 2000). The feedback loop
Holopainen and Meyers describe is the product of the interaction between the game’s program
loop and the player’s expectation and projection of what is needed to progress the overall flow of
the game text as a whole — by changing its access of the different programming objects. There is,
in other words, an interpretation of the simulation of the game in the player’s mind, as Will Wright,
designer of SimCity (Maxis, 1989), put it during an interview in 1995 (Manovich, 2001: 223). But
the simulation has been designed for the particular mind. It is custom-made for the consumer who
prefers to play the specific kind of simulation.

Baudrillard believes that there is forced grouping and categorisation of the social and personal
world taking place on the basis of objects (2005 [1968]: 208). The consumers of video games are
roughly classified in a rather patronising way in an imposed order created by the industry/market.
Every need is catered for through an abundance of choice (always within clearly defined categories
and genres), which may ‘provide the illusion of culture’ (2005 [1968]: 209). But, as Baudrillard
concludes, ‘objects are categories of objects which quite tyrannically induce categories of persons’.
These categorised objects police social meanings and control significations (2005 [1968]: 209).
They stand for a social order which is built upon the sign of affluence. The branding of gaming
formulates a language of consumption, which retracts from subjectivity and meaning. It is
intertextual, self-referential, based on spectacle and technology. Even though the demographics of
video game players is continually evolving due to the industry’s expansion and diversification into
venues catering for varied audiences — the Entertainment Software Association claims that in 2011,
the average game player age is 37, with 29% of the gamers over the age of 50 — the medium

remains the same at heart: it approaches every player as regressing to a child.

In DressCode, the player will strive towards predictive closure, as she will have to assimilate the
interface, i.e. the signifieds of the representational level of the simulation, in order to build on the
abstraction of the game’s model, and make decisions on subsequent actions, based on the
expected reactions of the game’s agents. Dramatic closure will also derive from progress within the
game’s narrative, and through the completion of tasks and scenarios, which will include the
dramatisation of social situations. However, even though the game will have elements of various
®isting genres, such as RPGs, internet dress-up games, puzzle games, and social worlds, it will

not belong in a specific genre of commercial games itself. If anything, it will belong in the genre of
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the ludic simulation that represents a social system, the likes of which have been examined
extensively by lan Bogost (2006; 2007), whose purpose is to question the very socio-economic
framework it is part of and participates in. In DressCode, the abstract representation of the fashion
system is there to be engaged with, so that the player may discover how the system works and
gain an informed view on it. This is not to say that | am positioning myself against the fashion
system, but rather that | am wishing to examine it in depth within the medium of the computer
simulation, and that | am wishing to offer the same opportunity to anyone else interested.

Performative Involvement

The nature of gameplay, and the unison of the three simulational kinds of involvement

(kinaesthetic, spatial, and ludic) is performative: controlling an avatar in a virtual world — as in the
theatrical dramatic performance of Fagade (2005) — can be seen as performance. Professor of
Game Development Craig Lindley defines the gameplay gestalt as the 'configuration or pattern of
elements so unified as a whole that it cannot be described merely as a sum of its parts', that
requires a set of 'perceptual, cognitive, and motor operations' (2004: 215). Digital aesthetics expert
Andrew Darley (2000: 151) thinks of gameplay as kinaesthetic performance that ‘becomes almost
an end in itself’. Video game theorist Emma Westecott (2009) has gone so far as to use the

semiology of puppetry to describe the video game character as a performing object.

Avatarial dress is part of this performance. After all, fashion has already been described as
theatrical social performance by Baudrillard (1993: 87-93): we perform our selves in social settings,
and our image is part of this performance. In a game, we may perform by controlling an avatar, or
We may perform in a social context if there are other human agents in the game. In other words,
the performance can take place as representation, i.e. by exchanging signs with other (human)
agents by means of avatarial dress and verbal or textual communication, or as simulation, by
taking action in a virtual Cartesian space in terms of movement, orientation, and the such. In both
cases, dress can be part of gameplay as performance, but performance in a video game, and
Particularly by means of fashion, is subject to the codification of socio-economic structures. There
is limited subjectivity in the total objectification of the player/wearer. Manovich, for one thing,
believes that there is no “pure computer”: a game designer approaches the design of the game
through a number of cultural filters, and simulations impose their own logic on data, adding up

Increasing layers of conventions (2001: 117).

This is why in DressCode, the player will be able to change the avatar’s appearance at will. More
'Mportantly, this will be the main aspect of the gameplay. The player will still have to negotiate with

85



the “fashion system” of the game, but subjectivity is the main goal of the game’s design. In this
context, the player will have to solve the problems, or puzzles, imposed by the missions of the
game, particularly when play will be goal-oriented, in order to achieve certain goals and unfold
future scenarios. The player will have to rely on strategic planning, and seek predictive and
dramatic closure through elaboration of ‘cause and effect’ reasoning: the interpretation of the

simulation in the player’s mind will help calculate ways out of somatic and temporal displacement.

The focus of the game is on performance, i.e. how the self is presented in social interaction. The
attire of the avatar will contribute to the signs communicated in this performance, as will the way
the avatar moves, what she says, and other factors. This performance is not purely kinaesthetic,
spatial, or even ludic, as in many, usually fast-paced games, but rather expressive: it involves the
exchange of several kinds of signs between the participants. The player will have to elaborate and
negotiate the avatar’s appearance with the simulated in-game socio-economic system. Bogost
makes a distinction between “serious” simulations (scientific, military, etc.), which strive for
objective representation, and games, which make use of subjective representation (Bogost, 2006:
122). However, he doubts that there ever is a clear enough distinction between objective and
subjective representation in every medium where there is a conflict between authorial intent and
interpretive freedom (Bogost, 2006: 123). DressCode does not escape subjectivity, having been
conceived and designed by an author, but it nevertheless attempts to present a relatively objective
representation of the fashion system, utilising the inherent tension between individual utterance

and cultural ruling as the main gameplay mechanic.

| feel that this kind of gameplay is different to what is available on the market and the research of
the video game today. One could argue that this kind of game does not avoid addressing and
defining a particular kind of consumer, and one would be right in assuming so, but the game is not
necessarily made for people attracted to fashion. The game is primarily a simulation that will help
understand how dress and fashion work in social interaction, and by extension how they can be
implemented in other products and projects. As lan Bogost has demonstrated in Persuasive

Games (2007: 1-64), video games possess expressive power, as they make use of visual rhetorics
10 persuade the player through representation. The main concern of my research is to make clear
o the player the extent to which she is objectified in playing a video game, partly through limitation

of avatar appearance and actions, and to restore some of the player’s subjectivity.
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From “Agency” to Subjectivity

There are several theories regarding identity formation in virtual environments, some of which
support a structure of parallel identities, such as the one by James Gee (2004: 54-56), where the
identity produced in a game is located in the interface between the player and the avatar. In every
vitual identity theory, however, the notion of agency is central. Agency is important because it
makes the player (through the avatar) the Subject to some extent in the game world. The element
of control is what moves gameplay forward, what makes a game interactive. And this is what
affects the identity of the player, as the player communicates with a system which takes the

player’s input and translates it to something else, before it communicates it back to the player.

Revisiting Janet Murray’s 1999 work in their article ‘Agency Reconsidered’, Mateas et al (2009)
describe agency as what the player experiences when there is balance between the formal and
material affordances and constraints, that is suggesting dramatically probable events, making
material affordances available for taking actions, and providing the underlying support and the
system response for the interpretation of those actions (Mateas et al, 2009: 3-7). The game gives
the player a set of abilities, describes the fundamental rules, and offers the player suggestions,
hinting at, or explicitly demanding specific actions. The game reacts to the player’s actions
affirmatively if the actions have been taken towards the expected progress of the game, or
negatively if the player’s actions make no sense to the game. In this sense, agency is not free will,
but interacting in specific ways within a system that suggests possibilities (Mateas et al, 2009: 3-7).
Players originally assume and consequently understand the game world and its rules. Actions must
be chosen from the available interface material, and carried out through the underlying software
model. Wardrip-Fruin makes a similar observation, namely that ‘agency requires evoking the

desires a work satisfies’ (2011: 345). Inevitably, there are so many game genres, fuelled by a

limited number of engines, which are developed depending on the popularity of the genre. The
simulations are designed to do specific things. As such, they objectify the predictive performance of
the player. Functional simulational agency may be intact, but overall subjectivity is compromised.
The simulation does not create communication or produce meaning, it rather stages both
(Baudrillard, 1995: 56). In this process, subjectivity is hindered. This was explored earlier in the
analysis of Monkey Island. The player did not get any results by clicking on non-interactive areas,
and so other actions for progressing in the game should be taken. The game also offered the

Player visual and textual cues, which uncovered the code’s mechanics, and through which the

Conditional statements of the code became satisfied and so the game progressed.

Baudrillarg is sceptical of this unity with the screen, the lack of scene and gaze: “You slip on your
own life like a data suit’ and you enter the screen, where the body is genetically modified. There is
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an umbilical, tactile, cellular immersion in place of aesthetic illusion: machines produce only
machines. There is no longer a man-machine distinction, the machine is on both sides (2000:
176-177). In order to make decisions and take actions in the game world, we must first model that
world in our mind. This is why the game’s software model is important: the player does not see the
reality of the code directly, but the signifieds of the code on the screen. The player then

reconstructs an internal model of the code of the game, a simulation of the representation of the
simulation.

ﬁ Simulation \ (

Representation

(the game model: (the Avatar) Simulation
the engine and the (reconstruction of
objects) The Imaginary and the game model in
s the Symbolic We— the player’s mind)
The (Hyper)Real (Signifiers and
and the Imaginary Signifieds) The Symbolic Self
(Code and

. (Signifieds) )

Signifiers) The Hyperreal
N / b ot

This notion of predictive performance by means of remodelling and internalising an existing model
is not exclusive to the activity of playing a video game. One purpose of play, which also derives
from our evolution, is to simulate situations in our brains and to explore the different possible
outcomes. In this sense, we create reductionist modeis of the world in our mind and play with

them. We need play in order to rehearse for, and to test ourselves in preparation of, difficult
situations. Cognitive psychology, and particularly situated cognition studies, has evolved to finally
See comprehension as perceptual simulations that prepare us for action (Barsalou, 1999a: 77). For
Gee, language is tied to ‘people’s (goal-directed) experiences in the material and social world’,
Which are stored in the mind as dynamic images tied to perception ‘of the world and of our own
bodies, internal states, and feelings’ (Gee, 2008: 255). The models we build help us make sense of
Specific situations, conversations, or texts, and test out what consequences follow before we take
action, by roleplaying and projecting motivations (2008: 255). ‘Humans’, writes Gee, ‘tend to want
10 understand objects and words in terms of their “affordances” for actions.’ (2008: 256) He asserts
that, as the simulations run in the mind to assess situations are representations of experience, but
ot real information or facts, they act as games in the mind (as goal-oriented simulations), or as
‘Moddings” (modifications) of existing experiences (2008: 256). In this sense, everything in the
Mindis a goal-oriented simulation. The mind assesses the situation and tries to take the best

Possible action. A video game, according to Gee, creates ‘a three-way interaction among the virtual
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character’s mind/body (the player’s surrogate), the character’s goals and the player’s goals, and
the design features of the virtual world in terms of affordances for effective action’ (2008: 261). This
is the trinity of the player, the simulation, and the avatar, or of computer simulation, representation,
and player simulation. The simulation of the Self in the player’s mind, combines with the re-
simulated simulation of the game. The player makes projections, makes a decision, and takes
action. The result is agency in the game world by means of the avatar. This affects the simulation
of the game. The game is now at a different state. The avatar is also at a different state. The
simulation has changed, and it is now travelling back to the player’s mind, where it is re-simulated.
It is now combined with the simulation of the player’s Self, as altered by the last exchange of signs
during this last cycle of gameplay — i.e. by the changes made within the game due to the player’s

agency.

In this sense, the player’s subjectivity is never real, but always fabricated, provoked and cunningly
guided to offer the illusion of choice by limited agency. The avatar abides to a universe of

structures and binary oppositions (Baudrillard, 1993 [1976]: 57). It is controlled by the ‘digital and
programmatic sign, whose "value" is purely tactical, at the intersection of other signals ("bits" of
information)’, within a code of command and control (Baudrillard, 1993 [1976]: 65). There is
forward/backward, left/right, action/non-action, and so on. These are the “affordances”. Ultimately,
they are dependent on and limited by the input schemes (amount of buttons, for example), but
most importantly by what is apparent on the screen, which is mostly of a “physical” nature, i.e.
movement, collision, and so on. Any real-world emotions are communicated via representation
(text, sound, or film). Both input and output are, in turn, limited by the nature of programming code,
essentially the very nature of simulation, which is mathematical. Mathematical sciences are already
simulacra of reality: numbers do not exist in the world, they are abstract concepts with which we
model reality. Bogost mentions media theorist Friedrich Kittler, who argues that we are in fact the
product of the technologies we use (Bogost, 2006: 36). Kittler claims that there are limits to how far
software and hardware metaphors can be taken, as hardware constraints limit the expression of

the author (Kittler, 1999 [1986]):

In face, the entire hardware architecture of the Atari 2600 (also called the
Atari Video Computer System, or VCS) was crafted co accommodate Pong-
and Tank-like games. The device's memory architecture and hardware
register settings provide access to a playfield backdrop, two player sprites,
two missiles, and one ball. The VCS is generally considered one of the
most difficult platforms to program, and gameplay innovation on the
platform required developers to work within its constraints. These
constraints are not only physical (a paltry 128 byres of RAM and 2 kilobytes
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of game data on the cartridge) but also conceptual: the hardware was
designed for games like Pong and Combat, artifacts based on tennislike
attributes. While the ROM size of 2600 carts eventually increased, new
game concepts required VCS programmers to manipulate the hardware's
affordances to create new play experiences. The VCS offers a striking
example of how the structure of a technology platform exerts expressive
pressure on the software created to run on it. (Bogost, 2006: 59)

Bogost contrasts Bolter and Grusin's concept of remediation (2000), i.e. the ability of new media to
inherit modes of representation from older media, with intellectual property as an external mediator
that is governed by legal and commercial forces. Half-Life 2 (Valve, 2004), for instance, borrows
the unit operations of previous successful games of the same genre, such as Quake (id, 1996),

through licensing, which is a legal, and not a discursive function (Bogost, 2006: 61):

In August 2003, the consumer PC magazine Maximum PC reported on the
new features of the widely anticipated Half-Life 2, including improved bump
mapping, particle effects, fresnel effects, and volumetric effects. All of these
features are visual; none has to do with people, save the player's

phenomenal encounter with them (Bogost, 2006: 64).

Bogost agrees there is representational remediation taking place in the medium, however
something else is also in effect, namely the logic of unit operations, a function that is rooted in a
mode of discursive authorship different from the one Bolter and Grusin describe (Bogost, 2006:
65), and so Bogost defines a simulation as ‘the gap between the rule-based representation of a
Source system and a user’s subjectivity’ (Bogost, 2006: 107). This gap, he writes, is relevant to
Saussure’s semiotics (1995 [1916]), Derrida’s différance (2001 [1967]), and Lacan’s objet a

(Lacan, 2004 [1977]), all of which define signs by their differences, and it is the basis for meaning-
making in the medium (Bogost, 2006: 107): ‘games seek to create a correlation between the

Player's mental model of the game rules and his understanding of the real world’ (Bogost, 2006:
120),

However, if the world that the avatar inhabits is limited and not behaving or reacting like the real
World, the abilities of the avatar as a reflexive part of the world, and as a result the subjectivity of
the player who controls the avatar, is impaired. Gee defines video games as ‘goal-directed
Simulations of embodied experience’ (2008: 254). The instrument that mediates agency in the
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game world is the avatar, which signifies the player by means of sameness and difference, and by
being both Object and Subject. The avatar is the representation of the simulation of the agency of
the player in the game world. Its capabilities and restrictions are based on the game’s model,
defining the boundaries of agency and embodiment (Klevjer, 2006: 90). As the body is both object
and subject, that is ‘being’ and ‘doing’ cannot be separated (Merleau-Ponty 2002 [1945]: 159), and
as the body is ‘our general medium for having a world’ (Merleau-Ponty 2002 [1945]: 169), we
embody the avatar in order to inhabit the virtual world. Klevjer rightly identifies this as embodiment,
and not identification; the latter only occurs with ‘other people’s actions, not with our own’ (Klevijer,
2006: 90). Klevjer adopts Gibson’s ecological concept of affordance as a way of ‘grounding
perception in the intentionality of an organism which “always already” inhabits its environment’.
There is no interpretation or abstraction, but direct sensory data, which the organism, in this case
the embodied avatar, absorbs in order to make sense of the world (Gibson 1986 [1979]: 140). The
avatar is a reflexive, not an instrumental, extension. It is directly affected by its environment, and
this is why it is not a mere tool, but intrinsically connected to the game world. Any alteration of the

avatar reflects the player’s participation in the in-game ecology.

If we take away all representation, the avatar as the player’s agency is little more than a few lines
of code which deal with the input of the player by means of a control device. This input changes
the state of the game by switching binary conditional loops on and off and accessing different
objects of the program in different ways. The avatar is part of the software model as much as any
other object is part of it. In this sense, the avatar is just another object of the many in the
simulation, which happens to have one aspect of it open to input from the outside world. The
avatar is the game’s subject but also one of the many game’s objects, and in this sense, the

pieces of code which define the player’s agency in the world, as well as the player's commands,
are the reality of the avatar. However, the character as part of a narrative, in the way the concept is
used in Klevjer's work (20086), can still exist without any input from the player but it cannot exist
without the code, which largely defines what the avatar can do. Thereby, the video game becomes
acompulsive repetitive activity, as the agency of the player is minimal in scope, but repeated
endlessly: subjectivity is minimal.

So, agency means avatar embodiment in a world that has limited affordances, which however may
€xpand as the game progresses. Steven Poole (1999: 207) identifies a necessity for the constant
€xpansion of the game’s affordances in an attempt to make the player feel free to negotiate those
hurdies seemingly in self-invented ways. The principle of constantly acquiring brand new abilities
and objects is fundamental to many examples within the medium. Most of the enjoyment when
Playing the Pokémon games (Nintendo), for example, which are otherwise standard role-playing
9ames, derives from collecting rare creatures and trading them with other players; creatures in this
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case exist as an in-game commodity and make the game open-ended, as the rarest of the
creatures are very hard to obtain. The expansion of affordances is symbolic consumption (or even
actual consumption in many cases) in order to increase agency over the simulation. Agency is

commodified as increased subjectivity in the game’s objectifying world.

Symbolic exchange is a notion that is learned through play from an early stage, and this is more
important to gaming than its content. Brian Sutton-Smith, who advocated a theory that
encompasses both children and adults, uses seven rhetorics of play to examine it in its various
forms, among which are the rhetoric of the self (2001 [1997]: 173). The rhetoric of the self is
applied to fun and escapist solitary activities, like playing player-vs-computer video games, and it
puts weight on individuality, which is an important concept in exploring identity. Sutton-Smith

writes:

Freedom has become not just the freedom from work but also the freedom
to be a conspicuous consumer, and to participate in the material riches of
consumer civilization. The emphasis on subjectivity in play follows, from this
account, the emphasis on subjectivity in the economy. Habituation to this
materially oriented life leads to the belief that being able to make one's own
choices is what life is all about. Play, in these terms, is found to be an
especially suitable and often relatively cheap form of such free-choice
consumerism. (Sutton-Smith, 2001 [1997]: 178)

For video game theorists Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman (2003: 516), Sutton-Smith’s rhetorics of
play identify how games and play embody ideological systems and social values and explain how
specific forms of play perpetuate and justify these values. It is clear that Sutton-Smith considers
subjectivity part of identity-constructing play, and as part of what we consider freedom, which
includes the freedom to choose what to buy. In constructing the self, then, we play with
consumption. However, play in the rhetoric of the self is an inexpensive form of enjoyment through
choice, as the person constructs the self by following patterns of consumption but without

Necessarily consuming per se. This is symbolic consumption. But then again, all consumption is
Symbolic.

The games’ system of reward and expanding affordances has its roots in Baudrillard’s notion of the
code, but also in narcissism and the psychology of Lacan’s mirror stage. This is because we
always seek the ideal Self in external sources, which are mostly objects. We develop ourselves by

Means of consumption. Celebrated games designer’s Will Wright expressed this view during an

92



interview at the Web 2.0 Expo in San Francisco, in 2009. One of Wright's basic premises in making
agame is that people are narcissistic, so the more the game is about them, the more emotionally
involved they are likely to be. He believes that users like crafting their own identity and
communicating through it, and that before current technology, people did this through their lifestyle
choices, such as their wardrobe, car, or house (Wright, 2009). But the most obvious testament to
our narcissism is the fact that in online activities, the user is always the centre of the network, as
this is our cultural philosophical perception of the world (Wright, 2009). We are always at the

centre. Narcissism, in its non-pathological forms, is about looking one’s self in the mirror, which is
what virtual environments that involve anthropomorphic avatars — such as RPGs and action games

- are quintessentially about.

