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Presentation Abstracts 
 

 - Session A - 

Friday, 9:30am–11:00am 

 

The Possible World Poetics: Towards the Theory of Games Modalities 

Michał Żmuda (University of Rzeszow, Poland) 

This article is an initial attempt at mapping out the theory that could be used for research of 

game modalities. Following Espen Aerseth's, Ian Bogost's and Nick Montfort's work the author 

emphasizes that the one of games' main characteristics is their ability to create possibilities 

waiting to be explored by the player. Thanks to the user's activity certain portions of game's text 

are discovered, other remain hidden. While modern ludology has invented different theories to 

classify and name this phenomena (cybertextuality, procedural rhetoric, potential literature), the 

problem of its description is still open. The author argues that possible world theory can greatly 

contribute to scientific discourse on game modalities. Games are recognized as machines that 

create counterfactual paths of text. Game's user constantly deals with the broad spectrum of 

possibilities. The experience of game text is not only the experience of what was actualized within 

it, but also of all that could be, but was not. That is why, the author introduces the concept of 

possible world poetics. Based on examples he shows that this category determines different 

aspects of games. Firstly, their aesthetics, because game's represented world, its narratives and 

mechanics are constructed with different alternatives at their core. Secondly, their axiology, 

because all actions and states happening during gameplay can be confronted with their 

counterfactual conditions and thus be evaluated. Thirdly, their meaning, because game's world 

and story can only be understood through the lens of their possible realizations. 

 

Towards a Historical Analysis of the Video Game Experience. Documenting Fundamental Gameplay 

Components through Semantic and Structural Analysis 

Carl Therrien (Université de Montréal, Canada) 

For Roland Barthes, the most fundamental unit in the “language” of narrative – the cardinal 

function – is characterized by a moment of great tension and risk (1966:181). The very essence of 

any given story, he argues, could change at these key moments. In the heyday of structuralism 

and immanent meaning production, it is fascinating to see a description of narrative that focus – 

even so fleetingly – on these risky moments, in what seems to be an early allusion to the 

branching structures of interactive fiction. In this paper, we are going to introduce an analytical 

model of interactive narratives that will undoubtedly appear even more paradoxical, for it seeks to 

map the interactivity experienced in video games to a rigid structure of themes and interface 

configurations. More than any novel or movie, a digital game represents an ideal apparatus to 
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ensure that the user possesses a specific set of skills, and is producing the most appropriate 

meaning, if she wants to progress in a pre-set game experience. Undoubtedly, there is no better 

way to negate the ever-present rhetoric of player agency and personalization than to make good 

use of structuralist tools and methods in order to account for the game experience. While we 

must keep in mind the limitations of such an approach, the model presented in this paper will 

allow us to study the history of the video game experience with more acuity: it seeks to analyze 

hundreds of games based on stable comparative tools. 

In L’analyse structural du récit, Barthes distinguishes between functions that are pivotal to 

the narrative, and others that provide clues about the nature of agents or set a mood. Similarly, 

not every action performed in digital games will lead to an effective progression in the “quest flag 

structure” (Wardrip-Fruin, 2009); some actions are integrated solely for the purpose of creating a 

reality effect. The first question addressed by our analytical model seeks to determine which 

functions are enforced by the ludic system, in order to become functional. Considering the 

encompassing objective of this project (documenting and comparing hundreds of game 

experiences), the great diversity of in-game actions became a major obstacle. A comparative 

semantic study of these actions led to a synthetic typology of 12 broad categories, such as 

neutralization, preservation, navigation and development. While these “themes” might not appear 

relevant to a purist in game studies, their integration and combinations – or lack thereof – in a 

ludic system is very relevant to study the object of players’ desire: mastery (Grodal, 2008). Striving 

for mastery in virtual navigation cannot be equated to the same cognitive investment for 

neutralization or communication, even if the actual manipulations on the interface and the skills 

beneath this motor activation are largely the same. While the analytical model will also account 

for the physical interfaces and variety of skills necessary to pursue the “primary functions”, this 

paper will focus on the presentation of the twelve gameplay motifs and their usefulness in the 

historical study of games. 

 

Ink and Paper pos(tur)ing as interactivity and pixels. Transwriting video games in comics  

Gabriel Tremblay-Gaudette (Rochester Institute of Technology, USA) 

Diego La Manna (Université de Montréal, Canada) 

From Super Mario Bros and The Legend of Zelda to Halo and Assassin’s Creed, several video game 

franchises have been adapted in comics form. However, as entertaining as they may be, these 

mainstream works do not play extensively with the formal and ludic possibilities of transposing 

video games in comics form. 

In recent years, several alternative comics repurposed some video game semiotic codes 

for the sake of their own medium. Going beyond the simple narrative transposition of franchises 

and characters in comics form, these works deploy a process of transwriting (Groensteen and 

Gaudreault, 1992). The concept of transwriting is used to describe the specific instances when the 

adaptation process of an original work in a secondary medium can be said to focus more on the 

formal possibilities and constraints of the two media involved than on the narrative components. 
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In this paper, we will use the concept of transwriting to analyse two comics, namely Brian 

Ralph’s Daybreak (2006-2008) and Kevin Huizenga’s Fight or Run (2008). Ralph’s work is set in a 

dystopian world populated with zombies and is told through a first-person perspective, fostering 

what we identify as an avataristic reading. Huizenga creates a fictional VS fighting game where 

the concept of fight is altered in parodic manner to enhance and subvert the main features of this 

type of video game. Our claim is that these two comics produce something akin to a play-through 

of these game genres in comic form. Furthermore, we argue that the process of transwriting, 

through the identification of features from the original medium that can be transposed to the 

secondary medium, informs the poetics of both media. Using literary concepts such as 

transwriting to describe aesthetic aspects of video games allows us to model the medial relation 

between texts and games. 

 

- Session B - 

Friday, 11:10am–12:40pm 

 

The Unadaptable Text: Postmodern Metanarrative in the iOS game Device 6 

Santiago Parga Linares (City University of New York, USA) 

Self-awareness has been a staple of the novel since its inception. From Don Quijote onwards, 

modern narrative has been experimenting with ways with which to call attention to itself, its 

structures and especially its status as a fictive artifact. Novels (and film) have been turning the 

mirror unto themselves and forcing the reader to acknowledge that the world of the text is 

fictional and that he is in fact reading a book while, at the same time, asking the reader to 

cooperate and, in a way, complete the text. In postmodernism, troubling and flawed though the 

term may be, a certain kind of novel, the nouveau roman, experimented thoroughly with what 

Linda Hutcheon called the covert form of Narcissistic narrative. In this type of narration, the text's 

self-awareness appears not as a plot device but as a deeply inscribed impulse of its style and 

structure.  

While literature and film have proven to be fertile ground for the critical study of 

metanarrative and reflexivity and the way these affect the relationship between the text and the 

reader/spectator, few critics have noticed that certain comics not only participate of this type of 

covert metanarration but take it to its ultimate consequence. The purpose of this paper is to 

explore how one contemporary text, an iOS video game, participates of what I propose is an 

essential, but as of yet poorly understood, characteristic of the postmodern text, its 

unadaptability. By playing with the powers and limitations of its particular format and the 

hardware it’s designed to run on, Device 6 places the reader/player’s  attention squarely on its 

fictitiousness. Because it couldn’t possibly exist in any other device (and certainly not in any other  

medium) and depends so strongly on the reader’s previous experience with both mystery novels 

and traditional video games to create the feeling of alienation common to all narcissistic 
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narratives, this unadaptable text represents the finest example of the contemporary postmodern 

ethos in a popular but poorly studied medium.  

 

Post-structuralism and Video Games: I’m Sorry, but Your Theory is in Another Paper 

Luke Bernfeld (University of Texas at Dallas, USA) 

Video games are a distinctive and innovative art form, and as with all art forms, the application of 

theory is inevitable. Post-structuralist theory is a prominent literary theory that appears as though 

it would fit effortlessly with video games, but issues do arise with the application of the theory. In 

examining why post-structural theory should work and then discussing why it does not, examples 

of analysis will be used to demonstrate the flaws and strengths of the theory in its application to 

video games. This analysis will use the theory presented by Jacque Derrida, Friedrich Nietzsche, 

Roland Barth, and Michel Foucault in order to accomplish the analysis of Deus Ex: Human 

Revolution, and Spec Ops: The Line. The analysis of Deus Ex and Spec Ops will be used to analyze 

post-structuralist theory itself. The conclusion of this analysis is that post-structuralist theory is 

not viable for video games as a theoretical tool capable of grasping the complexity and 

interactivity of the medium. The complication of having the consumer and creator acting as the 

same person, at the same time, makes it impossible to completely remove the author from the 

equation. As this problem persists, it becomes clear that the solution is to rebuild the theory’s 

framework or construct a new theory in order to better analyze the video game as a text. Theory 

is a necessary part in the creation of new art. As Gilles Deleuze said, “Practice is a set of relays 

from one theoretical point to another, and theory is a relay from one practice to another. No 

theory can develop without eventually encountering a wall, and practice is necessary for piercing 

this wall.” 

 

Failure, Loss, Loop: Negative Feedback and the Affect of Uncanny Games in The Stanley Parable 

Kristopher Purzycki (University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, USA) 

Before expanding on his understanding of the term, Freud succinctly defines the uncanny as “that 

class of the terrifying which leads back to something long known to us, once very familiar” (“The 

Uncanny” 1919). In other words, for something to be considered uncanny, it must not only be 

discomfiting but would also emerge from something that is well known and understood. 

Computer games, as texts of world-building, offer numerous potentials to explore the 

uncanny and this disruption of the familiar. A handful of titles, however, push the uncanny to an 

extent that they defy categorization as games through an intentional disruption of player 

expectations. Although most often evidenced in the aesthetics of the game, the uncanny is also 

evoked through non-diegetic and paratextual elements as well as through mechanics and 

understanding of what constitutes play. 