Cultural theorist Adriano D’Aloia also finds that gaming is overbalanced towards Selfness (D’Aloia,
2009: 56), as there is a saturation of the Self to the detriment of the presence of the Other. In
online virtual worlds, in particular, the player experiences ‘almost auto-erotically’ his/her own ego,
intra-subjective logic being stronger than inter-subjective logic (D’Aloia, 2009: 56). The
reconstructed simulation, as well as the signifiers leading from the signifieds of the representation
of the game, taking place in the player's mind, are more intense than the feeling that the player is
in a social space surrounded by ‘real’ people. The relationship with the program/mirror is stronger
than the relationship with any other human being, as the Self takes priority over the Other. ‘Visual
and sensorial perception oscillates between two declensions of the same Self’ (D’Aloia, 2009: 56).

This reinforces narcissism as a main force in participating in a virtual world.

The aspect of possessing more and more products that make us ‘better’ and ‘more fit’ for our
society, is part of a pluralistic capitalist consumerist ideology, which wants the members of the
society to be first and foremost consumers. The narcissistic tendencies we have in the sense that
We want to enhance ourselves and our appearance every chance we get by means of dress,
decorations, and enhancements, are also part of this state. These factors affect identity in the

virtual or the non-virtual world, however, the fact that these changes can happen much more easily
in the virtual realm, means that identity therein becomes more fluid and subjective. The fact that we

can get rid of one body and embody another with ease also has implications.

DressCode is an attempt to move from limited agency towards true subjectivity. The player will not
80 much take spatial or other “physical” actions — even though body movement and character
Proximity will matter — as she makes meaningful simulational and representational decisions on
avatarial appearance and communication, which may yield positive, negative, or ambiguous
fésults. This is not power over the game environment, but rather the power to perform “socially”
and affect the environment as a result of dress, dialogue, movement, and other decisions, which
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will produce signs. These affordances and constraints will be made clear over time through
experimentation, and they will be confirmed by the interface of the game in visual, textual, and
aural terms. This will mainly occur through character responses and assisted by textual
descriptions. The game will originally offer a limited set of affordances, and will reward the player
with an expansion of affordances, whether the player is involved in free, ‘sandbox’, or structured
mission-driven play. The game will hint at the relevant choices and will favour them, however, | will
try to avoid the inclusion of absolute terms such as right or wrong choices, as this will inevitably
hinder subjectivity. There will be, for example, relative evaluation of the garment and/or accessory
combination, in relation to that of the other characters involved, the environment, and the other
attributes of the avatar. In this sense, the player’s decisions will always make sense to the game.
This will hopefully produce some kind of meaning, as the simulation will not be played in absolute
terms, but rather as an increasingly complex accumulation of signs which will be presented and
exchanged in different ways. These will only become more complex through interaction with other
agents and elements. | assume that this increasing complexity of the syntax of signs may produce
meaning, even if it will still be an abstraction. This will of course not support free will in the game
world, and there will still be a ‘simulation gap’ between player expectations and actual game
affordances, but it may prove to be a step towards it.

The player will not be able to reconstruct the model of the simulation easily, as there will be a great
amount of variables involved. This way, the player will not resort to shallow, mechanical, and
domineering play over the computer, but will have to perform complex projective reasoning.
However, as the game is a simulation, abstraction is unavoidable. The goals of the embodied
avatar will become the goals of the player, as she reflects on and calculates the affordances in the
environment. The affordances may expand by the introduction of more garments, accessories,
jewellery, and the such, as well as new characters, environments, and events. Expansion of

agency may be achieved through the consumption of articles in the game. The game is centred on
the avatar as a narcissistic experience, which is symbolic of self-adoration through consumption in

the ‘real’ world.
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Avatarial Dress as Simulation

Fashion theorist Susan Kaiser refers to dress as body boundary, which she defines as the
distinction between body space and surrounding space, self and non-self (Kaiser, 1996: 107-8).
Standing between the Self and the Other, dress has a practical use in gameplay. It can be seen as
a set of expanding capabilities for coping with the game’s challenges, which can be augmented
with new features. Affordances expand as the game progresses (Poole, 1999: 207), and so dress
can be used as an indicator of this expansion. The numerical attributes of characters in role-playing

games, for example, are signifiers of the characters’ capabilities.

Role-playing games (RPGs) are games that depend on arrays of attributes, and sets of abilities.
They revolve around the explicit affect of these variables, as the characters progress by raising
their various powers and gain new capabilities over the course of the game’s story, which may
transpire as new commands in the interface. In this way, the ego of the player is constructed in the
simulational sense as an array of numeric and textual attributes: Level = 10, Experience = 1300,
Hit Points = 300, Magic Points = 122, Strength = 46, Agility = 20, Vitality = 44, Wisdom = 16, Will =
41 (illustration 16). This is a typical array for RPGs, which make the simulation visible to the player,
in other words they turn the simulation to textual representation for the player. However, most
games work similarly, even as they hide such internal mechanics from the player under visual

representation, i.e. graphics and animation.
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16. Final Fantasy |V status screen

In digital role-playing games, and in action games with role-playing elements, the avatar develops
over time by means of power-ups and new items, and becomes the embodiment of the player’s
Experience of playing the game. These power-ups and items work as an extension of the game’s

95



semiotic structures in that they expand the avatar’s abilities so that it can surpass increasingly
difficult obstacles. That said, a video game may be seen as the completion of a series of tasks in
order to upgrade the avatar so that it can complete subsequent tasks. In this sense, the avatar’s
capabilities-to-game-difficulty ratio remains near-constant throughout the game. The idea behind
game balancing is to pace the game so that it is fair to the player, not too easy or hard, and to
make sure that the player’s skill is the most important factor in determining success (Adams &
Rollings, 2006: 358-61). Challenges must be offered at a consistent level of difficulty so that
players remain in a state of ‘flow’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). The difficulty of the challenges increase
gradually to counteract the player’s growing experience and familiarity within the game (Adams
and Rollings, 2006: 358-61). Therefore, characters can be regarded as a set of capabilities
(Newman, 2004: 54), as it is the ever-expanding characteristics and abilities of avatars, among

other affordances, that facilitate progress through the course of gameplay.

But if the difficulty remains constant and the status rise of the player is an illusion, then the game
puts equal weight on upgrading as it does on the rest of the gameplay mechanics. This works
similar to the fashion system of the non-virtual world, through the commodification of objects, and

ultimately consumption itself as the purpose of the game.

An example of a game which makes use of dress as a means to represent the various capabilities
of the characters is Final Fantasy X-2 (illustration 17; Square-Enix, 2004). In FFX-2, the characters
can acquire new costumes, which are mostly based on mythical archetypes, and which arm the
characters with new abilities. The Alchemist, the Berserker, the Black Mage, the Dark Knight, the
Samurai, the Songstress, the Thief, and the Warrior, are some of them. The capabilities that are
given to the characters through the use of these costumes are based on the theme of the costume,
Le. the thief can steal valuable items from the opponents, the alchemist can make potions that can

heal the characters, and so on.
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17. Final Fantasy X-2

The simulation of dress is a mathematical system, and dress is described in the program of the
game in terms of strings of characters and numeric values. In the case of the Final Fantasy X-2
costumes, what happens in the simulation, regardless of any visuals, is that it switches from using
specific parts of the code, to using different part of the code. For example, the Black Mage
costumes will make use of different animations to the Warrior costumes, but more importantly, they
will give the characters different abilities and different attributes. This means that the command
menu on which the game’s battle system depends will include different options, which will be
attached to different behaviours. This also means that the characters’ magic defensive and
offensive attributes will be higher when dressed as Black Mages, while the physical attack

attributes will be higher when dressed as Warriors.

The different affordances bring a subjective shift. The identity of the player is affected by such
simulational differences due to the mental re-construction of the player’s agency in the game’s
world. In other words, the internal simulation of the player will be remodelled to accommodate for
such changes. For Baudrillard, to simulate is not simply to feign: ‘Someone who feigns an illness
can simply go to bed and pretend he is ill. Someone who simulates an illness produces in himself
Some of the symptoms.’ In this way, simulation stands between “true” and “false”, between “real”
and “imaginary” (Baudrillard, 2001 [1983]: 171). Such simulational changes affect the player’s
Strategies and actions in the game, and they also affect the emotional investment of the player in
the avatar in terms of ‘doing’, i.e. game emotions. In other words, they affect the simulational
identity of the player. The representation of the dresses also changes, but it mainly changes to
reflect those alterations in the simulation. The visuals are arbitrary. The player only needs to know
when the character’s physical attacks are stronger, and when magical attacks are more powerful,
for example.

This has psychological consequences, as the player has the innate tendency to want to improve
the avatar, which stands for the player’s Other, but also ideal. The avatar is a symbol of
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progressing and reaching an ideal state, which is sometimes never achieved, but however remains
an endless process of improvement. The avatar is immortal, as death is not represented, but
simulated. In this sense, the video game may be seen as a futile activity based on narcissistic
fascination through the exchange of elementary signs with the game, whose only purpose is to
reassure us that we will not die, that we will dominate the environment (nature) and be immortal.
And we can only achieve this by upgrading, by consuming. Games are comedic because life is
tragic. Kirkpatrick finds the death of the avatar to be central in the meaning of video games, as
there is ‘nothing in the formal concept of progression [which] necessitates this use of metaphoric
death to punctuate the rhythms of play’. Death is key to repetition as a defining feature of the video
game and it is what restricts meaning in the medium as instead of a grown up, meaningful, tragic

conclusion, we are offered childish comedy (Kirkpatrick, 2011: 187, 190):

Death is the point of contact between form/rhythm and meaning in video
games...the salience of the death metaphor drives the development of the
kinds of fiction that we associate with neo-baroque excess. In tragedy
proper the death of the hero is central...In overcoming inevitability they are
destroyed but we, the audience, are given a vision of the human as
elevated, higher than mere things and capable of moving beyond the reach
of causality...tragedy is beyond the reach of video games...The individual
hero is not sufficiently differentiated from the order of things — nature and
objects — to determine a transcendent function...This use of death in video
games is the key to the kind of meaning that they can offer, that is present
in them. This is allegory and its importance is that it separates signs from
referents and deploys them in, usually repetitious, sequences where they
form part of a ‘masquerade or spectacle’ and take on altered significance.
On the one side, they are mere machine...but on the other they hover over
a vertiginous excess of potential meaning. (Kirkpatrick, 2011: 182-185)

As Boellstorff points out, the term ‘avatar’ is the original Sanskrit word for incarnation of the Hindu
god Vishnu (Boellstorff, 2008: 128). The meaning of games may be found to a certain extent in this
feSurrection, as the avatar dies when we do not play the game. We move from text to text through
'®peated deaths and by replaying every section. Death in some early fantasy and adventure

9ames was seen as a meaningful ritual which was accompanied by exclusive graphics and music
(in games like Shadow of the Beast, Psygnosis, 1989). But these days it is mostly mechanical,

Systematised, and devoid of meaning, so it is trivially bypassed in view of a new attempt at a game
section.
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As Kirkpatrick points out, playing a video game involves the risk of rejection by the text (2011: 51),
and it is the experience of ‘dying’ in the game which creates the form of the video game (2011:
111). But | would argue here that in many cases this is not so much a rejection as a cue to spend
more in-game currency (time or money) to upgrade. This system of numbers is symbolic of the
real-world socio-economic system. It is about the commaodification of in-game goods, products,
services, religions, and values. In FFtitles, as in many RPGs, the characters explicitly find or earn
money (the in-game currency, in the case of FF, ‘Gil’) by completing quests or killing monsters.
They can exchange this money for goods, which will upgrade their powers and abilities, or give
them more vitality and energy (‘hit points’ and ‘magic points’). They can also exchange money for
products, i.e. technology in the form of new weapons, armour, and vehicles. They may pay money
to play games at the arcade or to compete in Chocobo racing (racing on big yellow birds). They
may pay money for information. All of this in order to complete more quests, kill more monsters,

and earn more Gil. There is, in other words, a complete socio-economic matrix in place, with all
elements interconnected.

This in-game system of “social standing”, as Baudrillard would say, allows anyone, regardless of
caste, class, or any other criteria of social discrimination, to construct an identity by means of
consumption. The code establishes a universal system of signs and interpretation (Baudrillard,
2005 [1968]: 89). This is the individual by numbers, the person in the simulacrum of the ‘real’
socio-economic system. This may be regarded as the true meaning of games that allow for the
expansion of the player agent: consumption, in the sense of renegotiating the terms of the
simulation. The meaning of the video game is binary agency and the expansion of this agency. The

power to say ‘yes’ and ‘no’ in different ways. The message of the game is its form.

For DressCode, | will employ the FFX-2 paradigm in relation to avatarial dress as a central
gameplay mechanic. New articles could be used as a means to expand the avatar’s social
affordances, therefore acting as “keys” to more advanced spatial or narrative areas. A new Chanel
suitin the avatar’s wardrobe, for example, may mean that the avatar can work as a lawyer for a
prestigious firm, therefore expanding the possibilities for gameplay. More rare and unique items of
Clothing will mean more exclusive but also more demanding social roles by means of social and

professional standing, and acquaintances.

The ego of the player will be constructed by avatarial attributes such as ‘fashion’, ‘subculture’,
Comfort, ‘casual/forma’, ‘style’, and ‘match’. These will define the category the overall look of the
avatar belongs in, such as ‘designer fashion’; whether the attire belongs in a specific subculture,

SUch as *hip hop’, how comfortable the attire is, how casual or formal it is, and how well the

99



combination works. The last three will probably be expressed as numbers. The other characters
will have a similar setup, and this will define their “compatibility” and reactions to the avatar. The
clothing objects will also have attributes attached to them: ‘colour’, ‘material’, ‘fashion trends’,
‘comfort’, ‘subculture’ and so on, and they will belong in categories such as trousers, tops, etc.
These attributes will affect the avatar’s and the other character’s overall attributes, both
temporarily, i.e. for as long as the character is wearing the items, and permanently, i.e. as a
progressive accumulation of preferences. The different environments (stages) may also have
specific characteristics which will further affect all other objects. In this sense, the numeric and
textual attributes of the objects (items, characters, and stages) are more important than the art
involved, which will serve only as a compliment to the attributes. These will be calculated within
specific syntaxes in order to produce meaning for the player. For example, the compatibility of the
avatar with another character may be expressed as a comparison of the sum of the ‘fashion’,
‘subculture’, ‘comfort’, ‘casual/formal’, and ‘aesthetics’ variables, combined with the player’s

declaration of how much she approves of the other character’s attire, and all divided by the number
of variables involved:

Compatibility = (fashionRatio + subcultureRatio + comfortRatio + casualFormalRatio + aestheticsRatio

+ characterScoreGivenByPlayer) / 6;

Consumption plays an important role here, as the player will have to “purchase” or otherwise earn
items that will allow her to progress in the game, either in her own terms, or as part of a set, goal-
oriented scenario. The avatar will be a project of constant renovation and reflexion of the mood of
the player, but at the same time slave to the fashion system and the social system of the game.
The death of the avatar will never occur as a symbolism of the player’s rejection from the game,
but as the game will be based on a representation of the natural passing of time, the avatar may

naturally grow older, both in terms of simulational and visual characteristics, and eventually “pass
away”.

Baudrillard has postulated simuation as a key term for understanding late modernist (mediated)
reality (non-reality). This idea of simulation has found its expression in the video game, which | find
'sa literal manifestation of Baudrillard’s view. As we shall more specifically see in the third chapter,
which examines the social identity of the player, the video game loop feeds back to the simulation
of social reality. It is this system of fashion as social standing which | will attempt to implement in
DressCode. Howev er, | feel that the key to a meaningful simulation lies in syndesis, the interface
between the simulational and the representational layer, and so the latter is the aspect which | will
examine in the next chapter.
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Chapter 2 — Self-ldentity through Dress in Virtual

Environments

In my analysis of virtual identity in Chapter 1, | established the following factors that affect the
identity of the player. The game'’s text forms on two separate layers, those of simulation and
representation. The semiology of the video game is therefore dual. The notion of avatarial
performance is important on both layers, as identity in virtual environments is constructed both
through embodiment/agency and through identification/empathy, i.e. both by ‘doing’ and ‘being’.
This is due to the bimodal nature of the video game, which separates the simulational identity, as
the identity formed by taking action in a game, from the representational identity, as the identity
formed by having visual presence in a game. The emotional investment which facilitates this takes
place in both spheres. In Lacanian terms, the psychological order of the game is as follows: the
simulation is the imaginary which turns hyperreal; the onscreen representation is both the
imaginary and the symbolic — as it contains both signifieds and signifiers; and the player’s internal
assimilation (or re-simulation) of the representation is the symbolic Self. The player connects with
the avatar through embodiment and/or identification, by similarity and difference, in the extension
of Lacan’s ‘mirror stage’ theory (1977 [1966]) that | used in the last chapter, and so the player’s
identity is transformed. Depending on the game, agency may partly be established by means of

symbolic consumption and reward (the expansion of affordances).

Simulation Representation
(the game model: (the Avatar) Simulation
the engine and the (reconstruction of
objects) The Imaginary the game model in
A— and the Symbolic ) the player’s mind)
The (Hyper)Real (Signifiers and
and the Imaginary Signifieds) The Symbolic Self
(Code and \_ (Signifieds) j

Signifiers) j The Hyperreal
S 4 >,

In this chapter, | will examine the construction of identity by means of avatarial dress in
'®presentational terms. As dress in the virtual world is an abstraction, i.e. a limited subset of dress
Inthe real world, in the reductionist model of the simulation, avatarial dress is a limited simulational

and representational performance. As such, it affects the player on both levels of identity within the
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following relationships: the avatar and the environment (in terms of gameplay, on the simulational
layer), the avatar and the Self (as ‘being’ and ‘doing’, on both simulational and representational
layers), and the avatar and Society (in online settings, on the representational semiotic layer). | will
be examining the relationship between avatar and Self in this chapter, through the discussion of
representation. | will conclude this chapter by exploring how increased syndesis, the harmony
between the layers of simulation and representation, may be advantageous for the medium, as a
source of emulated world emotions (emotions of ‘being’) and meaning-making. As | have already
examined the layer of simulation, it is now time to pinpoint possible problematic issues on the layer
of representation.

The conceptual argument | set up in Chapter 1 with regards to Baudrillardian simulation is evident
in the begining of Chapter 2 through the historical progress of the video game from canonical first-
order representation which invites and relies on interpretation, to simulational representation,

which is configurative. Looking at Baudrillard’s discourse on simulation as a key term to
comprehend late modernist socio-economic structures one could indeed postulate a discursive
feedback loop from the simulational representation in the video game, back into the simulation of
social reality. There has been a cultural change from abstract representation to hyperral simulation,

equally facilitated by technological development and driven by fashionable consumption.
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The Layer of Representation

Although the primary sphere of function in video games is simulation, the included art is what is
immediately perceivable by the viewer, who may not be the player. Representation therefore may
also be important, even if it is secondary, as it communicates signs in the same way other visual
media do. Narrative and affective involvement (Calleja, 2011) are used to give the player the
necessary narrative and emotional/aesthetic incentive to engage in the game by using metaphors
for the game world, such as a specific theme, most often futuristic or mythical fantasy. Bolter and

Grusin (2000) explain this in terms of remediation:

...as electronic media become simultaneously technical analogs and social
expressions of our identity, we become both their subject and object. We
are the focus of the camera and the camera itself. Our identity is mediated
and remediated, because ‘we always understand a particular medium in
relation to other past and present media’. Remediation recapitulates this
Lacanian psychic economy, the desire to be immediately present to
oneself. (Bolter & Grusin, 2000: 236)

In seeing ourselves in the manifestation of the avatar, we are not content with just the simulation,
which is the reality of the video game as a medium. We also desire the cinematic, photographic,
and textual representation, as the medium inherently supports them. We want to see and be seen,
1o be present in every mode of the medium, and in the consumption of the video game we have
the consumption of all media simultaneously. More importantly, we want to consume all of these
media-modes simultaneously as complete identities. The games are products which present the
avatar as the commodification of identities. There are countless characters, and we want to be as
many of them as possible. In buying one game, the player purchases a ‘part of the

whole’ (Baudrillard, 1998 [1970]: 26), the whole lifestyle of the sport star ( Tiger Woods; EA), the
ock star (Rock Band; EA), or the porn star (Playboy Mansion; Ubisoft).