As part of my dissertation research, this paper articulates a criteria for what I would like to 

refer to as uncanny games, a subgenre that intentionally disrupts player expectations of familiar 

mechanics and definitions of play. While many games certainly use uncanny, gothic aesthetics, I 
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argue that the growing category of uncanny games articulate this built-in frustration of player 

agency. Using an examination of The Stanley Parable as a model, my presentation will illustrate 

how audiences encounter the uncanny through the numerous non-aesthetic elements of the text. 

These elements, I argue, simultaneously reinforce and complicate expectations to force us to 

confront a potentially “terrifying” definition of games and agency. 

 

- Session C - 

Friday, 1:30pm–3:10pm 

 

Literary-Ludic Reading: Is There a Feminist Poetics of Interface? 

Kathi Berens (Portland State University, USA) 

Are ludic and literary traits sufficiently distinct that they can be graphed on a line to make a 

continuum, as Astrid Ensslin suggests in Literary Gaming (2014)? Can we create typologies to 

describe the playful difference between "literary games" such as Erik Loyer's Strange Rain (2010) 

and "serious games" with a literary aspect such as Journey (2012)? 

  Elsewhere I have proposed the need for device-specific reception (2014), pace Hayles' call 

for medium-specific analysis (2004). Device-specific reading reception attends to the theater of 

reading as a haptic environment, where touch is a modality of reception with various nuances that 

change the reader/text dynamic when it is no longer just visual, aural and "trivially" haptic in ways 

identified by Aarseth, such as eye tracking and the act of turning a paper page. I am interested in 

devices as making/reception environments that offer a range of combinatory sensory feedbacks 

such as vibration and sound in PlayStation, or the use of accelerometer in iOS as haptics that 

summon a full-body response by leaning with or against the device.  

Games and game theory revitalizes reader reception theory in robust ways that are just 

beginning to be articulated. Fifty years of literary and cultural criticism after Barthes means that 

conceptually, critics are fully aware of the "w/reader" who writes and reads in a semantic chain of 

continuous production. But gaming and gameful reading environments provide fresh testing 

environments for such theories that entail more specific collaboration with machines and 

software. 

Using the theories of Astrid Ensslin, Espen Aarseth, Jesper Juul and the formalist critics of 

reader response theory (Iser, Fish, Tompkins, Jakobsen), I examine whether literary and ludic 

elements can be sufficiently distinguished to constitute a typology akin to Aarseth's Traversal 

Functions in Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature (1997). It seems to me that Ensslin's 

typologies are too static, too dependent on the particular examples of her case studies to 

function as types that could be applied into emergent spaces such as stories made for iOS 

distribution. And yet there is explanatory power in creating such typologies. My paper contributes 

toward that effort. 

 

Dissertation Over: Expanding ‘the Creative Involvement’ in Game Studies 
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Stuart Moulthrop (University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, USA) 

When Espen Aarseth declared, in the heady days of Year One, “creative involvement is a necessary 

ingredient in the uses of games,” it was perhaps hard to grasp the full implications of the 

statement. Games require “non-trivial effort” of operation and engagement, and those who would 

study games must begin by playing; but as the field of game studies has come on, we have 

increasingly seen projects that go beyond the dyad of playing-and-then-writing. 

Examples of this expanded activity range from experimental disruption of existing 

structures (David Myers’ meta-trolling in City of Heroes) to creation of counter- structures (the 

imploding satire of Ian Bogost’s Cow Clicker Game) to the design of explicit meta-games such as 

Davey Wreden’s Stanley Parable, Bogost’s game-poems in A Slow Year, and Stephanie Boluk and 

Patrick LeMieux’s forthcoming Meta Game, where each argumentative chapter is accompanied by 

an original game level. 

The hallmark of this second-order “creative involvement” is the invention of situations, 

scripts, or entire games for purposes of analysis and criticism – a “use of games” to anatomize 

and understand the medium. We do not as yet have a name or even a clear conceptual category 

for this work. Scott McCloud’s comics-on-comics supply an important parallel. The idea of 

philosophical “carpentry” that Bogost borrows for his own purposes can be helpful. Possibly my 

own argument for cybertextual “intervention,” as refined by Jan Rune Holmevik, may also 

contribute. 

This paper will be less concerned with naming the practice than with exploring its 

implications of game studies, especially in light of the critical reassessment Bogost and others 

have suggested as we pass through Year Fifteen. I will concentrate on the challenge to the 

predominance of writing that is implicit in meta-game work, and how this challenge might be 

resolved both within and outside the academy.  

 

Code Reuse and Intertextuality in Jason Rohrer's Games 

Dylan Lederle-Ensign (University of California, Santa Cruz, USA) 

Jason Rohrer’s games have been widely taught, critiqued and played; particularly Passage (2007) 

but also Gravitation (2008), Sleep is Death(2010), and The Castle Doctrine (2013). Ian Bogost has 

characterized Rohrer as a “proceduralist designer” (2011), whose games primarily attempt to 

convey meaning through their rules and procedures. All of Rohrer’s games are open sourced, 

making it possible to study the code that underlies these procedures. Drawing on the literary 

theory of intertextuality, this paper undertakes a study of Rohrer’s extensive code reuse across 

games. 

Gérard Genette defines intertextuality narrowly, as “copresence between two texts or 

among several texts” (1997). Originally coined by semiotician Julia Kristeva, broader definitions of 

intertextuality encompass many referential relationships between texts, including allusion, citation 

or influence. This paper uses Genette’s definition as a starting point to study the relationship 
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Rohrer’s code bases have to each other and the frequent reuse of pieces of code throughout his 

different games. 

Code reuse is incredibly common in all software engineering. In this study, we specifically 

consider code reuse in which code is taken, partially or wholly, from the context of the original 

game into a new one. In the case of Rohrer’s games, this code was all authored by him originally. 

This differs from open source collaboration, which is a fascinating topic but beyond the scope of 

this project. 

Through the lens of intertextuality, we explore Rohrer’s code reuse with several questions 

in mind. In what ways does it create intertextual relations between games? In what ways does it 

not? How does he reappropriate functionality in different contexts? What infrastructural code is 

shared? This paper will only present preliminary work towards answering these questions for 

games in general, but will contribute to the critical discourse around games as software, 

intertextuality in games, and the critique of Rohrer’s games. 

 

- Session D - 

Friday, 3:20pm–5:00pm 

 

When Lions Speak: Representations of Non-Human Avatars in Digital Games 

Alex Duncan (New York University, USA) 

In recent years, the field of Animal Studies has emerged to interrogate the ways in which people 

understand, relate to, and represent other species. This discipline has already begun to explore 

the treatment of animals in literature and philosophy. But what about videogames? When we play 

a game where the avatar is not a human, how is this experience of otherness represented, if at all? 

Drawing on work by Thomas Nagel, Jacques Derrida, Theodor Adorno, and Max 

Horkheimer, I will examine the ways in which “playing the animal” has been dealt with across a 

number of different games with diverse perspectives. With very few exceptions, the preferred 

means of representing the otherness of animals is to efface it: animal avatars become passive 

vessels to facilitate the agency of the rational human player. The virtual ontology of existing in 

space prioritizes sight in the visible spectrum of (non-color blind) humans, and almost no attempt 

is made to simulate any other means of comprehending the physical environment. This depiction 

is the product and continuation of a philosophy of anthropocentrism that seeks to dominate and 

colonize the non-human, prioritizing the rational human subject above all else. 

Despite this general trend, there are examples of games that attempt to do something 

different, from sources as unexpected as Maxis’s SimAnt (1991) and Rebellion’s Aliens versus 

Predator (1999). The approaches taken by these games points to the possibility of games that 

treat the non-human differently, that recognize the inherent otherness of different species and 

that attempt to create a dialogue between us and this alterity. 
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Player/Hero/Avatar: Interaction with the Game Protagonist between 'Half-Another’s Experience' 

and 'Double-Voiced Discourse'  

Tomasz Z. Majkowski (Jagiellonian University in Krakow, Poland) 

The relationship between the player and the main character of the game story is obviously 

complex. First of all, the protagonist is always, to a certain degree, a character within the narrative, 

independent of the player’s actions – and sometimes even capable of rebellion against them. Yet, 

at the same time, she is a vehicle for said actions. Secondly, even in the most open games the 

range of available actions includes only those predicted by the game engine. Each move 

undertaken within the game is simultaneously an act of the protagonist within the predefined 

story, a conscious and autonomous decision of the player and an action determined by the game 

system. 

The aim of my presentation is to describe the complex relation between the player and 

the player’s character – understood as both the protagonist of the game story and the avatar – in 

terms of Mikhail Bakhtin’s "word half-own, half-another’s". In the second part of "Discourse in the 

Novel" the Russian scholar employs this concept to describe the act of creative usage of socially 

rooted language and to analyze relations between the characters’ speech within the narrative, the 

author’s artistry and the social context of languages used as the artistic material. The latter bring 

various worldviews into the novel and turn important characters into bearers of colliding 

ideologies. 

I believe the notion of the "half-another’s" constitutes a useful tool for describing both 

the player’s sense of independence and creativity while acting according to game rules and the 

player/character's simultaneous activity on several levels of the game. The analysis of the tensions 

between the kinds of significance attached to that activity on particular levels can lead to the 

interpretation of the player/hero and other important characters as colliding ideological centers 

of the game and to description of said ideologies. 

 

An Act of Selflessness: Social Reform in Thomas Was Alone 

Karina Popp (New York University, USA) 

Discussion of the puzzle platformer Thomas Was Alone often revolves around the strong 

emotions elicited from the simple story and gameplay mechanics. As a counterpoint, this paper 

analyzes the potential for readings of the game as an allegory for genocide and social reform. 