As | discussed in the previous chapter, video game theorist Rune Klevjer believes that the player of
the video game temporarily adopts a specific imaginary lifestyle through the embodiment of the
avatar, which is a reflexive extension of its habitat (Klevjer, 2006: 110). The player inhabits the
environment through agency of the avatar and makes sense of the world via direct sensory data
absorbeq through the interface (Gibson 1986 [1979]: 140). The mind of the player and the game’s

Model are therefore involved in the configuration of the virtual habitat through the use of an
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analogous avatarial schema. Media and communications expert Frank Biocca sees the body as
the ‘fundamental communication hardware, a simulator for a mind’ (1997: 13). McLuhan (1967: 8)
has also pointed out much earlier that as interfaces augment the body, the media become
extensions of our senses. Upon inhabiting an avatar, the user feels self-presence, that is the effect
of the virtual environment on the perception of one’s body, i.e. one’s body schema or body image.
This happens not in an abstract metaphysical futurological way, but rather via a pragmatic
exchange of signs. Such increases in self-presence correlate with higher levels of cognitive
performance and emotional development (Biocca, 1997: 23). As such, they affect identity on the
semiotic level of representation. In this sense, the mental model of the user’s body is affected by
‘the mapping of the physical body to the geometry and topology of the virtual body’, and the
difference of the virtual body in social meaning, which is situationally and environmentally
dependent (a cowboy avatar will have different social meaning in the wild West than in a
contemporary southern rural environment) (Biocca, 1997: 23). Biocca’s notion of self-presence is

connected to Calleja’s narrative and affective involvement, together working towards the increased

incorporation of the player into the game environment. The social-semiotic role of the avatar is

partially determined by its geometry and kinematics, as well as by implicit and explicit social norms
imported from the user’s social environment. Issues of class, gender, occupational role, and body
type are all raised within embodiment (Biocca, 1997: 23). Biocca identifies three bodies present in
vitual environments that involve embodiment: the objective body — the physical, observable, and
measurable body of the user; the virtual body — the representation of the user’s body inside the
vitual environment, and the body schema — the user’s mental or internal representation of his or
her body — which is not stable and can be significantly altered by embodiment in virtual worlds
(Biocca, 1997: 22-3). The body schema is the interpretation in the player’s mind of both

simulational and representational layers of the avatar.

Biocca argues that we are already cyborgs, as any piece of clothing, accessory, tool, or any other
technology that attach themselves and augment the body, is of cybernetic nature, as the signs of
the technology interface with the signs of the body (1997: 24). As cognition and identity are
embodied in simulations run by our sensors and effectors, then ‘the mind is adapted to the
simulation of the cyborg body’ and it is difficult to pinpoint where the identity is present (Biocca,
1997: 24). This means, Biocca claims, that identity is not located in the human body, in its clothing,
in the computer, or in its avatar in the virtual world, but rather in all of these. Identity is affected by
anything that happens on everything that we turn into a semiological extension of our bodies. With
'égards to the avatar, changes in its appearance and the way it moves affect identity, as the body

schema in the virtual, and therefore in the imaginal environment is altered (Biocca, 1997: 20-1).
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| believe that in this sense, the body schema is equally altered by fashion: the body is almost
always clothed, and so the signs of the dress are incorporated within the signs of the body. In this
light, fashion may be seen as a cybernetic symbiosis of nature and society: dress is the interface
through which we communicate by means of visual cues, and the representational level of our
symbolic simulation of the reality of nature. However, this symbiosis is problematic and entails
friction between the wearer’s subjectivity and the objectification of her body by the system of
objects within the Baudrillardian socio-economic code.

Dress in the video game must be presented on the screen. The video game is a visual medium,
associated with other visual media that have predated it, and so the content is remediated (Bolter
and Grusin, 2000). The establishment of specific conventions as regard view and perspective

mainly serves the sensory limitations of the human player/viewer. Lev Manovich comments:

Dynamic, real-time and interactive, a screen is still a screen. Interactivity,
simulation, and telepresence: like centuries ago, we are still looking at a flat
rectangular surface, existing in the space of our body and acting as a
window into another space. Whatever new era we may be entering today,

we still have not left the era of the screen. (Manovich, 2001: 115)

The standard form of the medium in the 1980s and early 1990s was flat 2D graphics, where dress
representation was mostly illustrated, or drawn, either by hand, or on bitmap graphics editors such
as Deluxe Paint (Electronic Arts). The first anthropomorphic characters started to emerge in the
early 1980s, as the arcade machines and home computers and consoles became powerful enough
to use animated sprites (2D pixel art). The first examples, such as Miner Willy from Manic Miner
(ilustration 18: Bug-Byte, 1983) only make use of one colour. As the technology of the hardware
advanced, sprites gradually became increasingly colourful and detailed, and clothing became more
specific and distinguishable. At that stage, identification through dress was similar to that in 2D
animation, illustration, and comics. Even though the element of embodiment was still present in the
PSychological connection of the player with the avatar, there was usually no visual alteration of the
2D sprite. At best, there was a choice between two or three characters. Those characters were
closed, fixed characters, whose appearance did not change at all during the progression of the
game. In Golden Axe (illustration 19; Sega, 1989), for example, the player can choose between a

male and female human, and a male dwarf, but none of the characters’ appearance evolves during
gameplay.
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Furthermore, even in the late 1990s, characters were represented within a small area of the screen
and in a limited colour palette. In side-scrolling games such as Megaman X (illustration 20;

Capcom, 1993) in particular, the character can only be seen from the side, slightly turning so that
part of his front is visible. As a result, emotional investment in such entities was existent but limited.
As we move to sprites with more instances, i.e. more frames and states, as in tile-based top-down
games like Secret of Mana (illustration 22; Square, 1993), emotions of ‘being’ are increasingly
aroused, as the characters can be viewed from different angles. The same is true of the isometric
2D setting, where the 2D art is displayed as to give the illusion of depth, as in Planescape: Torment

(ilustration 21; Interplay, 1999).

18-22. Clockwise from top left corner: Manic Miner’s Willy, Golden Axe, Megaman X, Planescape: Torment and Secret of Mana

However, these characters were still more representational than simulational. Baudrillard claims
that the closer one gets to the perfection of the simulacrum, the more evident it becomes how
Everything escapes representation: there is no real, a third dimension is only the imaginary of a
Wo-dimensional world. We have an ‘escalation in the production of a real that is more and more
"€al through the addition of successive dimensions’, however ‘only what plays with one less

dimension is true, is truly seductive’ (1994 [1981]: 72-74).
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Wwith the advent of 3D graphics in the mid-1990s, the video game gradually changed to follow an
expanding set of cinematic conventions, the use of cameras positioned in the 3D space being
among the most obvious. In cinema, the use of cameras causes cinematic signifiers to be dual, as
the viewer is absent from the screen (Metz, 1986: 45). ‘The cinema’, writes French post-
structuralist film theorist Christian Metz, ‘involves us in the imaginary as it draws all perception to
switch it over into its own absence’ (1986: 46). Film is like the primordial mirror except the
spectator's own body is not reflected (1986: 57). However, the cinema is symbolic: the spectator
does not need to be depicted on the screen, as ‘the practice of the cinema presupposes that the
primitive undifferentiation of the ego and the non-ego has been overcome’ (1984: 46). The viewer

is not on screen, and so there is a process of identification with what is on screen (1984: 46).

In games there are again two signifiers, which derive from the agency of the simulation and the
agency of the player. The avatar is the symbolic existence of the player in the game world, in the
same way cinema is symbolic. However, the primordial mirror of the game takes on a more literal
but also ambiguous symbolism, as the spectator can see his or her body on the screen. In this
case, the spectator does not only identify with the objects which are there without her, with the
Other, but also with herself, in a narcissistic manner. The spectator is not only all-perceiving, but
also omni-present. In this light, the three main processes of cinema, identification, voyeurism, and
fetishism (Metz,1984: 69) transform. Metz values viewer identification in cinema with the act of
perception itself, more than identification with characters. As the viewer identifies with the camera,
she takes on an active, authoring role, even though in reality, the viewer is the image’s consumer
and not the image’s producer (Metz,1984: 9). | believe that this phenomenon is amplified in the
video game, as the player embodies the avatar and gains agency in the game world.

Atthe opposite ends of this argument, there are theorists like Klevjer, who argue for embodiment
(2006: 90), and theorists like Grodal, who argue that the characters of video games are simply
cursors, vehicles for gameplay, who become independent round characters only during filmic cut-
Scenes (Grodal, 2004: 129-56). But contrary to the secondary filmic identification, in games there is
an intimate connection between player and character, which is rather based on introjection

(Filiciak, 2003: 87-1 02). The player projects his or her identity onto the avatar, which transforms

this identity. The consciousness of player and avatar become one. The description and

development of the character's set of features is a characteristic example of the avatar telling the
Player who she is. In turn, the player develops the avatar according to her own preferences. The
identity of the avatar is in essence adopted by the player, who tries to develop an open character in
her own image. The relationship between author and player is blurred, as the player is given co-
authorship of the final text, and the three cinematic processes, i.e. identification, voyeurism and
fetishism, are altered and complicated by embodiment: they all reflect the player’s self (Filiciak,
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2003: 87-102). The video game is a narcissistic medium, and it revolves around the incorporation
of the player in the environment (Calleja, 2011: 3). Calleja mentions that technologists, media
psychologists, and human-computer interaction researchers, usually refer to the gameplay
experience as presence, while humanists and social scientists, as immersion (Calleja, 2011: 33).
However, all of the above approaches are based on the use of metaphors to describe the same

kind of experience:

The metaphor we should use to understand the sensation of inhabiting a
virtual environment would best draw upon our knowledge of the experience
of inhabiting the everyday world...Virtual environments are an important
part of our everyday life and are more productively seen as deeply
interwoven with our sense of reality. A metaphor of virtual world habitation,
therefore, should draw upon the experiential gestalts of everyday
habitation; that is, a view of consciousness as an internally generated
construct based on the organisation of external stimuli according to existing
experiential gestalts (Dennett, 1991; Damasion, 2000; Lakoff and Johnson,
2003). (Calleja, 2011: 168)

Calleja proposes that both experiential phenomena described by the antithetic metaphors of
presence and immersion, or as otherwise presented in the present research, by the schism
between embodiment and identification (even though identification and immersion are overlapping
but not identical concepts), can culminate in the notion of incorporation. Incorporation is still a

metaphor, but it avoids certain problematic connotations present in the other two terms (Calleja,
2011: 3).

The incorporation of the player is directly affected by the different uses of cameras. As 3D game
worlds have been developed based on a Cartesian spatial logic, and due to remediation, camera
Positioning has evolved as a reduction or bastardisation of cinematic camera conventions, to
conclude in three usual camera settings: the first-person viewpoint; the third-person viewpoint with
atracking camera: and the third-person viewpoint with a static camera. Clarke and Mitchell claim
that with regards to identification, the three different cameras have three different effects: the first
Says ‘l am the character’, the second ‘I control the character’, and the third ‘I am watching the
Character’ (Clarke & Mitchell, 2000: 85-89). For Clarke and Mitchell, a first-person view will

increase embodiment, but will diminish empathy, as the avatar and its dress is not visible — except
Perhaps its hands. A moving third-person view will enhance the feeling of agency and will also offer
agood leve| of empathy, while a static third-person view will highlight the aspect of watching the
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avatar, and therefore the aspect of empathy, while maintaining the aspect of agency (Clarke &
Mitchell, 2000: 85-89). Even though | consider these assertions oversimplifications, | do find that
the third-person view offers a good balance between embodiment and identification. Both the
avatar's dress and its effects on the environment can be clearly seen in the third-person view,
which, according to Amorim, Trumbore, and Chogyen (2000), is more appropriate for situational
awareness. The isometric view, more specifically, as a third-person view devoid of perspective
distortion, offers a more subjective point of view (Klevjer, 2006: 151), and | believe that both
cameras can be used for the successful representation of avatarial dress. The third-person view
appears to invoke higher emotional attachment with the avatar, as according to D’Aloia, observing
a still or moving body may involve the observer's motional and emotional faculties (2009: 53).
D'Aloia believes that empathy occurs through feeling, not understanding; through co-presence and
pre-cognition: ‘I am "in your own skin" in the simulacral form of the "as if"”’ (2009: 52). This is a
process that does not require cognitive effort, but an experiential feeling of the Other as ourselves,
and empathy occurs automatically, simply because the avatar is visible (2009: 53-6). The Lacanian
quality of gaming, as the player stares in the screen-mirror, turns the Other into the Self (2009:
53-6). A full third-person view, even if distanced from the character, is preferable in this respect, as
the player can orbit around the character to observe the garment, as demonstrated in Tomb Raider
(illustration 23). The element of narcissism, and therefore emotions of being, are heightened in the
third-person POV, as the player can usually observe the character from every angle and distance.
This observation completes the player’s body schema, which is also affected by the dress of the
avatar (Biocca, 1997), and so self-presence is affected, which in turn affects cognitive performance

and emotional development.

23. Tomb Raider

'will use a 3D isometric third-person POV for DressCode, as | find it to be the most appropriate
View for the setting of the game, balancing embodiment and identification well. | have chosen not

Ouse a fully rotational 3D view, as | believe that the avatar, as well as the social environment, may
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be observed more easily within the fixed-camera isometric setting. There will be no perspective
distortion so that the entirety of the environment and characters within may be observed easily.
This is a conscious decision based on the expected experience of the player and has nothing to do
with technical limitations — a rotational view is very easy to implement within the Unity authoring
environment and the isometric view | will adopt and develop will likely be an adapted version of the
rotational view. However, the camera will have a zoom function, so that the player may approach
the avatar to see details on its appearance. As the game will feature full 3D models, the characters
will be able to rotate in order to face any direction for movement and conversation. The
representational performance of the avatar will be made more immediate in this way, and the body
schema of the player will be affected appropriately so as to increase self-presence and emotional
attachment with the avatar, and therefore allow identity performance. The narcissism of the player
must be satisfied with the appearance of the avatar and what it communicates to the virtual

society.
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Avatarial Dress in the Context of the Fantasy Genre

Before any suggestions can be made on the inclusion of fashion in games or on the development
of avatarial dress, an overview of the defining tendencies of dress as it stands today in the

medium, and as formed by its history, must be carried out. In ‘Playing Dress-Up: Costumes, role-
play and imagination’, Pearce et al (2007: 4-5) identify two modes of dress-up play, which depend
on the relationship between the player, the costume, and the game character. They revolve around
Holopainen and Meyers’s concept of somatic displacement (2000), i.e. projecting oneself into
another entity. These two modes of dress up play are: doll-play, where the player is ‘dressing up a
character that is distinctly not herself, but over which she has (often god-like) agency’, as in Barbie
Fashion Designer (Mattel Interactive, 1996) and The Sims (EA, 2000); and identity/avatar/costume,
where the player is the character, as in open-ended metaverses, where identity is a form of

personal expression, but does not have any effect on gameplay. The second mode may contain
one or more of the following mechanics: armour/instrumental, where dress-up is an instrumental
part of gameplay, as in RPGs; acquiring/trying clothes, as in The Sims, There.com, or Second Life,
where players buy articles in the virtual world, or from an external website, most of which is player-
created — this is mostly done as a social activity, i.e. to be seen in new clothing (in World of

Warcraft, clothing can be earned in combat or quests or purchased from non-player merchants or
other players via auction, and materials can be used to create standard items, while There.com

and Second Life award points for dress-up); twinking/gifting/trading, i.e. giving items away to lower-

level players; fashion design/creation, in fashion oriented activity software, like Barbie Fashion
Designer.

DressCode will achieve somatic displacement (Holopainen and Meyers, 2000) by focusing on the
formation of identity of the avatar by dress choices. This identity will be for personal expression as
asocial activity, but it will also be instrumental to gameplay. In this way, the game may be seen as
an RPG, which revolves around fashion items for the expansion of the attributes of the avatar. The
Creation of fashion design by the players and its trading will also be featured and encouraged.

Dress in games is linked to genre. Genres are socially acceptable discursive forms, which are not
Meutral or value-free (Woggoner, 2009: 44). Woggoner argues that discourse within a video game
genre influences identity as different genres demand different strategic approaches (2009: 46).
Genre in video games can be categorised in terms of type (RPG, fighting, virtual worlds,

Sandboxes, RTS, third-person action, sports, graphical and text adventure, etc.), that is the kind of
game, the gameplay mechanics, the kind of simulation; and theme (for example Medieval,

Wuistic, fantasy, mixed/post-modern, historic/period, military, sports, contemporary/realistic), or

the "epresentational content of the game. There may be nearly any combination of type and
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theme, where the former refers to the modes and dynamics with regards to dress by Pearce et al
(2007) mentioned above, and the latter will of course influence the kind of clothing or costume.
Medieval RPGs, for example, utilise the identity/avatar/costume mode, and contain the armour/
instrumental mechanic — and also the acquiring/trying clothes dynamic and the twinking/gifting/
trading dynamic if the game is an online game. They also, by thematic definition, feature Medieval

costume.

The commodification of in-game entities encompasses and actively involves the representational
sphere of the games. The video game product is categorised to specific genres which derive from
commercial factors and the medium’s history. It is obvious that a history of dress in video games by
category would be very much dependent on both mechanics and theme, and that the combinations
would be too numerous. Therefore, for the purposes of this analysis of representation, | choose to
originally examine the representation of dress in games according to theme, before | move on to
mention its connection to the simulations by means of syndesis. There appear to be three main
non-abstract themes throughout the medium, particularly connected, but not exclusive, to specific
kinds of simulation, dealing respectively with the science fiction/futuristic, the mythological/
historical, and the modern/fashion-oriented. This is why | am separating my analysis of dress into
video games that feature fantasy settings and stories, and games that deal with realistic
contemporary settings and stories.

I will of course focus on clothed human characters, as other kinds of player agents, such as
animals and machines, are not relevant to this research. Furthermore, | will restrict the number of
games mentioned to a small selection belonging in specific genres which satisfy the requirements
of the present research, namely games with typical fantasy-oriented settings, as opposed to

games based on realistic settings, in order to stress the differences between the two categories. A
complete list of games including dress is beyond the scope of this research, which seeks to
establish the relation between identity, dress, and game, primarily within a specific game prototype
(DressCode) and by extension genre, i.e. the third-person avatarial identity-building game based
on social realism. In this case, DressCode can be regarded as a non-traditional, fashion-themed
RPG. Even though this outlook excludes science fiction and period costume, in order to contrast
fantasy and social realism, and to contextualise the use of dress and fashion in the medium in
general, | feel obliged to include a brief analysis of costume which derives from futuristic and
historic or mythic settings. An analysis of dress in video games would be incomplete if it did not

account for all kinds of dress themes that permeate the medium.

In an article entitled Genre Trouble, in First Person: New Media as Story, Performance, and Game

(edited by Noan Wardrip-Fruin and Pat Harrigan), Espen Aarseth argues that, even though video
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games are themeable - that is, one can apply any representational layer onto a particular
simulation (2004: 48) — and the player can be immersed in a different visual and aural “universe”
each time, the gameplay that is afforded within the game’s model does not change. He gives the
example of chess, which one can play ‘with some rocks in the mud’, or with ‘pieces that look like
the Simpsons family’, and it would still be the same game. Aarseth then goes a little too far in this
direction, moving on to describe the proportions of Lara Croft’s body (illustration 24) as irrelevant to
the player, as he claims that the inclusion of any body would not affect the gameplay of Tomb
Raider. ‘When | play, | don’t even see her body, but see through it and past it’ (2004: 48). While this
may be true to a certain extent, and only in the sense that it does not make a difference as regards
the gameplay, it also has other repercussions. As | have already argued, the player’s identity is
constructed on two parallel levels, those of simulation and representation at the same time, but
separately. What | mean by this is that, like Aarseth, | do not think that the representation affects
how the game plays. However, the very fact that representation is forced in place on top of the
simulation without bearing any immediate significance for the simulation, is in my view alarming in
cultural terms. The player may be passively absorbing what is happening on the screen in terms of
visuals, as she struggles to cope with the simulation, and while deriving pleasure from it. It is the
relative unimportance of the representation in gameplay, which paradoxically makes it of utmost
importance in the video game as a cultural form. In this sense, i.e. with the excuse that game’s
graphics are meaningless, just a justification for thematic content, the author may propagate any
world view and pass any messages he likes without considerable resistance. And this is exactly
what electronic narrative expert Stuart Moulthrop writes alongside Aarseth’s article, as a response
to his view:

Seeking to exclude narrativist contraband, Aarseth embargoes all cultural
implications. We are not to understand the game of chess as an allegory of

feudalism or Tomb Raider as a misogynist-masochist fantasy. (Moulthrop,
2004: 47)
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24. Tomb Raider Legend

Moulthrop’s argument is that Aarseth’s approach may be sufficient in terms of a mathematical
analysis, but not of any serious cultural critique. After all, it seems unlikely, he writes, that a

digitised Rowan Atkinson would do as well as Lara, and concludes that even though one may
disregard the avatar during play, ‘the significance of games as cultural forms goes beyond the

player’s time in the loop’ (2004: 47).