Many Artificial Intelligence narratives revolve around class anxiety, the fear that subservient A.I. 

will violently turn against their human masters. In the case of Thomas Was Alone, the perspective 

of this class conflict transitions from the oppressors to the oppressed. In framing the story via a 

voice acted, third-person narrator and a series of retrospective epigraphs, Thomas Was Alone 

conveys more than just the story of individual A.I. overcoming typical puzzle platformer obstacles, 

but of a catalytic moment in which in a marginalized class rejects the power structures that 

previously left them beholden to their human creators. The hostile world typical to platformer 

games is transformed into a tool of genocide that the A.I. must navigate in order to escape the 
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confines of their ghettoized software into the “real” world. In search of personhood, these 

marginalized peoples form a community, manifested in the cooperative nature of Thomas Was 

Alone’s mechanics. Influenced the work of Piet Mondrian, the game’s aesthetics are unusually 

abstract for its genre, which serve to emphasize the depth of political meaning derived from the 

quadrilateral world. Analyzing the imagery, narrative form, and gameplay mechanics, this paper 

examines Thomas Was Alone as a politically charged narrative despite the absence of direct 

political messages. 

 

- Session E - 

Saturday, 9:30am–11:00am 

 

The Functions of Fantasy in eSports 

Veli-Matti Karhulahti (University of Turku, Finland) 

This presentation tackles a question that has just recently become worth asking: what are the 

functions of fantastic story components in the emerging culture(s) of eSports? As videogames like 

League of Legends, StarCraft 2, and Counter Strike have now become significant players also in 

those cultural sectors that have so far been the exclusive property of non-fantastic athletics 

(Taylor 2012), to literary theorists such phenomena offer fascinating subjects of research by 

portraying fantastic stories in socio-artifactual environments that have not yet been properly 

entered. Here Marie-Laure Ryan’s (2007) observation that computer technology is the core factor 

in the merging of the “narrative dimension [with] games of physical skills and strategic thinking” 

(13) gains an entirely new meaning. 

In the presentation at hand the topic is approached by executing close-examinations on 

the fantastic elements of the most popular present eSport, League of Legends. In practice this 

means close-reading the videogame’s paratextual material, analyzing its written dialogue, and 

interpreting the virtual battlefield in general. It is argued that the fantastic elements in the above 

mentioned locations are a necessity for such mechanically complex sport to exist. Further, it is 

suggested that the videogame’s capacity to provide fantastic avatar identification (e.g. Klevjer 

2006; Barr et al 2006; Vella 2013) functions as an aspect that enables attractive play-experiences 

that are very different from conventional sports. 

 

Looking Down: Negotiating the De/situated City in Murakami and Deus Ex 

Andrew Kulak (Virginia Tech University, USA) 

In “Buffet Finishes Off New York,” Roland Barthes criticizes representations of the city in abstract 

art, suggesting that they focus too heavily on the aesthetic unnaturalness of urban architecture 

and ignore the lived experiences of individuals. In this paper, I examine critiques of modernity 

embodied within representations of postmodern urban space in contemporary fiction to explore 

how they have responded to Barthes’s critique, taking as examples the computer game Deus Ex 

and the novel After Dark by Haruki Murakami. Participants in both narratives become 
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“practitioners of the city,” and glean unique insight from not simply contemplating built spaces, 

but through the embodied process of negotiating and interacting with multi-layered urban 

environments. The confluence of order and confusion, authenticity and fabrication, and meaning 

and absence that arises upsets our expectations of what cities are, what they should be, and how 

we exist within them. Thus, rather than relying on a constructed modernist conflict between the 

boundless human spirit and the rectilinearity of urban aesthetics to affect a critique of modernity, 

both After Dark and Deus Ex take up a Barthesian call to look down at the city, marveling not at 

the superficially of its facades but rather exploring how embodied individual narratives wind 

through city blocks as individuals strive to strategically locate themselves against the ideological 

machinery hidden within aesthetic simulacra. In both works, the city presents as an environmental 

obstacle to understanding that individuals must negotiate—and at times skillfully subvert—in 

order to successfully uncover the realities that underpin their respective worlds. These desituating 

urban spaces complicate, but also afford ludic opportunities for the (dis/re)covery of meaning. 

The textual strategies that create Murakami’s Tokyo in After Dark serve as a backdrop for a 

discussion of how spatiality and environment function textually in the interactive digital narrative 

genre. 

 

The Shifting Dungeons of Doom: Exploring Procedural Content Generation in Rogue 

Jonathan Pagnutti (University of California, Santa Cruz, USA) 

Dylan Lederle-Ensign (University of California, Santa Cruz, USA) 

Rogue, developed by Michael Toy and Glenn Wichman around 1980, created an entire genre of 

games— “rogue-likes”— where a defining feature is the fact that no two plays of the game are 

the same (Wichman 1997).  Rogue generates a unique dungeon that the players attempt to 

navigate with one life without being slain.  Although a close playing can reveal much about the 

game’s mechanics via an analysis of what Consalvo and Dutton call an interaction map (2006), 

procedurally generated content (PCG) requires an inordinate number of playthroughs.  This is 

because players experience the output of a generative algorithm that changes content every 

playthrough. 

Working within Smith’s framework (2014), we can inspect source code to see how 

generative procedures were implemented, and how that affects the experience of the game.  