In order to update this argument and make it more relevant to today’s reality, | decided to carry out
my own quantitative research on the subject, in order to establish whether my speculations,

namely that the schism between simulation and representation, i.e. the lack of syndesis, the
reliance of visual content on meaningless fantasy stereotypes, and the lack of social realism in

both simulation and representation, are correct. In a focus group that was conducted within the AlU
school of fashion, where | teach two classes (‘fashion trends’ and ‘CAD for fashion’), | handed out
Questionnaires to 22 fashion students, aged 17-23 (see Appendix 1). The questions were designed
so that | may gain an understanding of the state of dress in video games through primary
Quantitative research, and to measure the extent of the issues identified from my own experiences
of playing video games, from the literature involved in this research, and from conversations and
debates with experts and fans alike. The focus group had a few limitations, most obviously its small
Sample of players (22) and the fact that most of them were females (20 out of 22), aged 17-23, and
US or British citizens. Furthermore, most students were on a number of fashion-oriented classes,
Such as ‘fashion marketing’, ‘fashion design’, and so on, in addition to one of my classes, ‘fashion
trends’ or ‘CAD for fashion’, and as such, they could be classified as ‘fashion students’. This may
éntail a predisposition to like fashion or to be positive towards fashion or dress-oriented projects
and products.
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The detailed findings are included in Appendix 1. The majority of the students were regarded as
casual or mainstream game players, as they consumed and played games on their mobile phones
and/or their game consoles (mostly Wii and Xbox 360). What transpired in this focus group is that
there was a general dissatisfaction with the characters’ given appearance and the relative lack of
customisation, particularly with regards to fashion. Students seemed to identify with or embody the
avatar to different extents, confirming that gaming is a personal and subjective activity, largely
defined by the player: some want to just be successful at playing the game, while others like to
develop a lasting connection with the avatar. However, most of the students agreed that character
dress does not offer a representation of the real-world fashion system, relying instead mostly on
basic, stereotypical styles, and lacking variety. Many students appeared to have positive role-
playing experiences with existing characters, but few could say the same about the performance
and expression of the player’s own identity in the game world by means of existing characters and
the current limited affordances. At the same time, they did not feel that the injection of fashion
would be advantageous for every game, as avatarial dress was widely regarded as contextual, i.e.
dependent on the setting. This view was amplified by a lack of comments on gender bias: to the
question ‘Do the characters of video games look the way you would like them to look?’, only one
student pointed out that games are addressed at male gamers. This could mean one of two things:
either there is no problem with gender representation and men and women alike are satisfied with
it; or that all genders bypass the appearance of the characters in order to engage in the gameplay.
This appears to be aligning with Moulthorp’s view, and there is a good reason for this: the
representation of the characters and their costumes does not affect gameplay. Aarseth is right on
this. However, as | just argued, this is the very reason why the player absorbs the cultural

messages of the representation without objecting, as she is busy engaging with the simulation.

This in a sense forces the player to adopt the point of view of the author.

To return to the lastly mentioned article, Aarseth (2004: 48) claims that games are not intertextual,
asthe player does not need to have previously played one game in order to play another. This is
another point | disagree with, as it is the very nature of the simulation that accounts for the video
game as the ultimate intertextual medium: one of the main arguments in this thesis is that video
games are too much alike. And this is part of the same problem regarding representation, namely
that it is the form that counts for most people, and not the content. There is much to say about the
diferent ways different audiences engage with video games, and casual gamers may not have as
Much of a defined or stated preference for specific simulations as hardcore gamers. However, |
have not met many people who buy by theme — for instance ‘cowboy games’, or ‘robot games’, or
Pirate games’ — except young children. Many, if not most, gamers prefer a particular kind of
Simulation: they are either ‘first-person shooter’, or ‘online RPG’, or ‘third-person action/adventure’,
Or‘mobile phone touch-screen 2D puzzle’ players, or players of any other established, prescribed
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form of simulation. This is a very logical phenomenon, and it is another reason why representation
takes a back seat, even though it is the main force in the promotion of the products, but more

importantly, the main vehicle of cultural views and messages.

Conflict and the Cyborg

One of the most common costume in games, the futuristic body suit, mainly draws its influences
from the American and the Japanese comic book and animation traditions, as well as movie
heroes. There is a trajectory of the superheroes and their suit from the static pages of comics, as
two-dimensional illustrations, to their animation in cartoons and animé, to their full hyperreal
representation in cinema, and finally to their availability as avatars in the video game. This
remediation brings with it all of the objectifying characteristics of the inherited media, such as
problematic gender representation, but also issues which are amplified within the video game

medium, such as militarist ideology.

Researcher R. Stuart Geiger points out that online worlds impose on the players a ‘globalised
capitalist hegemony’ and a ‘violent normalisation based on hierarchy and militarism’ (2006: 8). But
this is not exclusive to online titles. War games, along with futuristic technological fantasy games,
are among the most popular genres. This is expected for a number of reasons: firstly, video game
technology derives from military technology, and one of its first applications was military simulation.
Media theorist Alexander Galloway mentions that Ronald Reagan predicted in the 1980s that
action videogames were training a new generation of cyber-warriors ready to fight real foes on the
real battlefield’, something which is evident today (2006: 141). Many action games are realistic
raining tools either as skill-builders or as instructive of a larger militaristic ideology (Galloway,

2006: 71). Secondly, war is a favourite theme in boys’ play, as toy soldiers and superhero figurines
used to be before home computers and consoles. The logic of conflict is inherent in the majority of
video game genres, as it has been in the narratives of previous media. It is the battle between
‘go0d’ and ‘evil’, between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Thematically, but also ideologically, this logic permeates

alarge part the medium, where it usually manifests as a symbolic clash between the human and
the machine:

There is no interactivity with machines (any more, in fact, than there is with
human beings: that is the illusion of communication). The interface does not
exist. There is always, behind the apparent innocence of the technology, an

issue of rivalry and control. (Baudrillard, 2002: 178)
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war games like Medal of Honour (illustration 25; EA, 1999-2010) and Call of Duty (illustration 26;
Activision, 2003-2010), are among the most popular genres on the market. Military science fiction
is a futuristic extension of these, and it is a constant thematic preference in the modern media. The
video game is a technological medium, and traditionally, people who used computers in the early
days of the technology, were people who liked to fantasise about technology. Thus, its history has
developed favouring science fiction, and its simulational ‘make-believe’ aspect facilitates it.

Paradoxically, this conflict with the machine occurs through cooperation with it. In cybernetics, a
shared textual frame, i.e. a common body of texts, allows different fields of knowledge associated
with machine systems and living organisms to bind: control and communication are linked to
computers and the human mind in a binary logic (Tomas, 1994: 28), as the player and the
computer code form a communications network, a cyborg. This symbiotic relationship, writes
Klevier, merges the simulator and the player by means of identification; it is a reflexive cybernetic
feedback loop, as the player ‘becomes hyper-aware of the computerised specificity of the
simulation, and the player’s mind is able to tune in to the workings of the underlying formal
structure’ (Klevjer, 2006: 103). The cyborg suit of the video game character is the imaginary
manifestation of this cybernetic symbiosis. Be it military gear or futuristic robotic suits, the body suit
of the video game hero is both a symbolism and a literal representation of the enhancement of
human abilities by means of technology. The cyborg suit is the manifestation of the computer code

as dress, which gives our corporeal movement superhuman abilities.

In descriptive terms, futuristic attire involves mostly distressed metallic armours whose shape
mimics the musculature of the body, and high-technology fabrics. It is mostly inspired by military
wear, space exploration technology, and science fiction. Metroid’s Samus Aran (illustration 32;
Nintendo, 1986-2010), Halo’s Master Chief (illustration 27; Microsoft, 2001-2010), and the
characters of Gears of War (illustration 31; Microsoft, 2006-2011), Crysis (illustration 28; EA,
2007), and Mass Effect (illustration 30; BioWare, 2007-2010), belong in this archetype. Deus Ex:
Human Revolution (illustration 29; Square Enix, 2011) features a character who has been
Surgically enhanced with mechanical parts and so he is an even more literal representation of the
Cyborg.
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25-32. Clockwise from top left corner: Medal of Honour, Call of Duty 3, Halo’s Master Chief, Crysis, Deus Ex’s Adam Jensen, Mass

Effect, Gears of War and Metroid’s Samus Aran
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There are constant identifiable tendencies in this theme: hard panels of metal, usually following the
body’s contours, embellished with electronic circuits or hydraulic/mechanical constructions, and
held together with screws or seams, are combined with soft materials on the joints and areas of
movement in general. The colours are usually black, white, greys, military greens, yellows, and
browns, sometimes complimented by fluorescent red, blue, green, and orange details. Baudrillard
(1994 [1981]: 81) asserts that such elements in science fiction are a projection of the real world of

production:

Mechanical or energetic extensions, speed, and power increase to the nth
power, but the schemas and the scenarios are those of mechanics,
metallurgy, etc. Projected hypostasis of the robot. (Baudrillard, 1994 [1981]:
81)

The Objectified Body

In this remediation, however, costume in futuristic science fiction games also inherits elements of
gender representation from previous media. As such, it is often either masculinised or sexualised
by exaggerating body contours. This is very characteristic of the Metal Gear series (Konami,
1998-2008; illustration 33), for example: black leather clothing completely covers the character’s
body and it is so tight as to reveal and exaggerate the musculature of the body. There is also

phallic imagery in the form of guns and boots. This is the “fetishised” body suit, a suit which bares
connotations revolving around the fetishisation of body parts and ultimately the whole body, usually
tightly wrapping it, highlighting its lines, and strategically exposing or covering areas, in order to
attract attention to particular parts. As another example, the protagonist of StarCraft Ghost

(Blizzard, 1998-2010), Nova (illustration 34), wears a body suit which is partly covered by hard

body armour. The costume is obviously armed with technology which grants the female protagonist
Superpowers. However, it is also designed carefully to reveal her body’s contours and draw

attention to her lower body.
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33-34. MGS'’s Snake and StarCraft Ghost

There is clear gender stereotyping here. Menswear normally denotes status, rank, success, virility,
maturity, masculinity: it denotes power (Edwards, 1997: 22). Male avatarial dress primarily denotes
the power of the avatar over its environment, i.e. the avatar’s potency in the game world: the male
avatar’s powers are “written” on his costume, as the superhero’s suit signals the abilities of the
hero. Female avatarial dress, on the other hand, may be about power, but it is also equally about
an imagined self-adoration, which excites the male gaze, as associated with cinematic
identification, voyeurism, and fetishism, by feminist film theorist Laura Mulvey (1986: 208). In
psychoanalysis, the concept of gaze is established in the notion of Lacan’s mirror stage (1981
[1953]), as a device in the formation of human subjectivity. It is a dialectic between the Ideal-Ego
(the imagined self-identification image) and the Ego-Ideal (the imaginary gaze of another person
upon the Ideal-ego). It therefore revolves around scopophilia, i.e. pleasure in seeing and being
séen, and it has narcissistic signification. Mulvey separates pleasure in looking into active/male
and passive/female (1989 [1975]: 3): the empowered male gaze, which is a patriarchal structure
(Mulvey, 1986: 208), projects its fantasy onto the female figure, which is styled in order to excite
the observer. This is an orthodox trope of Western visual culture, beginning with the representation
of femininity through occidental photographs and moving images. Man possesses a gaze natively,
Whereas the female gaze only exists when woman assumes the role of a man in gazing (Mulvey,
1989 (1975]). Under the male gaze, female avatars become narcissistic objects for the pleasure of
the player. The male figure, on the other hand, ‘cannot bear the burden of sexual objectification’,
3 'man is reluctant to gaze...’ (1989 [1975]: 20). Voyeurism is therefore prominent when the

Player controls a female avatar, and male players often admit to playing a female avatar because
ofits visual qualities, and not as something they identify with (Adam, 2001: 101). The male, or the
female player when adopting a masculine subject position, fetishises the female avatar by
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erotically contemplating the whole of a part of its body and its attire. Voyeurism may also take

place between the player and other characters, either player or Al-controlled.

These inherited from other media issues make the representation of the body in games

problematic, and in particular the female body, which is usually represented as overly sexualised.
The fact that representation in games is a separate entity from simulation and not tied to the

primary function of the medium only makes things worse. Gender stereotyping has a long history in
video games, and it is still a burning issue in the industry. In an article published in 2002, Berrin
Beasley concluded that there was considerable gender role stereotyping in games at the time, with
female characters being vastly underrepresented (there were more animals or aliens of
indeterminate gender than female characters) (Beasley, 2002). There were also issues regarding
the clothing of the female characters, such as less clothing or more bare body parts than their male
counterparts. Nearly half of all female characters were big-busted, one third of which appeared in
games rated ‘E’, and the majority of female characters were dressed in ways that brought attention
to their bodies, and particularly their breasts. At the same time, males were ‘more likely to be

heroes and main characters, use more weapons, have more abilities, and were more muscular

and powerful’, while ‘females were more often supplemental characters, more attractive, sexy, and
innocent’. Females were frequently portrayed as sex objects (Dietz 1998; Ivory 2006; Scharrer
2004). This reinforces gender stereotypes and can impact attitudes towards women (Ward et al.
2005: 143-166). Beasley’s quantitative research revealed a great chasm between representation of
male and female characters in games, with the most notable issues being the asymmetric

distribution of gender roles and the over-sexualisation of the females.

Aqualitative research of the same period offers similar findings. Sarah M. Grimes (2003) analysed
the female protagonists of three mainstream titles, namely Metroid Prime (Retro Studios, 2002),
Resident Evil (illustration 35; Capcom, 2002), and Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem (illustration
36; Silicon Knights, 2002). She found Resident Evils Jill to be highly problematic due to her
depiction as a victim, her visible sexualisation, and her apparent physical weakness, especially
Compared to the male protagonists of the game (Grimes, 2003: 7-13). All three heroines found to
be contributing to potentially harmful Western beauty ideals, even if they were not all presented as
Sexualised. These ideals were further underlined by use of clothing, camera angles and character
Interactions, and clearly contribute to the passive representation of women as sex objects meant to
be looked at, or gazed upon, even when they are the protagonist. This mix of stereotypically
feminine traits and masculine behaviours creates a paradox, as — Grimes concludes — a “physically
llractive” heroine is more likely to be perceived as an effective role model, whereas a “sexualised”

heroine will probably be perceived as a sexual object.
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35-36. Resident Evil’s Jill and Sanity Requiem’s Alexandra

These issues still persist today. The characters of the Final Fantasy series (illustration 37; Square,
1987-2011), for example, feature tight-fitted clothes, presumably made of leather, juxtaposed with
loose soft fabrics. Extremely short skirts and boots that end just bellow the skirt expose the legs at
avery intimate point, just below the hips. The tops almost invariably reveal the stomach, shoulders,
and chest. The effect is enhanced by the characters bearing extremely long phallic swords or guns,
to denote that they may be sexually receptive but they also are extremely dangerous. In the Dead
or Alive Xtreme series (illustration 38; Tecmo, 1996-2011), clothes are omitted completely, as the
game is set on an island where a number of sports and other activities can be performed. The
characters are extremely sexualised, with idealised bodies, very influenced by the Japanese

culture of cuteness — looking much like children with glamour models’ bodies — and dressed in tiny

bikinis.
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37-38. Final Fantasy Xl and Dead or Alive Xtreme 2

In a noteworthy non-academic article on IGN.com entitled ‘Bringing a Bikini to a Sword Fight’, Nick

Kilan writes:

I'm a heterosexual male, and while | guess | don't actively dislike boobs in
games, | like great characters in games far more. The compulsive need for
developers to make their female characters overly sexy tends to detract
from my immersion, especially when they're wearing what amounts to a

metal bikini to a freakin' swordfight. (Kolan, 2011)

Kolan continues, to write that love stories are also mishandled so that there is disassociation from
both the female co-protagonist and the male protagonist, and that a scantily-clad woman is often
used to attract more customers, but this paradoxically excludes half the consumer base. At best,
immersion may occur if the player is a straight male, but not a straight female, or a homosexual
male. The female gamer, in particular, may feel inadequate next to the character she plays as.
Kolan mentions Alyx Vance of Half-Life 2 (illustration 39) as one of the few exceptions to the rule,
Who is reasonably, but not distractingly good-looking, practically dressed, realistic and emotional,

and so she invokes empathy from the player. Even though she is Gordon Freeman's love interest,
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this is only suggested, and not explicitly presented. Kolan concludes the article by asserting that
sex and violence should become contextually appropriate instead of explained with “just because’”.
In other words, they should be part of a specific meaning.

39. Alyx Vance

As it stands, character designs are more often than not deliberate idealisations, or visual
hyperboles’, of femininity and masculinity. The gamer knows that this is an illusion, and this
obscene hyperreal exaggeration and stereotyping ultimately renders the characters non-sexual. It
turns them into empty simulacra which are taken for granted as a de facto part of the medium
(Baudrillard, 1999 [1983]), even as caricatures. They fail to make an emotional impact of any sort
on the player. Fashion works on the same principle, as fashion designers work mainly within
certain limits that the objectifying code has always demanded. To step outside them means to
forsake commercial impact. This is why there is stereotyping equally in the design of the video
game characters, via overused and tired significations, which are common within society in the

notion of genre.

Fashion historian Valerie Steele sees fashion as ‘a symbolic system linked to the expression of
Sexuality’, which permeates both sexual behaviour and gender identity (Steele, 1996: 182). While
the notion of the expression of sexuality through avatarial dress will be examined in detail in the
following chapter, | must state here that, as the avatar is a primordial model of the player, so
Avatarial dress may be a primordial model of the player’s expression of sexuality via (self-)
adoration of the avatar as the extension of the player’s body schema. However, as society defines
beauty, the female avatar is subject to modification (Dworkin, 1974: 112). The "fashion-beauty
complex" revolves around gaze and reshapes the avatar. Judith Butler’s performativity (1990), as
female play in meeting social expectations (1990: 33), can be transferred to the virtual domain.
F0||0wing this notion, females perform femininity through the avatarial dress that they are given.

Player Subjectivity is thereby hindered, as the designs are subject to the conscious decision by
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producers to communicate stereotypes, based on consumer research and conclusions on

consumer desires. Of course, the consumer is an active agent in the process of creating media
stereotypes on demand. However, partly due to the historically male-dominated industry, which has
not caught up with other industries yet, and partly due to the overdeveloped element of hyperreal
spectacle in games, many female gamers consume their own physical hyperboles. The extent to

which this is done willingly is unknown.

Paradoxically, there are few examples of full nudity in video games altogether, if the so-called

‘adult games’ — these are games with limited distribution addressing exclusively adults and having
sex and/or nudity as their main subject — such as Japanese hentai (illustration 40) and strip poker
games, are excluded. In earlier examples of the medium, nudity was mostly used for comedic
effect, as in the adventure franchise Leisure Suit Larry (illustration 41; Sierra Entertainment,
1987-2009). Then there were the coin-operated puzzle games at the arcades, which featured nude
female imagery, such as Lady Killer (illustration 46; 1993, Mitchell Corp.) and Qix clone Gals Panic
(ilustration 42; Saint Fun, 1998) and some of which were transferred to the home consoles. With
the widening and upward expanding of the demographics of the market, mainstream titles that
involved female nudity started being published. BMX XXX (illustration 45; Acclaim, 2002) and the
God of War franchise (illustration 43; SCE, 2005-2010) are good examples of this trend. PC

players also use ‘patches’ on games, i.e. software which changes the appearance of the in-game
models, in order to “undress” the characters, and there are whole websites dedicated to offering
nude patches for games (nudepatch.net, for example). Interestingly, there are no patches for male
avatars, which confirms the aforementioned speculations regarding the male gaze on the avatar
(ilustration 44).
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40-46. Clockwise from top left corner: Hentai dating game, Leisure Suit Larry, Gals Panic, God of War, Mass Effect nude patch, BMX

XXX and Lady Killers

This, for Baudrillard, is a modified sexuality, which is achieved within the system of fashion (1993
[1976]: 95-105). The avatar — if we consider the avatar to be the mannequin in Baudrillard’s

political economy of the sign — is sexuality itself as a sign: Baudrillard (1993 [1976]: 95-105) writes
that sexual seduction through fashion occurs within a modified sexuality, due to a human ‘taboo
that bears on futility’, and eroticisation is always focused on a fragment of the body. The skin does
Motimply nudity, but eroticism, as it becomes a ‘medium of contact and exchange’. Male sexual
Potency depends on articles of clothing refashioning the female body according to current ideals in

order to excite in seemingly new ways. Skin is exposed and concealed in specific ways to create a
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palance between the forbidden and the allowed. And this is what we can observe in video games,
albeit in further exaggeration. In fashion, seduction is the way to sell clothes mainly through
attractive, persuasive fashion photography. Costume as a tool for seduction works similarly in
video games, where we deal with the mannequin, as the body is a made up construction, an
excuse for sexuality. The costumes of the characters are usually featured in the advertising of the
games in order to attract buyers. The costumes also have to be designed so as to enhance the
vitual bodies sufficiently for the players to feel attracted to the characters. Ultimately, what we are
witnessing is a hyperbolic depiction of femininity and masculinity engaging in exaggerated
scenarios inherited from other hyperbolic media, such as comics and animation, or deriving from

the medium’s own history.

However, the body as nature and not as sexuality, the nude body as opposed to the fetishised
body, is very rarely used in games. Crucially, the models of the characters are created with the
clothes painted on them, and a change of clothing means a complete change of model. In this
sense, the body of the avatar does not exist. There is no nature, no real, just sexual signification

and fashion, just the imaginary and the symbolic.

For Baudrillard (1993 [1976]: 101), the body is the site of the drama and the denial of castration, as
lustrated by the Chinese custom where the female foot is mutilated and then venerated as a

fetish. Likewise, the entire body is subject to marking and mutilation, followed by erotic exaltation.
In this context, rouged lips are phallic, as the made-up mouth does not have a use value, such as
speaking, eating, or kissing, but instead they only serve a perverse erotic and cultural function.
When the eyes are metamorphosed by make-up, they do not gaze anymore, ‘they revel in their

own fascination’. Desire is mediated by a restructuring of the signs of the body as phallic
accumulation. This becomes a full political economy. The female body is the fetish-object, ‘an

immense labour of phallic simulation at the same time as the spectacle of castration’:

Any body or part of the body can operate functionally in the same way,
provided that it is subject to the same erotic discipline: it is necessary and
sufficient that it be as closed and as smooth as possible, faultless, without
orifice and 'lacking' nothing, every erogenous difference being conjured up
by the structural bar that will design(ate) this body (in the double sense of
'designate' and 'design’, visible in clothing, jewellery or make-up, invisible
but always present in complete nudity, since it then envelops the body like
a second skin. (Baudrillard, 1993 [1976]: 102)
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The erotic privilege of the female body as flawless abstraction works for women just as much as
for men. In the video game, the woman is united with her body as erotic matter. Baudrillard
mentions the James Bond film Goldfinger, where ‘a woman is painted in gold, all her orifices are
blocked up in a radical make-up, making her body a flawless phallus’. But the same is true for
every avatar: it does not have any functions except to be gazed at. Its dress or its nudity are
permanently marked on it. And it is always youthful. This is a designated nudity, a lattice of signs
without a body. For Baudrillard, this is not a negotiation of identity by the subject behind the mask,
buta consumption of the subject's identity and, ultimately the subject becoming an object for

symbolic exchange:

Closure of the mirror, phallic reduplication of the mark: in both cases the
subject is seduced by itself. It seduces its own desire and conjures it up in
its own body, doubled in signs. (Baudrillard, 1993 [1976]: 107)

Nudity is rarely integrated in the narrative or necessary as the presence of the body without

clothes, but is instead used as the absence of clothes, that is, just to tantalise the player.
Nevertheless, there have been examples recently of nudity being used in — slightly — more
meaningful ways. Such examples include Heavy Rain (illustration 47; SCE, 2010), where the
character takes a shower during gameplay, as dramatic tension is building up, and Grand Theft
Auto IV: The Lost and Damned (illustration 48; Rockstar Games, 2010), as one of the gangsters
has a massage in one of the cutscenes, which is used to make a point about the plot. Such
examples are used in the context of social realism, and the naked body is depicted more as nature

than as sexuality. Of course, it is difficult to completely devoid the female nude of sexuality.
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47-48. Heavy Rain and GTA IV

History and Mythology

The notions of the male gaze and of the female dress as a scopophilic device also permeate

historic and mythological costume design, where there is consistent hyper-sexualisation of the
women and hyper-masculisation of the men. When women are featured at all in such settings, they
are often represented mainly as objects of desire or helpers, and this reflects on their attire, as the
®xaggerated aspects of the female physique are further enhanced and made prominent by use of
dress that selectively reveals or conceals them. Tight clothing that reveals the curves of the body is
Common, and the chest, neck, waist, and limbs may be bare, or dressed tightly so that the form of
e body part is underlined. These tight parts may be juxtaposed with loose parts or parts which
alter the overall form of the body to point to specific parts, such as the breasts or legs, by making
hem the focal point of the composition.
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49-50. Diablo, and Baldur's Gate characters

Tabletop RPG designer James Wallis asserts that players like to be able to take on the role of
someone with superior abilities to their own, as this becomes an escapist occupation (Wallis, 1994:
66-83). RPG expert Michelle Nephew also believes that the role-playing experience is mainly
imaginary, as the character becomes a self-reflective representation of the player's psychological
drives, reversing the hierarchy of cultural power, and displacing the player into a better world
(Nephew, 2006: 124-5) through performance (2006: 120-1). In this context, male-oriented RPG
settings are a ‘direct contrast to the impotency that society forces on male gamers’ (Nephew, 2006:
128). The casting of female characters in typically male roles is a result of this, and it disallows
women to identify with a character, something common in the fantasy genre, which never ‘breaks

women characters out of the confines imposed by male fantasy’ (2006: 131):

By drawing on fantasy tropes, pseudo-historical background, and the work
of biased writers like H.P. Lovecraft, role-playing games in this way
disempower women either by masculinising them or by positioning them in
the roles of devalued and extraneous non-player characters (NPCs) who
are manipulated by the GM [game master]. The dominance of the male
adventurers is consistently foregrounded though the game's thinly
disguised gender inequality and focus on combat and violence — the
hallmarks of male fantasy and an outlet for the male players' erotic desires

is provided by the misogyny common to role-playing. (Nephew, 2006: 131)

Kirkpatrick believes that even though the salience of fantasy themes is commonly attributed to the
Upbringing of game designers (dungeons and dragons, preoccupation with violence, etc), there are
also similarities of content with the first baroque: ‘a concern with magic, the fantastic and a playful
Glture of death and spectral apparitions’. He finds that an excess of pattern over meaningful

‘ntent is present in both the baroque and the video game (Kirkpatrick; 2011: 175).
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Stereotyping in the fantasy genre, however, goes beyond gender. For Baudrillard, history is our
myth, or lost referential, and it becomes a fetish on the screen (1994 [1981]: 31). Historical
immersion is important, but the imagery of each era is mediated and distorted. Media theorist Eva
Kingsepp (2007: 366) points out that the same visual codes and genre conventions present in
popular culture are what historic events such as the Third Reich and World War |l are represented
through. One of the main functions of dress in narratives is to position the characters in a specific
time frame and place, and these are denoted through references to social archetypes and/or
formal attire. Historic costume attempts verisimilitude, but the result is a biased, popularised, and
codified verisimilitude. The characters are references to history, but abstract references at that,
which are defined by their difference to the themes of other games and characters. Here we have
history as commodity and as a simulacrum. The same is true of all historic game settings, from
Medieval graphical adventure games such as King’s Quest series (illustration 51; Sierra,

1980-1998) to Prohibition era American Mafia in Mafia (illustration 52; Gathering, 2002).

51-52. King's Quest and Mafia

The notion of authenticity becomes increasingly irrelevant as we move from pseudo-historic

fantasy to quasi-mythological fantasy, which pervades the majority of the titles. Heroic fantasy
themes are mainly based on the romanticism of the past, mainly of the Western Medieval and
Nordic mythologies and traditions. Other, less common influences, include classical Greece in
games such as God of War (illustration 58; Sony, 2005-2011) and Titan Quest (illustration 55; THQ,
2006-2007); and the Victorian myth of the Vampire in the Castlevania (illustration 57; Konami,
1986-2010) and Devil May Cry (illustration 56; Capcom, 2001-2008) series.
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53-58. Clockwise from top left corner: Ultima VII, Warcraft lll's Arthas Menethil, God of War’s Kratos, Titan Quest, Castlevania

characters and Devil May Cry's Dante

Other games play with references more promiscuously. The characters of RPG series Final
Fantasy (illustration 59; Square Enix, 1987-2011), for example, have many different cultural and
Mythical elements, which vary from game to game in the franchise. In FF VII, the costumes of the
Characters are equally influenced by the attire of Japanese warriors, Western Medieval warriors,
Modern street wear, modern casual wear, and modern sportswear, among other things. This is a
Yery postmodern approach to character costume, which is very characteristic of Japanese games.

The mixed i . .
he mixed influences derive from contemporary Japanese pop culture, such as manga (comics)
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and animé (animation), which are based on Japanese myth, legend, and philosophy, as well as an
interpretation of American pop culture, most notably action films, comic book superheroes, and
Disney’s animation. Another notable example of this approach is Chrono Trigger (illustration 60;
Square, 1995), which mixes science fiction with the aforementioned elements of Japanese and

American history and pop culture.

59-60. Final Fantasy VIl and Chrono Trigger characters

The fantasy theme is very common in both Eastern and Western RPGs, the later of which are
direct descendants of tabletop RPGs such as Dungeons & Dragons, and originally influenced by
ancient epic literature, such as Homer’s Odyssey, and more immediately by Anglo-American
romantic literature, such as the works of William Morris, C.S. Lewis, Edgar Rice Burroughs, and
JR.R. Tolkien (Huber, 2005: 169). The genre of heroic fantasy can be seen as one by which
questions of race, nation and ethnos are worked out in fictional geographies (Huber, 2005: 170).
For Kingsepp (2007: 366), in the mythological we are also dealing with existential questions about

the nature of good and evil and of life and death.

Video game theorist Tanya Krzywinska points out that myth and mythic play perform a structural, a
Slylistic, and a rhetoric function in virtual worlds, which are extensions of a ‘blueprint formulation’
that is expanded from fictional worlds common in the fantasy, horror, and science fiction genres
(2008: 123). These worlds are in turn derived from pre-existing mythological traditions, such as the
Celtic, Greek, North American, and Nordic (2008: 125). What Krzywinska calls ‘the hero quest
format’ is a modern adaptation of the heroic literature of ancient civilisations, partly formulated by
American writer Joseph Campbell (1988 [1949]). Most fantasy multi-player games have spatial
Structures similar to many mythological systems, as well as the contemporary fantasy genre in
literature and film. They are based on a constant, consistent, and complete secondary universe, as

®vident in J. R. R. Tolkien’s work (Krzywinska, 2008: 126).

133




campbell compared the myths of many religions and philosophies, and concluded that there are
common elements and structures, to the point where they can all be described within one formula.
In a quasi-psychological attempt based on Freud and Jung (1988 [1949]: 4), but also influenced by
anthropology, he devised the ‘standard path of mythological adventure’, as mirrored in the formula
represented in the rites of passage in all civilisations: separation, initiation, return. Campbell calls
this threefold unit the monomyth. In 1992, Christopher Vogler published The Writer's Journey:
Mythic Structure for Storytellers and Screenwriters, which turned the Joseph Campbell synthesis
into a plot outline, illustrated by films like Rocky (1976), Star Wars (1977), and An Officer and a
Gentleman (1982) (Bordwell, 2006). Through film, but also as a direct influence, Campbell’s work
has been used extensively in games, as the goal-oriented structure is the perfect canvas for heroic
narrative. Vogler (1992) has been cited in game design literature repeatedly (Dunniway, 2000;
Jacobs, 2007: 25-42; Krawczyk & Novak, 2006; Rollings & Adams, 2003). Critics of Campbell’s
work assert that cultural hegemony transpires in the use of monomyth, through Western
conventions such as the linear progression of time. Other criticisms are that the monomyth is very
reductionist, as there really is nothing “mono” about it, and that the games industry relies on it a
little too often (Blackwell, 2007). However, the monomyth is still quoted among the most prominent
influences in game design, and it has been so overused in my opinion that it henceforth inevitably
leads to stereotypical creations. While archetypes are useful in establishing a narrative structure,
and archetypal fantasy costume certainly has a place in the medium, | find that this can work

against multiplicity in the representation of dress.

Stereotyping of Contemporary Dress in the Action Genre

Stereotyping, i.e. the creation of a pronounced form developed from physical, emotional, and
cultural elements in an attempt to establish specific audience recognition (Hedgpeth & Missal,
2005: 58), is the main issue with avatarial dress. One only has to read Patrick Kolan’s (2011)
article on IGN.com entitled ‘The Devolution of Character Designs, or 'How Every Game Hero
Looks Like Vin Diesel” to realise the extent to which this statement stands (illustration 61). For
Baudrillard, this serialisation is inevitable as art becomes a product:

Art and industry can thus exchange signs: art, in order to become a
reproductive machine...and production, in order to lose all social purpose
and thus to verify and exalt itself at last in the hyperbolic and aesthetic
signs of prestige that are the great industrial combines...In this vertigo of
serial signs — shadowless, impossible to sublimate, immanent in their
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repetition — who can say where the reality of what they simulate resides?
(Baudrillard, 1993 [1976]: 75)

61. Star Wars: The Force Unleashed, Too Human, GTA IV, Killzone 3, Infamous 2 and Wheelman characters.

Alarge part of the action genre, which includes fast-paced games, where the emphasis is on
shooting or melee fighting, involves casual contemporary (as opposed to futuristic, historic, and
mythical) dress: the protagonist of Contra (illustration 62; Konami, 1987) is typical of the characters
of early side-scrolling shooting games, wearing a pair of blue jeans, no top, a bandana, and
carrying a machine gun; Final Fight's (illustration 64; Capcom, 1989) Cody is characteristic of the
beat-em-up’ arcade games of the late 1980s, wearing a white t-shirt, blue jeans, and wrist bands.
This generic action look appears to have been influenced by 1980s action movies such as Rambo:
First Blood (Orion, 1982) and Top Gun (Paramount, 1986). Many martial arts-themed games have
also featured Japanese interpretations of 1980s punk styles: the characters of Double Dragon
(llustration 63; Taito, 1987) wear wrist bands, tight trousers, and have punk hairstyles such as
mohawks. The video games industry first prospered and started to expand in the 1980s, and as
many companies made their debut in that era, some of the intellectual property derives from it. The
action hero has gradually been elaborated with more complexity and detail, as for example in
action-adventure Shenmue (illustration 67; Sega, 1999), but some of the stylistic roots persist to
this day: Grand Theft Auto IV (illustration 65; Rockstar, 2009) and Sony’s Uncharted series
(ilustration 63; Sony, 2007-2009), which are famous for their attention to realism and detail, follow
e style prescribed by the codification of the action genre, i.e. the same stereotypes as imprinted

onthe cultural collective unconscious.
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62-67. Clockwise from top left corner: Contra, Double Dragon, Final Fight, Grand Theft Auto IV's Niko, Uncharted: Among Thieves and

Shenmue.

Another action sub-genre, the ‘survival horror’, has its own parallel tradition. Alone in the Dark
(ilustration 69; Various, 1992-2008) was the first of the kind, and while the original featured formal
dress, recent attempts to make the series commercially successful have dressed the character in a
conventional “action” style (white t-shirt/blue jeans/leather jacket). The Resident Evil series
(ilustration 68; Capcom, 1996-201 1) involves different player characters in every game, but they all
have similar references: some of them wear modern police uniforms, some are dressed casually,
and a few are dressed formally, for example in long dresses and high heels. What makes their

altire more action-oriented than casual, is that it is accessorised with weapons, military boots,
leather bullet holders, and gun holders. The Silent Hill games (illustration 70; Konami, 1999-2009)
Prefer another, more “artistic”, approach: they dress characters in distressed, bloodied nurse
uniforms or formal dresses, which convey the moody atmosphere of the game as it derives from

the schizophrenic personality of the characters. However, they are still fundamentally based on the

Same ‘survival horror’ stereotypes common to most titles belonging in the genre.
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68-70. Clockwise from top left corner: Resident Evil characters, Silent Hill characters and Alone in the Dark

As games have already formed genre definitions and history, they make use of traditional
references based on the lineage of the medium. Even though such anachronistic references are
showing their age today, the intertextual constants within a franchise, as well as the declaration of
the target group by the product and its promotion, keep them alive. This is equally, if not more,
prominent in fighting games, where the characters are seen from the side, as the camera
occasionally switches and revolves around the characters for dramatic effect, enhancing the
Player's identification with them. The costume of fighting game characters has evolved at a fast
‘ate, due to the nature of the gameplay, which usually only presents two characters at a time
fighting. For this reason, the computational power available to the designer of the characters is
Jreater, and there are more possibilities regarding the characters’ dress, including advanced cloth
and hair simulation. Dead or Alive 5 (Tecmo, 2011), for example, features fully animated clothing
ad hair. In this respect, the fighting genre offers the best affordances for dress representation,
®Specially as the body of the fighter, and not the environment, is the focus. Chinese and Hong
Kong martial arts films are one of the main influences of character costume in fighting games. The

first titles of the genre were two-dimensional, and the fighters were usually dressed in martial arts
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uniforms. Karate Champ (illustration 71; Data East, 1984) and Way of the Exploding Fist

(ilustration 72; Melbourne House, 1985) are two examples of this.

71-72. Karate Champ and Way of the Exploding Fist

However, the fighters became superhuman as the genre absorbed cultural references and

gradually developed a specific self-referential look. There were intertextual references between the
franchises, and increasingly exaggerated character abilities and appearances, as every series
attempted to compete by impressing the consumer with its characters. For Hutchinson, the
stereotype of the fighting game is constructed ‘by means of costume, facial and bodily

characteristics, weapon usage, movement, and voice’:

Although most of these constructions may be described in terms of
stereotype, it is apparent that archetypal figures are also present...Such
mythic timelessness is a hallmark of essentialization, in which the core
features of a particular culture are presented to the exclusion of other
features, gradually coming to stand in for the culture as a whole. Thus,
Japan is boiled down to images of ninja and samurai, whereas ancient
Europe can be represented by pirates and courtiers...Over time, these
essentialized images become stronger and more pervasive in the
consuming culture, through the process of repetition, reinforcement, and
naturalization. (Hutchinson, 2007: 286-8)

Modern fighting games such as the Street Fighter (illustration 73; Capcom, 1987-2011), Virtua

Fighter(illustration 76; Sega, 1993-2010), Tekken (Namco, 1994-2011), Dead or Alive (illustration

74; Tecmo, 1996-2011), and Soul Calibur (illustration 75; Namco Bandai, 1996-2009) series,

t}'pically offer a variety of characters, all with different costumes, influenced by their nationality,

#thnic traditions, style of fighting, as well as action and fantasy elements. Chinese Chun-Li, for

®xample, wears a blue gipao, an early 20th century Chinese dress. The traditional dress has been
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modified to allow for easier movement. She also wears white combat boots, a brown pantyhose,
silk brocades and ribbons in her hair, and spiked bracelets. In most such titles, fantasy elements
are mixed with traditional elements, i.e. the myths and legends of the countries and periods the

characters hail from: some of the characters have Victorian, some Medieval, and some Chinese

references. Hutchinson finds a similar logic in the characters of Soul Calibur || (Namco Bandai,

2002):

Taking Soul Calibur Il as a case study, we may see an array of stereotyped
images of fighting figures. We have a number of clearly Japanese figures
from myth or history: Taki the female ninja, Mitsurugi the samurai
swordsman, and Heihachi, an elderly karate expert. Other Asian countries
are well represented, with Xianghua from ancient China, Maxi from the
Ryukyu Kingdom, Yunsung and Seung Mina from Korea, and Talim from
Southeast Asia. Caucasian characters include Raphael, master of the
French rapier, Cassandra and her sister Sophitia, both short-sword fighters
after the manner of ancient Athens, Cervantes, a pirate from Spain, and his

daughter Ivy, raised in the English aristocracy. (Hutchinson, 2007: 288)
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73-76. Clockwise from top left corner: Street Fighter IV characters, Dead or Alive, Soul Calibur characters and Virtua Fighter.