Code has been considered it’s own text (Marino 2006), and code readings of games (Sample 

2011, Montfort 2006) have been done.  For PCG, differences in the code level implementation of 

these procedures can transform the playable experience of a game.  This structural focus is similar 

to analysis of a piece of music— by understanding the underlying procedures, like the classic 

analysis of describing musical structure (Dunsby 1994)— can inform theories about why a 

particular set of generated content has particular effects.  By approaching code study through the 

lense of music analysis, we can also begin to understand what studying code can and can not 

reveal (Pople 1994).  Drawing on textual studies (McGann 1991), this critique of Rogue will unpack 

how this code both produces the game and is a textual object in its own right. 
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Much like how analysis of classical music pieces does not supersede any other form of 

music criticism (Kerman 1980), code reading is just one of many potential tools for game analysis. 

Rogue was chosen as a case study to investigate how one game design used PCG, and how it has 

influenced the use of PCG in games since.  In this study, Rogue is considered as historically 

faithfully as possible, by looking at its source code and running it on emulators for obsolete 

hardware. 

 

- Session F - 

Saturday, 11:10am–12:40pm 

 

“Explaining processes with other processes.” On Procedurality, Signification, and Meta-

Referentiality 

Hans-Joachim Backe (IT University, Copenhagen, Denmark) 

Championed by Janet Murray and Ian Bogost, the procedural dimension of meaning-making in 

digital games has become widely accepted as central to the ways games communicate. Yet the 

fundamental intricacies of the relationship between computation and semiotics have only been 

touched upon by Bogost and other proceduralists (Treanor/Mateas 2013). One of Bogost’s most 

potent observations is that “[p]rocedural representation explains processes with other processes” 

(9), which far exceeds the fact that the results of computation need to be ‘translated’ into a sign-

system accessible to humans. To speak of processes representing other processes means that 

processes themselves relate to other processes as signifiers to signifieds. 

The question of how exactly this sign-relation works is essential for an application of 

proceduralist thinking to questions of referentiality, arguably the crucial property of higher-level, 

artful communication in all media (Wolf 2009). The analysis of narrative in games would profit 

enormously from a distinction between levels and forms of signification and referentiality 

(Walther 2007).  I propose to approach this issue by revisiting Bogost’s observation by taking 

recourse to Peirce’ian linguistics. Peirce’s 1903 system of sign-vehicles, -objects, and -

interpretants and the resulting ten classes of signs allow for a nuanced understanding of the 

relationship between processes-as-signifiers and the processes they represent. Instead of 

applying narrative theory to games, this paper thus raises questions about the fundamental 

elements, structures and mechanisms of signification in games in order to facilitate a better 

understanding of their semiotic dimensions. 

 

Disgust as a Form of Affect from the Transmedia Perspective of The Walking Dead 

Isabelle Lefebvre (Université de Montréal, Canada) 

In her book titled The Forms of the Affect, Eugenie Brinkema attempts to define a new vision for 

affect theories, in which she claims the necessity to return to a reading for form. Within a close 

reading of formal characteristics of various films, she managed to delimitate different forms of 

affect, including a special attention to disgust, which is defined by the author as “a structure of 
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progress, a system of becoming more than being,” (2014, p. 132) as well as a generative structure 

who ejects objects instead of absorbing them. (2014, p. 132) Furthermore, following Derrida, she 

describes the concept as a non-lieu who defies all representational and linguistic logics. 

Therefore, when we read for disgust, we must search for the formal structures, its movements 

within the material and expressive characteristics of the medium, in place of seeking for objects or 

fixed signs already assigned to be repulsive. 

Even though her conceptualization of disgust is highly relevant, Brinkema focuses her 

exemplification essentially on film medium, making its application more or less effective on other 

types of media, particularly if we consider a corpus marked by trans or intermedia qualities. It is in 

this context that we will analyze disgust in The Walking Dead franchise, a transmedia fictional 

universe composed among other things, of three different media: a series of comic books, TV 

series, and video games, infested with zombies. By creating a dialog between intermedia theories 

such as Lars Elleström’s multimodality (2010) and Henry Jenkin’s transmedia storytelling (2006), 

and Brinkema’s theorization of disgust as a form of affect, we will try to elaborate a new analysis 

model based on the material and modal transposition of certain generative structures of disgust 

shared by all those three media. 

First, we will define disgust as a form of affect according to Brinkema, to which we will 

integrate our conceptualization of the material and sensorial modalities based on Elleström and 

Jenkins, to finally study these transmedia dynamics within our corpus, though limitating our 

analysis on the mise-en-scène of contagion (of the characters and the consumer), seen as a 

becoming, a movement, induced by transmedia structure and materiality. 

 

- Session G - 

Saturday, 1:30pm–3:10pm 

 

The Embodied Features of Reading and Game Play in Entropy8Zuper!’s Sixteenpages and 

Moulthrop’s Deep Surface 

Michele White (Tulane University, USA) 

The aspects of new media reading, including its positioning of readers “within” texts and worlds, 

narratives about navigation, and requirements for readers to move technologies and peripherals 

point to the embodied features of these experiences. New media scholars have applied 

conceptions of embodied, affective, and empowered reading, including Barthes’s writerly and 

punctal forms of engagements. There have also been considerations of the failures and limitations 

of new media reading practices by such individuals as Chaouli, Kaerlein, and Sunden. These 

theories can be advanced by more fully considering how the body is figured in and through new 

media reading and game play. 