Itis clear that fashion is not a considerable part of a video game, as the style of character dress is
mainly influenced by the fantastical setting of the game. A lot of dress choices in video games are
limited, and perhaps in some cases anachronistic and irrelevant. The computational power of
loday’s home entertainment technology simply does not justify the exclusion of multiplicity and
quality of avatarial dress. | will try to address this issue with the creation of DressCode, which will
move away from stereotypical costume design and towards fashion: it will feature casual, sports,
and formal dress styles and items. As the focus of the game is dress, fashion items will be many,
varied, and made with attention. Multiplicity will be brought about by a dynamic fashion system, on
which the game will depend. This will be updated by an external database, in which new styles and
Irends will be added every new season. The players will also be able to use or exchange their own
Creations. Furthermore, there will be several kinds of levels of the fashion market included, such as
high street and designer clothes and accessories. Perhaps later extensions can also make ethnic
dress or localised products available. Hair styles and make up will also be available. More
impc)rtantly, they will be made by a person with some knowledge of fashion on both levels of
conception and production, and not by a “classically” trained concept or 3D artist. | hope that this
Will help avoid stereotypical looks such as the aforementioned t-shirt/jeans/jacket which has been

'epeated in many examples of the medium. The numerous items included will be high-quality 3D
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models textured with high-resolution bitmaps. Cloth and hair simulation is considered, but it is not
clear as to whether it can be implemented with the current technology at my disposal and within
the given timeframe. However, if this will not be included in the submitted version of the prototype,

it will most certainly be added at a later stage.

Crucially, dress in most games only affects the representational layer in order to enhance the
affective involvement of the player in the game (Calleja, 2011). In DressCode, fashion will instead
be central to gameplay, and it will affect and reflect the simulation. Dress in the game will be used
to communicate meaning, as well as altering the body schema of the player. Personal expression
will be accomplished through subjective performance of body and dress. The available options will
unavoidably reflect the designer’s personal world view, however | will try to minimise the
objectification of the player: stereotyping, serialisation, idealisation, and gender exaggerations will
be purposefully diminished. The objective of DressCode is to offer the player the ability to act out

her social fantasies by truly personal and subjective performative experiences.

Nudity and the concept of the naked body as a blank canvas will be explored in the proposed
fashion game prototype, in order to establish the relations between body, dress, and the social
world. This is one of the reasons why the avatar’s polygonal in-game model will be featured as a
nude body, where clothing articles can be put on as separate entities, independent models that will
have physical properties and individual attributes akin to real clothing. The avatar will therefore
always exist as a nude body underneath the clothing, and so concealment can be achieved in
various ways in order to attract the non-player characters. The player will be able to chose the
avatar's body, and so gender stereotyping will not be present. The player will create the avatar by
her own standards, and so its attributes will be visible by the other players, affecting interaction,

but there will be no measure of attraction in the code. However, to what extent the player wishes to
€xpose the avatar’s body will affect both representation and simulation. The virtual community may
formulate and conclude to its own norms and standards of exression of sexuality, and draw the line
between desirable and excessive. As performance is at the heart of the game, performativity of
Sexuality and beauty norms will be part of it, however the rules, unless in mission-driven gameplay,
will be defined by the online community. In technical terms, as the body of the avatar will be
Seperated in parts, the code will be able to establish which parts are covered and which are not,
which are tightly or loosely concealed, and which are covered by transluscent materials. The body
n DressCode will not be a flawless abstraction, as much as the medium allows it of course, but

rather an entity carrying its own significations. Nudity in the game will be meaningful.
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Avatarial Dress as Social Realism

As | am employing fashion as a possible solution for problematic representational issues, | will now
explore two methods | consider useful for the inclusion of dress that enhances the syndesis, i.e.

the connection, between the simulation and the representation, and can help produce meaning. So
far, the most common kind of realistic dress in games has been casual, which includes street and
sports wear, as in Tony Hawk Pro Skater (illustration 77; Activision, 1999-2010), a series that

helped put street culture in games. Street subcultures, such as hip hop and punk fashion, including
caps, shorts, big loose t-shirts, loose low jeans, and trainers, are commonly found in the medium

today.

77. Tony Hawk Pro Skater 4

The evolution of realistic sports games has also occurred at an impressive rate. As sports games
are extremely successful commercially, a lot of funding is injected in their production. Early sports
games, such as Track and Field (illustration 78; Konami, 1983-1988) and FIFA International Soccer
(llustration 79; EA, 1993) were two-dimensional and featured poorly animated small character
sprites. As a result, the representation of the kits was limited and generic. With every new release
of each series, and as gaming hardware became more powerful, the representation of the athletes
became increasingly realistic (illustrations 80 and 81). Current sports games feature graphics

aimost indistinguishable from photography. The athletes’ movement is motion-captured and the

athletes’ kits closely reproduced. Even the athletes themselves are digitised and reproduced as 3D
models.
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78-81. Clockwise from top left corner: Track and Field, FIFA International Soccer, FIFA 2012 and Madden NFL 2012

Another notable genre that flirts with social realism is that of fashion activity titles, which can hardly
be regarded as games in the ordinary sense, but which have some interesting features with

regards to avatarial dress. Such activity titles are Barbie Fashion Designer (Mattel, 1998;

llustration 82), Barbie Fashion Show (Mattel, 2004), the Bratz series (THQ), Project Fashion
(Empire, 2007), Fashion Designer Style Icon (505 Games, 2007), and Imagine Fashion Designer
(Ubisoft, 2007) (illustration 83). Fashion activity titles are targeted at young girls, and they are the
digital equivalent of dressing up dolls. Basic scenarios may be given, but the main goal of such
software is to teach the young person how to create clothes, how to combine styles, and how

dress affects social interaction. Most of these titles have an instructional or educational character.

82. Barbie Fashion Designer cover
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83. Barbie Fashion Show, Fashion Designer Style Icon, Bratz Rock Angels, Imagine Fashion Designer and Project Fashion covers.

However, these genres do not account for a few things that would classify them as social realism.
For one thing, they do not seperate the body from the clothing. Even in most fashion styling titles,
the body of the avatar is substituted completed in order to accomodate clothing changes. For
another thing, there is no system in place which allows for the external input of new styles and
trends. As a so-called ‘new medium’, the content of games could be automatically and dynamically
updated. There is no reason, then, for the characters’ clothes to be static and permanent. A
dynamic fashion system, which would increase affordances for personalisation, could be positive
for avatar embodiment. Most importantly, clothing is purely cosmetic, and it does not affect
gamepay in the slightest, with the exception of very few fashion styling titles, where specific
combinations must be made for the player to achieve certain goals. Even such titles use this
mechanic in an elementary way, and do not give the clothing articles their own numerical or
otherwise simulational attributes. Syndesis is therefore not established between simulation and
representation. This is why the first inclusion in DressCode will be a simulation of the semiological
system of fashion. Galloway asserts that gaming is a purely expressionistic medium, which may
attempt visual “realistic-ness”, but which has no grounding in realism as ‘a technique to
approximate the basic phenomenological qualities of the real world’, which goes beyond realistic
visual representation (2006: 70-84). In cinema verisimilitude is important. Metz writes: ‘Everything
onthe screen is set to be believable, even though the viewer knows it is made up’ (1986: 61-74).
Film, of course, draws on complex codes of generic and social verisimilitude, derived from the
film’s genre and the viewer’s lived experience (Street, 2001: 7). It is debatable whether
verisimilitude in games can be achieved, as increased realism can lead to an increasing lack of
believability, due to the Uncanny Valley effect (Nagayama & Seyama, 2007). Verisimilitude in the
Video game seems an oxymoron, as remediation re-simulates the object in every new medium, to
the point where we end up with something which claims realistic representation, while in fact being
the ultimate fake:

Reality itself founders in hyperrealism, the meticulous reduplication of the

real, preferably through another, reproductive medium, such as
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photography. From medium to medium, the real is volatilised, becoming an
allegory of death. But it is also, in a sense, reinforced through its own
destruction. It becomes reality for its own sake, the fetishism of the lost
object: no longer the object of representation, but the ecstasy of denial and
of its own ritual extermination: the hyperreal. (Baudrillard, 1988a: 145)

Many developers use visual fidelity to imply quality and authority, and as Bogost puts it, ‘Just as
poor or “generic” package design can turn consumers away from a quality product, so the skin of a
procedural rhetoric might influence player enticement’ (Bogost, 2007: 49). However, in games we
experience the alteration of the body schema (Biocca, 1997) not only in representation, but also in
simulation, and embodiment is more important than filmic identification. It appears that what is
important here is not visual realism, but the presence of a system of signs, which, however
abstract, can communicate certain meaning which will be of advantage to the simulation and
compliment it. This is where social realism can be applied, as the representation of real life and all
of its negative aspects and struggles (2006: 70-84), which has a strong socialist political

dimension: realism in cinema refers to the code of the working class (Jameson, 1971). Galloway
suggests that game studies should follow the same arguments, judging games not by the degree
of realistic representation, but rather by how accurately they reflect critically on the experience of
everyday life, and all that it entails (2006: 70-84). As games are an active medium, they must

involve realism in action:

Whereas the visual arts compel viewers to engage in the act of looking,
games compel players to perform acts. Any game that depicts the real
world must grapple with this question of action. In this way, realism in
gaming is a process of revisiting the material substrate of the medium and
establishing correspondences with specific activities existent in the social

reality of the gamer. (Galloway, 2006: 84)

Aarseth doubts that the activities of the player have social weight which affects the world (1997:
167). Likewise, for Kirkpatrick, video games are not political art in the sense of avant-garde, i.e.
Conscious artistic political interventions, but they ‘seem to inherit and exemplify many of the

tensions and paradoxes of the modern artwork’ (2011: 36). At the moment, games adhere to one of
the roles of the entirety of the culture industry: pacification through comfort (2011: 38). Real art’s

fole s to instead maintain a distance from the prevailing social order, creating a new order of
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things and offering an alternative view to the current hegemony (2011: 39). But the way video

games work does not allow the viewer to take their content seriously:

Gameplay involves an attitude that is cynical and humorous, which says:
‘Yes, it’s a beautiful image, but you’d be wrong to take it seriously’.
(Kirkpatrick, 2011: 41)

Kirkpatrick believes that the video game has to play with the attributes of the society that produced
it, so that brands, consumerism and money power have to have a role in it, even if not explicitly
(2011: 44). In this sense, Kirkpatrick writes, the video game experience must be resistant, but not
oppositional, to the dominant societal logic (2011: 44). My interpretation of this statement is that
video games must model socially realistic situations, taking into account all the major forces having
effect in a system, while at the same time explicitly exhibiting an abstract but equivalent
representation of the results these forces have in the system. In other words, a simulation is not
complete unless it is symmetrical in the distribution of what Bogost (2006) calls ‘unit operations’:
one ideological side should be countered by its opposite, and the more the represented positions
in the simulation, the more complete the model would be. In a game about fashion, this would

entail the inclusion and negotiation between ‘trendy’ and ‘not trendy’, between objectification and
subjectivity, between the personal and the social, between the industry and the consumer, between
formal and casual wear, and so on. The resistance needed comes from making the real agenda of
the forces involved obvious to the player through the appropriate use of metaphor and abstraction.
In other words, there is no point in excluding fashion from a game if the author is opposed to it
because it is in one of its forms an extreme capitalist phenomenon associated with the
objectification of the consumer; it is much more constructive to include fashion as completely and
iransparently as possible, and to expose its underlying dynamics in order to allow the player to
understand it as a system, to make a decision in the game, and to inform an opinion in life.
Ideological bias should not translate to an erroneous unrealistic and asymmetrical simulation, but
o the exposure and highlighting of aspects of the abstraction of social reality through the right
metaphors.

Bogost offers two useful examples of social realism in games: Talking about Vigilance 1.0 (2001,
llustration 84), a video surveillance game by Martin Le Chevallier!, he identifies the game’s

e T AR el &

1in \nguance, the player watches over many places through surveillance screens: streets, supermarkets, parking lots, shops, apartment buildings, schools, etc.
She has 1o point out the most important infractions: robberies, pocket-pickings, burglaries, shop-lifts, breaches of the highway code, trash-abandoning, drug

ds"i"g- solicitation on a public place, procuring, drunkenness, sexual harassment, adultery, incest, pedophilia, zoophilia, necrophilia, etc. This earns the player
Points, However, unpunished infractions increase the rate of amorality of the society. The player gradually becomes conscious that to play the game is in a way to
Play agains the discourse of the game. At the end, the denunciation of a controlled society, the total visibility and spying, puts him in a position of self-denunciation.
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tendency to force the player to see the consequences of the metaphor of vigilance as
comprehensive regulation. This way, he writes, ‘the game challenges the ideological frame it

initially represents’:

The game’s purpose is not to promote surveillance nor moral purity, but to
call such values into question by turning the apparently upstanding player
into one of the depraved whom he is charged to eliminate. (Bogost, 2007:
110)

The second example is GTA: San Andreas (Rockstar, 2004), whose rhetorics, according to Bogost,
indirectly affirm the metaphor of criminal activity as moral depravity (Bogost, 2007: 118). In both
games, as in any other ‘procedural rendering of a license’, interrogation and critique may be

performed by the player (Bogost, 2007: 175).

84. Vigilance 1.0

Before Bogost, Frasca identified this ability of the simulation to challenge ideas and ideals:

[One could] take the cultural pervasiveness of simulation as a challenge to
develop a more sophisticated social criticism. This new criticism would not
lump all simulations together, but would discriminate among them. It would
take as its goal the development of simulations that actually help players
challenge the model's built-in assumptions...Neither art not games can
change reality. but | do believe that they can encourage people to question
it and to envision possible changes. Unlike narrative, simulations are a

kaleidoscopic form of representation that can provide us with multiple and
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alternative points of view. By accepting this paradigm. players can realize
that there are many possible ways to deal with their personal and social
reality. (Frasca 2004: 87, 93)

| believe that, by introducing the code of dress in the video game (the personal code in this chapter
and the social code in the next), | will come closer to a socially realistic game in DressCode, and
perhaps a socially realistic medium altogether, if my assumptions on its social realist capacity

prove to be correct. | have identified two main ways to arrive to social realism in DressCode, and

these are syndesis, and multiplicity.
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Syndesis and Multiplicity

Dress in virtual environments can be one or more of the following three things: a visual
representation of dress in a filmic or photographic sense; a textual representation of dress in a
literary sense; a visual and/or textual simulation of a representation of dress; and part of the
gameplay mechanics of a game, as part of the simulation of the game. For the effect of connection
with the avatar to be optimum, simulation and representation of avatarial dress must work hand in
hand, the one corresponding to the changes of the other. This way, the emotional investment of the
player in the avatar will be complete, i.e. it will have both elements of real-world simulated

emotions and win-lose game emotions, and the simulational identity of doing will be constructed at
the same time as the representational identity of being. This may have a positive effect on the

production of meaning.

Lacan’s concept of the ego as an illusion (2004 [1951]: 7) is very useful in identifying identity in
virtual worlds. Language and derivative symbolic systems allow us to make sense of the

perception of external factors, which are not concrete, but changing depending on what we strive
to make of ourselves and of our world. Lacan postulated that the unconscious is a structure similar
to language, as it works on the principles of metaphor (substituting a word for another word) and
metonymy (involving a linear form of displacement), which are linguistic idioms, and this can be
observed in the analysis of dreams (2004 [1951]: 173). Metonymy corresponds to the syntagmatic
displacement of desire in language, whereas metaphor corresponds to the paradigmatic
substitution, the condensation of linguistic figures into one nodal point. As Will Wright has said,
metaphors and metonymies are used in games in order to allow the player to understand the
simulation through representation (Pearce, 2002). As per Moulthrop’s analogy, Rowan Atkinson
would be inappropriate in the role of Lara Croft (2004: 47).

This is what | call syndesis: the perfect connection between simulation and representation, which
can be achieved in one of two ways: either the positioning of an appropriate visual metaphor on
1op of a simulational object, or the positioning of a set of simulational values, attributes, and
functions, under a visual object. This may sound like a given, something that video games should
include by definition, but in reality, the number of in-game objects that consist of both a visual
'épresentation and a set of attributes and/or functions is minimal, and strongly linked with the core

Mechanics of the simulation. Clothing objects, for one, very rarely do.

The internalisation and interpretation of the game’s simulation expands and reforms the identity of
the Player in unique ways. Dress takes part in this internalisation, and it can affect the way the
Player perceives the avatar, and to what extent the player accepts the avatar as an extension of
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herself. In @ game that accounts for dress, the player might develop the avatar by what they
believe is appropriate in order to accomplish the task at hand, but also by visual identification.
When the representational layer is added to the video game performance, the visuals and sounds
may also produce meaning, which will be independent to the meaning of the simulation, and it is
up to the author to decide how strongly to link the process with the visual or aural metaphor. There
is a distinction between the two different levels of in-game ego formation. What the player does in
the game by means of avatarial agency belongs in the sphere of the simulation. What the avatar
looks like, i.e. the player’s visual presence in the virtual world, belongs in the sphere of the
representation. Of course, the two levels ultimately construct one identity, that of the player. The
functions of the two spheres are different and only connected by cultural conventions (and are
therefore irrelevant), and so they should be kept separate in their original examination. However,
increased syndesis between the two semiological layers may prove fruitful for the medium. It may
be the answer to increased emotional response, production of meaning, and subjectivity. This
would entail a signifying representational shift accompanying the simulational shift brought about
by such changes as avatar upgrades or any change of avatarial state. In DressCode in particular,
two factors, namely a representational effort towards similarity with the player and a simulational

effort towards progress within the game, will transform the identity of the player.

To that effect, Doris Rusch (2007: 2) suggests games that dynamically turn the player’s emotions
into fiction, rather than imposing a story that may be independent of the player’s emotions, or even
contradict them. Such existing games, are Fahrenheit (illustration 85; Atari, 2005), where gameplay
tension is represented in the story as claustrophobia, Silent Hill (illustration 86; Konami, 1999)
where gameplay tension is represented as paranoia, and /co (illustration 87; SCE, 2002), where

gameplay tension is represented as caring.
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85-87. Fahrenheit, Silent Hill 2 and Ico

What these games do is make an attempt to link and harmonise the representation with the
simulation more closely than other games. Maybe herewith lies the answer. Maybe to enhance the
emotional impact of a game is not necessarily to make the visuals more “believable”, but to make
the visuals have an impact on the simulation and the player’s agency, and vice versa. The answer
to increased subjectivity must lie in the interface between the player’s input and the program’s
output,

The costumes of the characters of Japanese RPG Final Fantasy X-2 (Square Enix, 2004), which
Were mentioned in the previous chapter, are a good example of successful use of syndesis, as
they have both visual and functional impact on the game at the same time. The female

Protagonists can acquire new costumes during the course of the game, which can be used to give
them new abilities so that they can win battles that would have previously been unmanageable.
The different costumes also add to the visual aesthetics of the game by offering variety, the lack of
Which would have made the game monotonous. This is the simulational and the representational

sides of avatarial dress in high syndesis.
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The characters of World of Warcraft (illustration 88; Blizzard, 1994), on the other hand, are open
characters whose abilities and attributes can be partly decided upon at the start of the game, and
then changed throughout the game. The avatars of World of Warcraft are not bound to a defined
plot and do not have a personal narrative that will see them through a specific route in the game.
The player can choose the character’s weapons and dress from existing pieces, altering to a

certain extent the character’s appearance. However, the actual clothing of WoW characters cannot
be altered after the beginning of the game, allowing only for peripheral aesthetic choices such as
weapons and armour in consequent gameplay. The limited choices of aspects of identity
appearance affect negatively the formation of virtual identity. Even though the character is open
and develops through the player’s actions during gameplay, the visual representation of the avatar
does not always reflect those actions and choices. In other words, the development of the avatar is
often carried out in a simulational sense, i.e. by gaining new abilities and raising statistics and
attributes, but the representational side does not follow suit. As a result, players are sometimes
unable to maintain the sense of embodiment because their new perception of their online identity is
not reflected in the character’s appearance any longer, and in some cases abandon that character
(Martin, 2005: 5). The choices available for character creation are usually very limited, so it is
difficult for players to develop and maintain virtual identity. This also means that many characters in
the game will look similar or even the same, further affecting embodiment negatively (2005: 4).
Appearances that do not evolve with the character’s and player’s simulational progress can be

problematic.

‘d“l‘{k"-f 3

88. World of Warcraft character screen

One of the stipulations for the design of DressCode is that it will allow, and more importantly
€ncourage, the player to affect the appearance of the avatar at will, particularly as an increasing
Choice of items will become available, and the affordances of the game will muitiply, as the game
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will largely depend on the combinations of garments and accessories in order to produce meaning.
The degree of choice regarding the appearance of the avatar should concern both the avatar’s
body — colour, body type, body characteristics, and decorations — and the avatar’s clothing. The
player should have unlimited choices concerning the colours, shapes, and styling of the avatar’s
body and attire. Identity is formed through subjectivity, and the realisation that the player does not
normally have real choice regarding the avatar’s appearance in the game world, but instead, a
system that offers the illusion of freedom of choice by offering multiple, however prescribed and
limited options — considering the numbers of players and avatar choices in each online world —
works against immersion and can lead to the abandonment of the avatar and consequently the
game (Martin, 2005: 5). Through typified genres of simulations and characters, video games offer
what Baudrillard calls ‘freedom by default’, the illusion of subjectivity:

Everywhere today, in fact, the ideology of competition gives way to a
“philosophy” of self-fulfilment. In a more integrated society individuals no
longer compete for the possession of goods, they actualise themselves in
consumption, each on his own. The leitmotiv is no longer one of selective
competition, it is personalisation for all. (Baudrillard, 2005 [1968]: 201)

Dress choices depend on the personality and the gaming style of the player. Identity is relevant to
personality styles, which influence gaming styles, as the player is more likely to develop the avatar
o have similar abilities or attributes to her, in order for gameplay to make sense and for the player
o feel comfortable making decisions and taking actions in the game. Bartle’s taxonomy, for
example, roughly separates MUD (multi-user dungeon) players into killers, achievers, socialisers,
and explorers (Bartle, 2003: 130-1 70). Though reductionist, this differentiation will inevitably
produce different dress results for every style of gaming, as the player will chose different

Weapons, armour, and other objects offered by the game, if the game has role-playing or
Customisation features in general. However, given the opportunity, the style of the character
'®gardless of capabilities will also be approached differently by the different kinds of player. For
example, ‘role-playing’ gamers (gamers who like to project a certain consistent identity) in World of
Warcraft develop an image for the avatar outside function: they maintain a set of capabilities, but
they also keep up a specific persona for the character, which may entail a separate layer of signs,
for €xample accessories that do not add to the abilities, but to the character’s image (Tronstad,
2008: 249-50). This image may have been chosen for intimidation or for sociability, depending on
the Personality of the player. The appearance of the avatars of ‘non-role-playing’ gamers, on the
Other hand, develops in parallel and as a result of functional choices based on gameplay needs,
&g. Questing and levelling up (Tronstad, 2008: 249-50). In this latter case, there is syndesis
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(connection of the representation with the simulation) by default, as the player does not seek a

specific appearance for the avatar. However, for role-players, it is usually very difficult to achieve
both the desired set of abilities and look (Tronstad, 2008: 249-50).

Most RPGs, but also many games of other genres, offer options for the creation and development
of the avatar. In most Western RPGs, for example, there is a choice of profession or class, to
accommodate for the player’s style and preferences. In Baldur’s Gate (illustration 89; Bioware,
1998), the player can play a fighter, a ranger, a paladin, a barbarian, a cleric, a druid, a mage, a
sorcerer, a thief, a bard, or a monk. Each class has different advantages and disadvantages, and a
mage will not be as physically strong or agile as a fighter, but he/she will be able to use offensive,
defensive, or healing spells. Similarly, a ranger will be very effective attacking from a distance with
acrossbow, whereas a barbarian will be more effective in short-range fighting. Furthermore, a
diplomatic player may choose to enhance the character’s ‘charisma’ ability over other abilities,
whereas a player with a forceful explosive personality may choose to raise the character’s ‘power’
attribute and make her way through the game less through talking and convincing non-player
characters and more through brute force. The player can also chose the moral alignment of the
character, i.e. good, neutral, and evil, further affecting gameplay. In Star Wars: Knights of the Old
Republic (illustration 90; Bioware, 2003), the player can reside with the Jedi or with the Sith, thus
being good or evil, and this choice enhances with time some of the avatar’s attributes at the
expense of others. Such a choice also affects the way the environment and the non-player
characters (NPCs) behave. The player is offered moral subjectivity, even if it is elementary. And
this is important, as it allows for the deliberation of morals, as opposed to traditional static
narratives, which include clear moral statements. This sets the video game medium apart from

other media and makes choices within it have consequences that collectively affect the player’s
identity. Frasca writes:

This makes simulations not such a good choice for sacred moral codes
since you may not want to have your holy scripts alternately read, "Thou
shall not kill," and "Thou shall kill." This also explains why video games are
not a good realm for historic events or characters or for making moral
statements. A video game about Anne Frank would be perceived as
immoral, since the fact that she could survive or die depending on the
player's performance would trivialize the value of human life. We all know
that Anne Frank died and the reasons for her death; her story serves to

convey a particular set of values (Frasca 2004: 86).
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But in both aforementioned games, the character creation stage, which is crucially only available at
the beginning of the game, has very limited prescribed options for the appearance of the

characters. Furthermore, the changes that happen during the game do not reflect on the dress of
the characters, but only on weapons and other peripheral items. So, even though the player has
some moral choice as to how to align herself in relation to the simulation, which will affect

gameplay, the characters do not evolve visually as they progress and their abilities, possessions,
beliefs, and other factors change. This brakes the syndesis between what the player is
communicated through sets of numbers and what she, herself, can see in the game screen. This is

the connection that | am hoping to restore with the creation of DressCode.

89-90. Baldur's Gate Level Up screen and Knights of the Old Republic character screen

In DressCode, the processes that will invoke emotions will be produced in the simulation as the
sum of an increasing numbers of factors. Representation will only serve to amplify these emotions.
By this decision, | am attempting to shift the simulated real-world emotions away from the
répresentation, and into the heart of the simulation. In this sense, subjectivity will produce

emotional impact because of the underlying syntactic semiotic structure of the code, as affected
and expanded by the player, and only amplified by the remediation of cinematic or literary
conventions. These will still be emotions by the numbers, as the model is still mathematical, but
these imaginal emotions will be produced not because of binaries like ‘yes’ and ‘no’, right and
wrong, winning and losing, but because of complex expressive processing, as Noah Wardrip-Fruin

defines it (2011: 3-6). There will be procedural multiplicity applied to the outcomes of agency.

Kirkpatrick believes that it is the incorporation of the player that gives the game its meaning: the
circuit is the message, and interactivity, in the sense of a dialogue between affordances and
agency, is the form (2011: 199). Perhaps the use of better algorithms, or more complex algorithms,
May increase the depth of meaning in games. After all, the controller produces a syntax that has
Certain elementary meaning, a sentence that can be put in a larger context, or amplified in a

Cértain way to produce more meaningful content. For a significant text to occur, the game must be
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seen outside a range of prescribed actions (Kirkpatrick, 2011: 69), as currently, the movements of
the player are guided but at the same time held apart from any actuated meaning (2011: 71). There
is a discrepancy between the visual content, and the interface signs (2011: 70):

Just as Magritte’s work forces a proliferation of simulacra, copies without
substance or weight, so video games offer us experiences in which
simulacra proliferate, where we engage with objects that are never quite
what they seem but which, nevertheless do afford us experiences that are
coherent in their own terms, that is, as video game objects...The video
game object has to appear to be something else, without actually
performing the representational function of standing for any one thing.
(Kirkpatrick, 2011: 72)

Bogost also links sophisticated interactivity with greater responsiveness: ‘tighter symbolic coupling
between user actions and procedural representations’ (Bogost, 2007: 42). He mentions GTAIll
(Rockstar, 2001), where the affordances of the game coupled with the player’s manipulation
gradually result in an expanded expressive space, as the player performs mental synthesis to fill
the gap between subjectivity and game processes (Bogost 2007: 43). Bogost calls this gap
between rule-based representation and player subjectivity the “simulation gap”, and believes that
complexity, expression, and meaning, do not depend on increased interface options, but on the

quality of the coupling between the computer’s procedural rhetoric and the exposition of that
thetoric (2007: 44):

...l want to suggest that vividness comes not from immersion, but from
abstraction [as] meaning in videogames is constructed not through a re-
creation of the world, but through selectively modelling appropriate
elements of that world. (Bogost, 2007: 46)

While scientific simulations strive to perform objective models of the world, video games ‘explicitly
choose to represent some small subset of the natural world, in a necessarily biased

Manner’ (Bogost, 2006: 97). Bogost revises Frasca’s definition of simulations ‘the simulation
®presents the real world in part, bur not in whole’, as follows: ‘A simulation is a representation of a
Source system via a less complex system that informs the user's understanding of the source

System in a subjective way’ (Bogost, 2006: 98).
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However, | find that metaphoricity can be used in this context to produce meaning from the syntax
of the code, as increasingly complex structures gain their own functions and content and combine
them with others: bits become letters (or numbers, or colours, or anything else), which become
words (or equations, or images), and so on, ultimately becoming full texts. As they become more
complex, signs of ‘be’ and ‘do’ may be associated by the designer and the player with signifiers by
cultural convention, as metaphors. But even if the code can produce meaning, there is the problem
of communicating that meaning to the player. This is why there are methodologies and libraries in
place that follow a specific logic. The code of the computer game, in particular, even though very
advanced in some ways, is very simplistic in others, and so it fails to a large extent to convey
meaning: it focuses on the simulation of the spectacle and not of the complex emotion. lan Bogost
believes that even though meaning is essential to the way a program choreographs player actions,
as unit operations are used within game engines in the same way tropes are used in literary

genres, games collapse literary notions like metaphor and analogy into encapsulated unit
operations, as they are like other games with the same engine (2006: 62). However, | believe that
increased syndesis may be the solution in the right use of representational metaphor, through the

inclusion of attributes and behaviours in the representational objects.

The player of DressCode will master the manipulation of the avatar in terms of ‘physical’

movement in (the) Cartesian space, but more importantly as the expression of meaning through
the combination and manipulation of signs. The object of the game is the communication of signs
to the other agents, which will be achieved by the complete openness and flexibility of the avatar.
The remediated elements, i.e. the filmic, photographic, and even textual representation of avatarial
dress, will be in syndesis with the simulation in order to amplify the connection of the player with
the avatar. Multiplicity will also be achieved in the game with an increasing number of items, which
will be based in a cyclical, trend-based fashion system, and by including a large number of relative
variables in the body-changer module of the game. The player will be able to create a unique
identity for the avatar and live a particular lifestyle through it. The identity of the player will be thus
fransformed on both levels of simulation and presentation. Of course, absolute subjectivity is
Unattainable, however | hope that | will be able to offer a better, more believable illusion of
Subjectivity than what most games achieve. No doubt, different personalities will approach the
game differently, and it would be interesting to see how the simulational choices tie in with the
Preferred aesthetic choices of each player. For example, will players play “by the numbers”,
dltempting to achieve a specific goal, or will they dress the avatar in their own aesthetic

Preferences, i.e. according to their own style, or even how they prefer the opposite sex to look?

Dress in everyday life is a practical negotiation between the fashion system, social conditions, and
Norms, and as such, is complex and chaotic. Roland Barthes made a semiological distinction of
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fashion as langage, langue, and parole (1990 [1967]: 9). This distinction separates the vestment as
acommon anthropological need, from dress as a common culturally shared expression, and the
former two from the individual fashion as expression of the self. In games, such multiplicity in dress
is presently commonly overlooked. This is why | believe that by connecting the semiotic system of
fashion to the mathematical model of the simulation, both being syntactic affairs involving discreet
unit operations (Bogost, 2006), | will be able to produce an in-game fashion system which will be
based on and support sufficient syndesis and multiplicity.

For Bogost, procedural expression entails symbol manipulation, ‘the construction and interpretation
of a symbolic system that governs human thought or action’ (2007: 5). He considers the tension
between unit and system operations, as informed by the tension between Aristotelian dualism and
final causality, the fundamental difference between particular uses of signs (parole), which he
regards as (dynamic) unit operations, and broader flows of signification (langue), which he regards
as (static) system operations (Bogost, 2006: 23). He further finds post-structuralism and its

reliance on the reader (Barthes, 1977) and differential play of meaning (Derrida, 2001 [1967]))
responsible for the move from systems to units (Bogost, 2006: 24), which culminates in computer
programming in the form of conditional control transfer. The latter, developed by computer

scientists Von Neumann, Eckert, Mauchley, and Goldstine, allowed programs to execute

instructions in any order, and resulted in the Von Neumann architecture, which allowed for general
computation for any purpose to be carried out regardless of the hardware (Von Neumann, 1945;
quoted in Bogost, 2006: 25-6). Such advances, Bogost writes, ‘place computation and cognition in

acommensurate relationship, not a hierarchical one’ (2006: 26).

Furthermore, Bogost identifies in unit operations an increased compression of representation,
something which became common over the course of the twentieth century through the use of
structuralism and computation (Bogost, 2007: 8). Video game theorists identified a relation
between programmatic and semiotic operations early on in the medium’s development, Aarseth
(1997) and then Frasca (2003; 2007) being among the most important. Aarseth mentions media
theorist Klaus Bruhn Jensen's (1990) reworking of Eco’s (1976) “lower threshold” connection
between semiotics and the signals of information theory, which paradoxically separates semiosis
from information processing, where the interface stands as the visible front layer of the computer,
the ‘borderline and membrane between the two systems’ (Aarseth, 1997: 27). Even though for
Jensen ‘people participate in semiosis’, while ‘machines participate in information

Processing' (Jensen, 1990: 36), the exchange of information between man and machine is
formulated in symbols (Aarseth, 1997: 28), and Aarseth sets out to form a “cybersemiosis”,
nfluenceq by the work of semiotician Thomas A. Sebeok, and by C. S. Peirce’s assertion that ‘the

®Ssential nature and fundamental varieties of possible semiosis...need not be a mental mode of
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being’ (originally quoted in Sebeok, 1991: 99; secondary quote in Aarseth, 1997: 29). Starting out
with a discussion on Peter Bagh Andersen’s (1986; 1993) proposed semiotic system for the
analysis of computer programming, which Aarseth finds guilty of relying on anthropomorphism for
the relation and affect between its signs, the latter theorist rightly identifies the real action as being
in the mathematical reality beneath the surface, where the relations and objects of the system are
being processed’ (Aarseth, 1997: 39). However, Aarseth’s “cybersemiotic” theory, even though well
formulated, does not quite get to the core of digital semiosis and remains limited in definition and

scope. In analysing the semiotic functions of a button icon, he writes:

...a disabled button is no longer interactive: it has changed into a layout

sign...The question, Is it still the same sign? cannot be answered. (Aarseth,
1997: 36)

Afull binary semiotics is needed instead, so that the semiosis is paired with the smallest unit of the
hardware/software system, the binary of affirmation/negation or 1 and 0. In her book Semiotics of
Programming (2010), Tanaka-Ishii adopts a pansemiotic view, which she attributes to Peirce's
notions of human thought: ‘the fact that every thought is a sign, taken in conjunction with the fact
that life is a train of thought, proves that man is a sign’ (Peirce, 1931: 314). The pan-semiotic view
allows comparison of computers with humans at the same level of the sign system’ (Tanaka-Ishii,
2010: 21):

All information handled by computers ultimately consists only of zeros and
ones, or bits, represented by electric signals passing through circuits.
These bits are combined into various patterns and computers are controlled
by processing the bit patterns defined in programs. The computing world is
a rare case in which the basic premise of pansemiotic philosophy holds.
(Tanaka-Ishii, 2010: 21)

Tanaka-Ishii begins the formulation of her theory with the use of the lambda calculus, originally
designed by Alonzo Church and Stephen Kleene in the 1930s, mathematically equivalent to a
Turing machine, and widely adopted as a fundamental framework for describing both programming
and natural languages (Tanaka-Ishii, 2011: 52-53). Within any dyadic model after Saussure, the
signifier is g function to articulate the signified, similar to every lambda-term, which articulates a

Unit (Tanaka-Ishii, 2011: 54), and so two lambda-terms are defined by their difference (Tanaka-Ishii,
2011: 6g),
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Tanaka-Ishii defines four kinds of signs as they appear in computer programs: Literals (consisting
of constant values, such as numbers or strings of text), operators (consisting of special signs such
as + (addition), * (multiplication), parentheses, and quotation marks), reserved words (signs

defined in the language system design), and identifiers (signs defined and utilised within programs
by programmers, representing a data structure and/or a function). This syntax of commands of
presence and action (‘be’ and ‘do’) is a full semiotic system, which may produce meaning of some
depth and extent, if the instance of representation (the content) coincides by cultural convention
with the expression of simulation (the function). The distinction between 'being' and 'doing' is
especially prominent in object-oriented programming, where the former emerges when relations
are constructed from the signs' content, whereas the latter when relations are constructed from the
signs' uses (content = semantics [whaf] versus sign = pragmatics [how] (Tanaka-Ishii, 2011: 71)). In
the generation and execution of programs, different levels of semantics are used for the
interpretation of identifiers: on the computer hardware level, identifiers represent addresses and
values in bits at the hardware level; on the programming language level, identifiers like letters or
words are defined and used in a program in terms of type, i.e. integers, Boolean values (true/

false), decimals, and characters (all of which are basic pre-defined types), and programmer-

defined complex types; and in terms of address, i.e. representing a value: ‘this direct meaning as
an address within the program gives a meaning to the identifier’ (Tanaka-Ishii, 2010: 19).

To arrive at this conclusion, Tanaka-Ishii examines the common statement in programming x := x +
1, which attaches an identified (a value, content) to the identifier (x). This identifier, however,
actually refers to the content stored at the address, which is trivial and unrelated to the content in
the function. She deduces that the layer consisting of x as a signifier and its address is

denotational, while the layer consisting of the value indicated by x is connotational. This brings
ambiguity between cases when a signifier signifies its own content and the content of another sign.
This also means that there is firstness, secondness, and thirdness: the lowest level of

Programming, the patterns of zeros and ones, are icons, as they represent values; the literals
denoting these values in digits and instances are also icons; the references to the value located at
the address represented by x are indices; and types, i.e. signs that embed a general idea about a
Value, are symbols. In int x = 32, intis the symbol, x the index, and 32 the icon (Tanaka-Ishii, 2011:
102-11), Hence, the generation of meaning, in one form or another, is expected insofar as there is
content in a memory address. Furthermore, the combination of the content of the addresses by
Means of computation (or unit operations or expressive processing) produces increasingly

Complex meaning. This is how | am hoping to produce complex signs (signifieds and further
SiQnifieds) for the player in the syndesis of simulation and representation, by mixing the fashion
signifiers stored modularly in separate memory addresses into complete styles, as chosen by the
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person and influenced by the in-game natural (other players) or artificial (Al and other

computational processes) society.
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The Semiology of Fashion

In the system of fashion, article combinations are adopted by the wearers depending on their
personality and perception of personal identity, as well as on their social evaluations and
aspirations; dress has a personal and a social dimension, both of which contribute to identity. This
is where semiotics can be useful: it can help us understand how the psychology of the wearer
combines with the acceptable by society and suggested by the group options, in order to create a
personal style. In Barthes’ fashion semiotics, dressing is the personal way the wearer adopts
dress, which is proposed by their social group (1990 [1967]: 9). These are analogous to parole and
langue in linguistics. Dressing has a morphological, psychological or circumstantial meaning, and
dress has a social meaning. The social code creates the conventions through which one can
express oneself. A signifier can be a complete appearance or an element of the appearance
(Kaiser, 1996: 226).

Barthes (2006 [1967]: 11) proved that dress is a privileged semiological field, as it can be read in
terms of lexical and visual types, but also analysed on an ideological basis. It is the signifying
function of dress which makes it a social object. Barthes treated the vestimentary sign as a
‘complete syntagm, formed by a syntax of elements’ (1983 [1967]: 214). Barthes describes the
semiology of clothing as syntactic rather than lexical, as we seldom look for the meaning of
clothing in an isolated item, but in ‘true functions, oppositions, distinctions and congruences’:

It is likely that simple oppositions (leather buttons/other buttons) are only
remotely meaningful; it is the 'combinatory variants', true functions of
functions, which are able to achieve the status of being meaningful (for
example: tweed/leather buttons/lighterpocket, etc.). Of course, the absence
of elements can play a role which is meaningful (for example, not wearing a
tie): the vestimentary sign can be expressed as the degree zero, it is never
null. Conversely, we should learn to decipher the accumulation of signifiers:
in the majority of outfits there is a redundancy of messages, the study of
which could lead to a structural definition of taste. (Barthes, 2006 [1967]:
28)

Itis this syntactic nature of dress that | will exploit in order to establish syndesis between
DressCode’s simulation and representation, as well as combinational meaning from the separate
modular meanings produced by the attributes and functions, or any other content stored in memory
addresses.
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The signifiers of an ensemble will be the individual articles in the first instance, their combination
as a sum of their attributes in the second, and the complete appearance as carrying its own,
independent significations. These will be defined within a syntactic method: there will be ‘functions,
oppositions, distinctions and congruences’ (Barthes, 2006 [1967]: 28). For example, a white shirt
will have its own simulational characteristics (perhaps: colour="white”, comfort=6, casual/formal=5
etc.) but combined with a pair of formal creased black trousers, the ensemble would have a
completely different meaning than the shirt worn with a pair of stone-washed blue jeans. In the
former case the casual/formal indicator would be significantly above 5 (the middle), while in the
latter it would be lower. Such results will be produced in the simulation by use of syntactic
equations based on numbers but also strings of text. The ambiguity will derive from the large
number of variables in the equations, as well as variables which are ambiguous and do not
produce consistent results, such as random numbers. There may even be categories of variables
and functions which will deal with the combination of contradictory items or significations. In
particular, the notion of metaphoricity, as the indefinite commutation of the signified, will be
employed, perhaps by use of the commutability of programming class characteristics, in order to

produce results that derive from long chains of consequent significations.