In this presentation, I consider texts where game play is used as a method of theorizing 

new media reading, including affective and embodied experiences. The limitations of reading and 

new media “navigation” are explored in Samyn and Harvey’s or Entropy8Zuper!’s Sixteenpages. 
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The avatar in this work is rendered as a white male. However, he delivers sounds of pain and 

frustration when the player steers his naked body into the depicted maze walls. Game play occurs 

when the player and avatar labor to gather icons and points, move to the next level, and perform 

limited web-based searches. In Moulthrop’s work, the player is directed to dive through water to 

access texts and to control a dive bubble that indicates the amount of air the avatar has before 

needing to surface. Deep reading generates more texts and points but also requires greater 

embodied and critical risks. Reading becomes a process of attending to both the texts and the 

requirements of the avatar body, which dies when running out of air. Rather than promising 

empowerment, which is often associated with new media, these texts emphasize the labor of 

technological engagements and the sensations of diverse reading bodies. These works encourage 

a larger consideration of how texts appear because of the physical processes of manipulating the 

interface and how reading should always be held in tension with the needs and limitations of 

bodies. 

 

+1 to Conversation: Adaptation, Simulation and Choice Design in Interactive Fiction 

Vanessa Briceño (Barlovento Foundation, USA) 

Interactive fiction combines player choice and interactivity with literature and more traditional 

modes of storytelling.  I examine three interactive fiction games—Long Live the Queen, Matches & 

Matrimony: A Pride & Prejudice Tale (“Matches”), and Cinders—that center on a young female 

protagonist and her struggle for agency.  Gameplay in all three revolves around choosing 

activities and directing conversations.  Yet despite their apparent similarity in subject and 

gameplay, they provide very different player experiences.  I dissect and compare these design 

choices and demonstrate how designers can craft specific and varied player experiences within 

interactive fiction. 

Matches & Matrimony and Cinders are adaptations of well-known stories—Jane Austen’s 

oeuvre and Cinderella.  Players’ likely familiarity with the setting and characters set their 

expectations for who they will encounter and what sorts of choices they will make within the 

game world.  This type of adaptation constrains narrative freedom while allowing players to 

exercise their own agency within a familiar narrative.  Long Live the Queen, in contrast, is a 

simulation with an original narrative, thus relieving the players of preconceptions.   

Gameplay in these games also ranges widely; some focus entirely on conversation, for a 

primarily story-driven experience, while others expose the player character’s stats, leading to a 

stat-balancing game.  These design differences, as well as the design choice between adaptation 

vs. simulation, changes how players approach and understand the games.    

Key design decisions—including source material, choice design and whether to expose 

underlying game math—lead to vastly different games.  Through conscious and deliberate 

design, game developers can craft specific player experiences.  Such purposeful game design 

leads to fascinating new ways of exploring established and familiar narratives; interactive fiction 
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writers should consider the myriad ways their design will impact player experience and gameplay, 

and thoughtfully tailor their story and structure to that end. 

 

Videogaming in(to) Literature: ‘Virtual CorpoReality’ in Chloé Delaume’s Corpus Simsi 

Laurent Milesi (Cardiff University, Wales) 

  ‘This Is My Virtuareal Body’ could be the motto of Corpus Simsi: Incarnation virtuellement 

temporaire, the ‘videogame novel’ (with two web spin-offs: ‘Corpus Simsi 1.5: Idéalisation des 

icônes en cours’ and ‘Corpus Simsi Reloaded’, paying titular lip service to the Matrix trilogy) 

written in celebration of cult game franchise The Sims by a French woman novelist under the nom 

de plume Chloé Delaume, author also of I Live in the Television, which similarly treads on the 

increasingly blurred borderline in the Digital Age between reality and simulation/fiction, actuality 

and virtuality, bodies (corps) spread across many files and expansions and corpus. 

A keen Sims gamer herself with an interest in (self-programmed) autofiction, Delaume not 

only, classically, writes herself into a fictional corp(u)s but also merges with the game program, 

mutating into a sim(s) citizen. If, as Rimbaud famously stated, ‘je est un autre’ (reworked as ‘jeu est 

un autre’ in ‘Corpus Simsi 1.5’), what more happens when one virtualises oneself in(to) an 

interactive game conceived as a sequence of texts which, like the above as well as in the 

emblematically titled La Règle du Je, all start with variations on ‘Je m’appelle Chloé Delaume. Je 

suis un personnage de fiction’? How can the kind of immersion which is a key dimension of any 

gamer’s experience be ‘translated’ into the matrix of a serial literary fiction masquerading as 

different versions of a programmer’s code supporting the (fictional? real?) body of the ‘author’? 

Who thinks and programs whom in the folds between the ludic and the literary, and where is the 

place ascribed to the reader-gamer in the je/u of a new interactive fictional contract? More 

formatting than (literary) form, more configuration than figure, ‘Chloé Delaume’ of Corpus Simsi, 

the simulation that is the gamer’s reality, encodes a new form of textual embodiment: ‘virtual 

corporeality’. 

 

- Session H - 

Saturday, 3:20pm–5:00pm 

 

A Civilization of One's Own: How Game Mechanics Create Feminist Storytelling Spaces in Sid 

Meier's Civilization V. 

Amanda Alexander (University of Minnesota, USA) 

Laurel Jean (Humboldt State University, USA) 

Revisionist historians and feminist literary theorists share in common the idea that a history 

predominately written by victorious men is not the whole story. Revisionists and feminist critics 

seek to not just reexamine historical texts, but to start over from the beginning and re-write 

history to include many perspectives. In examining our shared history, we have begun to reshape 

what defines “historical fact.” In the Sid Meier’s Civilization franchise, Civilization V is unique in 
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allowing the player to create a completely alternative history by removing the restrictions of 

historical accuracy. This enables players to entirely reconstruct historical canon, thus creating new 

spaces for world leaders to find success and victory. At their core, the game’s mechanics facilitate 

this boundless intellectual and creative freedom: There is no other video game that allows players 

to write an alternative history for the whole of civilization in the same way, with so few limitations. 

Drawing on two seminal examples from literary and rhetorical theory, Cheryl Glenn’s 

Rhetoric Retold and Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, we seek to explore how the game 

mechanics of Civilization 5 allow players to participate in feminist-inspired storytelling practices. 

Regardless if designers of Civilization V intended their work to be feminist, we argue that the act 

of revision and creating alternative histories is feminist. The game mechanics allow the player to 

move beyond the perceived gender-limitations that a primarily male-authored, single-perspective 

history allows, to play within a more androgynous space where both male and female leaders, 

through players’ control, can vie for a variety of victory conditions. Through exploring the act of 

historical canon revision through fiction, and through play, games like Civilization V might help to 

change how we currently understand historical fact and modern gameplay. 

 

Critical Mass: Bioware, Backlash, and the Narratives of Imagined Collectivity 

Jeffery M. Brown (University of the Sciences, USA) 

This paper considers the ways in which the objectives and economic conditions of mass-cultural 

critique collide with traditional theories of narrative subjectivity in contemporary gaming and 

digital media. 

Early in 2012, the games studio Bioware released the third and climactic chapter in the 

role-playing space-opera Mass Effect, a game that promised to fulfill a narrative that was launched 

five years earlier in the first Mass Effect and that was subsequently shaped—for each player—by 

dozens of individual choices throughout the subsequent games.  Among fans of the series, the 

reception of Bioware’s final game was abysmal, and the reaction was swift: several high-profile 

social media campaigns were immediately launched petitioning the developer to modify the 

game’s conclusion with a narrative “patch”—a request to which Bioware eventually conceded.  

Naturally, the incident inspired widespread inquiry into the nature of a game developer’s authorial 

prerogative, the illusion of choice in player-driven narratives, and the curious relationship 

between the forms of individual autonomy fostered by interactive media and the economic 

privilege that produces such consumerist mass petitions and demands. 

I show that the response to Mass Effect’s conclusion reflects surprising cohesions and 

disjunctions between traditional forms of literary narrative and the new possibilities of networked 

agency created during the twenty-first century.  Drawing both on Lukács’ early distinction 

between the forms of individual agency fostered in the epic and the novel as well as his later 

Marxist critique of realism, I argue that the creation of subjective and corporeal coherence within 

the narrative of Mass Effect actually functions as an effective critique of the illusionary totality 
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produced by the forms of social consumption that were used against Bioware’s authorial (and 

corporate) voice. 

 

Revitalizing the Chronotope: Demystifying the Narrative Structure of Ludic Textuality  

Johansen Quijano (Tulsa Community College, USA) 

Much has been written regarding the narrative structure of ludic texts. Ludologists such as Espen 

Aarseth and Jesper Juul have argued that whatever narrative forms that occur within video game 

texts exist outside of the ludic domain and only serve in order to create a fiction that 

contextualizes play, while narratologists such as Marie Laure Ryan and Janet Murray contend that 

video game texts are an inherently narrative form of textuality. Recently, Astrid Ensslin argued for 

the concept of literary gaming, an approach that combines both ludic and literary affordances in 

order to unlock the meaning of a game text. These concepts, while valuable, could be well served 

by the integration of more traditional literary theory, namely Mikhail Bakhtin's concept of the 

chronotope and Gary Morson's notions of sideshadowed narratives. 

In my presentation, I build on the concepts presented by Aarseth, Murray, Ensslin, and 

others to create a ludostructuralist framework revolving around Mikhail Bakhtin's concept of the 

chronotope. By expanding on and reconciling the ideas of ludologists and narratologists and 

updating Bakhtin's concepts in light of digital and ludic applications framed by Gary Morson's 

concept of sideshadowed narratives, I hope to present an expanded framework to understand all 

possible configurations of ludic narratives. This will help in answering questions regarding 

narrative play and ludic textuality. 