The vestimentary code comprises some peculiarities. Barthes (1990 [1967]: 244) describes
standard representation as working on two levels: denotation and connotation, or ‘literal’ and
‘concealed’ meanings. In traditional semiotics, the sign is the union of the signifier and the
signified. However, in the vestimentary code, a particular fragment of the signifier does not
necessarily correspond to any other particular fragment of the signified. For example, in “cardigan
with an open collar”, it is not just the opening which produces the casualness, but also that the
opening is on the cardigan (Barthes, 1967: 61). The semiology of fashion is therefore a complex
System which relies on contradictions and combinations. The signs are only defined in relation to
each other. They do not have an absolute value. In this sense, fashion signs are extremely relative
and subjective, almost trivial, no less as they depend a lot on postmodern intertextual references
and connotations. Everything in fashion refers to something else, as fashion is a periodic system,
and everything in fashion has been seen before, if with slight differentiations. Fashion ‘announces
the myth of change’, writes Baudrillard (1993 [1976]: 90), celebrating it as its supreme value
through the play of models and binary oppositions, in as per the tradition of modernism, and thus
Supporting ‘infinite differentiation and the dialectical effects of rupture’:

Modernity is not the transmutation but the commutation of all values, their
combination and their ambiguity. Modernity is a code, and fashion is its
emblem. (Baudrillard, 1993 [1976]: 90)

163



Fashion, then, is ambiguous. The signs of fashion may work in oppositions and by comparison to
other signs, but they are never precise or clear. Fashion in this sense, can be seen as a modernist
phenomenon, as its signs infinitely commutate, that is, they differ according to the context they are
in. They revolve around ‘rupture, progress and innovation’. They do not have an objective, true
value, in isolation. In fashion, the (collective) objective production of meaning of a style (sens)
takes place through the ‘play of simulation and combinatory innovation’ (Baudrillard, 1993 [1976]:
91). Fashion is the flotation of signs in all cultures and sign systems, merging them all together
until there is no more meaning (sens); it is ‘the pure speculative stage in the order of

signs.’ (Baudrillard, 1993 [1976]: 92).

The fact that the fashion sign arbitrarily changes due to the cyclic and unstable nature of fashion,
complicates things. Fashion changes, but never evolves. It always uses the same syntax, however,
with a different vocabulary every season (Barthes, 1990 [1967]: 15.1). In fashion, writes Baudrillard
(1993: 462), the signifier/signified distinction is erased as ‘signifieds come unthreaded, and the
parades of the signifier no longer lead anywhere’. Fashion is unreasonable and self-sustainable. It
makes up its own order and then breaks it, recycling itself and, in a sense, functioning as a

museum, where old articles are combined in new ways, to present the ‘myth of change’. Fashion is
aseductive system, which constructs artificial meaning out of seemingly arbitrary combinations, it

makes up meaning out of endless seemingly disparate references and associations.

Lacan insisted on the commutability of the signified (that is functioning in its turn as a signifier for a
further signified — Eco called it unlimited semiosis, and Derrida différance), as it believed that its
relationship with the signifier is not stable, but dependent upon discourse, ‘as a consequence of
displacements along a signifying chain’ (2004 [1951]: 221). Lacan’s metaphoricity suggests that a
signifier will always signify another signifier. | will use this ambiguity which manifests in semiotic
terms in the metaphoricity of the signifiers. Bogost finds procedural figures to have much in
tommon with literary figures like metaphor, metonymy, and synecdoche (Bogost, 2007: 13). The
simplest example is the graphical user interfaces of computer operating systems as
fepresentations of information groupings and processes in terms of interactions with a physical
Working space’ (Bogost, 2006: 106). He mentions cognitive linguists George Lakoff and Mark
Johnson (2003 [1980]), who, influenced by Claude Lévi-Strauss, Clifford Geertz, and Jean Piaget,
Propose that metaphor is central to human understanding, as our conceptual systems are
'“ndamentally shaped by cultural constructions (for example, “time as a commodity” (you're
fUnning out of time; is that worth the time?) (Bogost, 2007: 100). As an example of programmatic
metaDhoricity, Bogost mentions the political game Tax Invaders (illustration 92; The Republican
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Party, 2004)2, which, based on the classic Space Invaders (illustration 91; Taito, 1978), ‘not only

" makes its argument from within the conservative frame of taxation, but it also explicitly draws
’~ attention to the frame itself’, as all of the game’s elements stand as symbolic structures, as

I procedural metaphors driven by verbal metaphors (Bogost, 2007: 108).

SCOREX 1
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91-92: Space Invaders and Tax Invaders

Object-oriented programming has characteristics which make it very similar to the way natural

I language works: data abstraction, encapsulation, messaging, modularity, polymorphism, and
inheritance. Abstraction is a common quality of linguistics and programming. It only allows for the
reading of certain attributes while excluding other, unnecessary ones. For example, ‘shape’ instead
of ‘circle’ and ‘triangle’. Modularity and encapsulation are the fundamental philosophies underlying
object-oriented programming, i.e. the separation of units of ‘being’ and ‘doing’ into objects and
classes (collections of objects) and the interaction between them. Message passing is the
communication, i.e. exchange of data between methods and objects. Polymorphism is the ability of
functions, variables and objects to have more than one form, for example different numerical types.
Inheritance means that code can be categorised and reused, as classes can inherit the
characteristics of other classes, forming a hierarchy, for example ‘plant’ > ‘flower’ > ‘lily’. Such
Characteristics give programming languages a linguistic quality, where phenomena such as the
commutability of the signified can be observed (Tanaka-Ishii, 2010: 205). Inheritance (Meyer, 2000)

s introduced by use of programming classes:

All shapes are placed under the class named Shape, with features of width
and height as well as a function to calculate the area. The ontology
according to classes is constructed as class B being the parent of A when
the relationship 'Ais a B' holds (Meyer, 2000). For example, a circle is an

ellipse, but 'an ellipse is not necessarily a circle'; therefore the class Ellipse

LA

2 X :
LaunChed by the Republican National Committee in order to draw attention to the large tax increases required to pay for John Kerry's promised spending.
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is placed as a parent of the class Circle. Similarly, a rectangle is a shape,
and an ellipse is a shape; therefore the class Shape is placed as a parent
of the classes Rectangle and Ellipse...it guarantees that classes A and B
have the same features and functions, whereas the child can have
additional features. For example, a circle has the additional feature of its

width equaling its height. (Tanaka-Ishii, 2011: 74)

Classes are forms defining individuums, but individuums can also define classes, as per the
ancient Greek problem of universals, Plato pointing to the form and Aristotle to the individuum
(induction and deduction) (Tanaka-Ishii, 2011: 132-3). Tanaka-Ishii points out that video games
allow the user to be involved in the collective instantiation that produces the next phase in the
computer game (the next frame), seeing this interaction as the meeting point of two different
evaluation functions (2011: 136-8). A structural system, such as a natural language, is naturally
formed, without any formal requirements, and made up of signs that interconnect arbitrarily and
freely, while a constructive system, such as a computer programming language, is generated from
aminimal core of signs constructed in a bottom-up manner (illustration 93). In the latter,
connections among signs are made by necessity, ultimately reducing to CPU commands, and so
there is no ambiguity involved, as in a natural language (the meanings of signs do not overlap).
This lack of ambiguity hinders reflexivity in programming code, and so ‘alternative handling of
reflexivity in computer systems holds the key to developing a more natural computer

environment’ (2011: 157). Ambiguity and reflexivity must be artificially introduced through the
heterogeneity of man-machine interaction (2011: 196). | will use such programming techniques to
signifying arbitrary signifieds, essentially progressively moving from signifier to signifier in an
endless chain. Abstraction, encapsulation, messaging, polymorphism, and inheritance, will allow

this exchange of complex signs between programming objects, or even within the same object.

basic signs predefined in lanquage

93. Structural and constructive systems

166




M

In DressCode, dressing as the personal expression of the player will be a different set of variables
to dress as the social parameters within which the former is acceptable. Identification and
differentiation will be up to the player, but the overall affordances will be dictated by the game.
Objects in DressCode will have attributes that will position them in time and will flag them as in or
out of fashion. Extendable content derived from external parties, such as websites that offer
downloadable content, and through editors that allow the player to create new designs or alter
existing designs, will also be in use. Furthermore, some of them may become ‘vintage’, while
others may just be ‘old’. There will be a dynamic system of significations produced by

computational processes, which will be influenced by the design of the game, as well as the users,
and external databases. And this is why there is no winning this game: fashion does not bring
change, it is rather the myth of change. Status by consumption is its main preoccupation, however
status here is a complete fabrication, a simulacrum of status, which is already simulated in the
non-virtual society. Signification through appearance which periodically changes, i.e. within the
system of fashion, revolves around identification and differentiation (Simmel, 1904: 130-155).
Fashion both unites members of the same group and segregates them from other groups (Simmel,
1904: 130-155; Snyder and Fromkin, 1980). The interplay among cultural categories and the
identity of the wearer seem to be the main forces behind fashion (Davis, 1988; Kaiser, 1996: 411),
and they are embedded in what Kaiser calls ‘culture’s collective consciousness’. These are both
related to dominance and the hegemony of individuals in social groups over individuals in other
groups (Kaiser, 1996: 411). However, in the code of consumption, there is no reality, as this was an
axiom of the law of value. Instead, there is hyperreality and simulation. These regulate social life,
and as a result, finalities and binaries dissolve: ‘we are now engendered by models’ (Baudrillard,
[1976] 1988: 120). In this structural revolution of value, political economy becomes a second order
simulacrum, where the “real” only ever refers to production, signification, consciousness, and the

unconscious. There is no ideology, only simulacra. The only hegemony is now the code.

Furthermore, variables such as physical attractiveness, size, proportions, expressions, gestures,
Posture and movement, all affect how fashion is presented through the medium of the body

(Kaiser, 1996: 97). Body attributes are crucial in identity formation, not only because of the fashion
choices they impose or suggest, but also in themselves. The body must therefore be incorporated
inthe semiotic analysis of appearances and their psycho-sociological extensions. The body is
Involved in consumption as social signification, and it is constructed as an abstract concept

through social conventions. In Symbolic Exchange and Death, Baudrillard sees the body as a
Cultural artefact, and the relation to the body reflects the relation to things and social interactions. It
s ‘instituted by modern mythology’, and as such, it is as immaterial as the soul, it is an idea, ‘the
Privileged substrate of objectivisation, the guiding myth of an ethic of consumption’. The body is
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intimately involved in consumption. The material of fashion is the body itself, its identity, and sex is
its status (Baudrillard, 1993 [1976]: 91):

The play-script of erection and castration is everywhere. It has an absolute
variety and an absolute monotony. Ankle boots and thigh boots, a short
coat under a long coat, over the elbow gloves and stocking-tops on the
thigh, hair over the eyes or the stripper's G-string, but also bracelets,
necklaces, rings, belts, jewels and chains — the scenario is the same
everywhere: a mark that takes on the force of a sign and thereby even a
perverse erotic function, a boundary to figure castration which parodies
castration as the symbolic articulation of /ack, under the structural form of a
bar articulating two full terms (which then on either side play the part of the
signifier and the signified in the classical economy of the sign). (Baudrillard,
1993 [1976]: 101)

Erogenous zones become erotic, eroticised zones, fragments of sexuality as a concept, a simple
signified. In this fetishisation of the body, castration is also signified, and desire can only be fulfilled
at the cost of warding it off:

The image of the stocking top on the thigh derives its erotic potential not
from the proximity of the real genital and its positive promise (from this
naive functionalist perspective, the naked thigh would have to play the
same role), but from the apprehension surrounding the genitals (the panic
of recognising castration) being arrested in a staged castration. The
innocuous mark, the line of the stocking above which, instead of lack,
ambivalence and the chasm, there is nothing more than a sexual plenitude.
The naked thigh and, metonymically, the entire body has become a phallic
effigy by means of this caesura, a fetishistic object to be contemplated and

manipulated, deprived of all its menace. (Baudrillard, 1993 [1976]: 102)

Eroticisation fragments the body and turns it into a signified of sexuality. The subject is recovered
a phallus and identifies himself with the fragment of the body ‘in the fulfilment of a desire that will
for ever misconstrue his proper loss’ (Baudrillard, 1993 [1976]: 99-102). Signs of the body and

Sexuality are important in identity formation through the consumption of fashion products.
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In video games, the body is not existent at all without products: only the geometry of the clothes is
present. In DressCode, however, the “physical” characteristics of the avatar will be an important
factor in the production of signs in combination with the dress articles: attractiveness, size,
proportions, expressions, gestures, posture and movement will all be used to affect the final
message. The body of the avatar will exist in its own right, its clothing only serving as a second
layer of signs. These will be separated into signs of ‘being’ and signs of ‘doing’, following the
distinction between having a posture and making a gesture (Lamb & Watson, 1979). The interface
between the body and the clothing will create new, more complex significations, which will again be
controlled by increasingly complex syntactic constructions in the programmatic code. In this sense,
the erotic significations of the body will be present both in visual but also in simulational terms.
Once more, ambiguity or tension could be exploited between what the players see and what the

code dictates.

In the body of this chapter, | have tried to explore the issues leading to poor character dress
choices in the video game medium, such as the lack of syndesis and multiplicity. The lack of

variety and the alienating representation could be dealt with in the following way: varying and
evolving the appearance of the avatar throughout the game in order to reflect the player’s choices,
tastes, and psychology, may be a wise design choice. The player should have the freedom to alter
the avatar’s appearance at will, and there should be sufficient opportunities to do so during
gameplay. | find that clothes and accessories used as interchangeable entities in addition to a bare
character model may be a solution against meaningless stereotypical avatarial dress. Furthermore,
dress and other appearance choices should affect gameplay one way or another. | will try to apply
the above within the creation of DressCode: The Fashion Game. However, as DressCode will be
created with a view to become an online game, which may be played over the Internet by multiple
players, in the next chapter there will be a shift in focus to discussions of online worlds and social

identity, to extend the current chapter’s examination of the relationship between player and avatar.
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Chapter 3 — Social Identity through Dress in Virtual

Environments

In this chapter, | will argue that dress, particularly within the fashion system, is a considerable

factor of social identity formation in online virtual worlds. | think this is necessary at this point, as
DressCode is created with a view to becoming a multiplayer online game. | have already examined
the construction of self-identity through avatarial dress, so now | will explore the fashion system

and its effects on identity. Even though | am mainly employing post-structuralism to consider
discourses on fashion and sexuality, | refer back to the interpretation of dress by orthodox Freudian
analysts like John Carl Fligel and Edmund Bergler, ultimately arriving at a synthetic approach. |
consider this necessary in order to be able to cover the diverging structures of modernity as linear,
and of fashion as cyclical (cf. Baudrillard 1993 [1976]: 89-95).

As | discussed in the previous chapters, for Jean Baudrillard, the consumer is not the subject, but
the object of consumption (2005 [1968]: 209). He claims that the consumer does not have a
specific direction when consuming, but the system of needs is forcefully integrated within the
system of products. At this level, the system is ‘codified, classified, discontinuous, and relatively
integrated’ (2005 [1968]: 205). This, for Baudrillard, is a system of signification, and not one of
satisfaction. It is a status-oriented code, which provides an artificial legibility of social relations,
which covers up the real structures of production and the real social relations. Therefore,
consumption is an active systematic mode of activity and relations to objects and to the world. The
whole cultural system is founded on this notion. In this sense, the objects of consumption are not
material goods (these are more relevant to need and satisfaction), but the organisation of the act of
consumption itself as signifying substance: ‘the virtual totality of all objects and messages

Presently constituted in a more or less coherent discourse’. More clearly, ‘Consumption...is a
Systematic act of the manipulation of signs’ (Baudrillard, 2005 [1968]: 218). The object becomes a
sign in an arbitrary and non-coherent relation to its original signification (use value) in a new
Systematic relation to all other object-signs existing in the market. It is now serialised and defined
by difference. In this process, subjectivity evaporates in the objectivisation of the consumer,

through the illusion of choice.

Starting with his work in the 1980s, French philosopher Gilles Lipovetsky challenges the concept of
Postmodernity, substituting it with what he calls hypermodernity, where the hyper-consumer society
benefits from the liberating characteristics of fashion, which permeates not only the business of

°|°thin9. but all cultural activities and artifacts:
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In a society redesigned by mass consumption and communication, fashion
has ceased to be tied — as it was for centuries — to the specific sphere of
clothing. Instead, it is now an all-embracing process, a cross-border
phenomenon which is encroaching upon more and more areas of our lives
and is thereby restructuring the whole of society — objects as well as
culture, and bodily habits as well as discourses and images. (Lipovetsky,
2006: 71)

Fashion is therefore important for identity, not only through the use of clothes, but extending across
most aspects of life. For Lipovetsky, the hyper-modern era coincides with the spread of aesthetic
seduction, where our lives are “stage-managed” and “mass-aestheticised”, as the constituent
features of fashion — evanescence, minor differences and seduction — are now the organising
principles of society as a whole (2006: 72). We consume products based on minor differences that
define them as new, or fashionable, and we associate them with notions of credibility and success
seductively communicated to us through clever advertising. As part of hypermodernity, fashion
encourages ‘new forms of social relationships, self-reflection and emotional expression’

(Lipovetsky, 2006: 88). It is therefore one of the pillars of identity formation through the
‘personalisation’ of the individual through consumption. This, programmatically, marks an identity
formation that dismisses previous sociological or psychological motifs in favour of those produced

by commodity culture.

Fashion, which was in the past associated with conformity, has now taken the place of modern art
as the vehicle for what Lipovetsky calls ‘the second individualist revolution': ‘the emancipation of
individuals from the great collective institutions, their disaffection with eschatological ideologies,
the blurring of class cultures, and the rise of self-service living and subjective autonomy’ (2006:
88). The individual is now unbound from absolute categorisations, and stands as a self-invented
category, the category of the self-styled person, who mixes images and ideologies promiscuously

o construct his or her own image and discourse.

While Lipovetski now sees fashion as increasing the subjectivity, individuality, and freedom of
&xpression of the consumer, Baudrillard regarded it in contrast as the absolute objectification of the
onsumer. And while | believe that there are indeed merits in the fashion system with regards to

the individual freedom of expression of the wearer, | still find that these merits are codified
themselves, and belong in the same status-oriented system of signification that is signalled by
Baudrillard., n other words, Baudrillard’s notion of the socio-economic code, which permeates all
°biect-signs in the system of objects, also permeates and defines the needs of the consumer,
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gspecially including the need to be different enough, yet fundamentally same enough to everyone
else in the system. | find Baudrillard’s code to be total and universal. Therefore, it is the concept of
the code that | will exploit throughout this chapter, as permeating all cultural and economic
exchange. Its main characteristics are the lack of agency of the person, and the simulation instead
of the representation of reality in the media and arts, which results in a hyperreality, i.e. something
which is more real than the real. In this context, the form of the medium becomes more important
than its content. In this context, there is also no clear ideology or hegemony, but the status-

oriented system of objects and their consumers.

The real value of Baudrillard’s work in the context of this research is that it was successful in
modelling a medium which had not particularly come of age at the time he formulated his theory of
the system of objects (1968; 1970; 1972) and later his development of the concept of simulation
(1981; 1983). Even so, his assertions apply in particular to the medium of digital games. The video
game is first and foremost a hyper-commodity in a hyper-market. Within it, the wearer of fashion is
both the player and the avatar. More to the point, the player consumes the game, the avatar, and
its dress. We buy games as fashion commodities on two levels: the game as a fashionable

product, and the game as an identity simulator of the ideal, as self-completion. There is, as
Baudrillard wrote, a collapse of the medium into the sphere of fashion, where the liquidation of
values is at its most radical. The advertising of games and the in-game advertising of products,
including fashion items, adheres to the rules of seduction and the simulation of status-oriented
values. The system of objects means that form defines what the gamer buys (McLuhan, 2003
[1964]; Baudrillard, 1981). As objects are defined in terms of other objects, and commodities in
terms of trends, video games are systematically categorised, consecutively published, and
marginally differentiated within genres. Subjectivity is thereby compromised as the gamer
essentially keeps playing the same game, controlling the same avatar, wearing the same avatarial
dress. The games industry constantly upgrades the genre by means of technological, thematic and
pictorial trends the same wa