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			Preface 

			Thabet´s book is focused on the possibilities and impossibility of game-related identities, especially the potential for generating new impressions as “truths”. The author´s work offers a panoramic view of discourses in game studies by reorganizing them according to recurrent themes. This is a significant resource for those interested in understanding game studies as a discourse network of many methods. The book references the major streams that constitute games studies where the aesthetic, textual and performative aspects are treated to provide a bird’s-eye view of the emergent knowledges associated with videogames.

			This book brings a much-needed contemplation about the discipline as it discusses the diversity and unity issues dealt with when studying games. This is but one of many steps to self-awareness in game studies. Works of Aarseth, Murray, Nitsche, Pearce, Tavinor, Jenkins, Csikszentmihalyi – among many others – are analyzed throughout the book. However, Thabet’s own synthesis is directed towards a predetermined goal. The book deals with the state of the discipline as it urges the reader to question the very truth about identities related to videogames. The interdisciplinary aspect of this book is clear, and its chapters rethink the relation between games and other areas while maintaining the question of identity as a theme.

			Prof. Dr. Frederico Augusto Fernandes

			Prof. Dr. Alexandre Vilas Boas

		


		
			The Patio

			Discourses continue to interact and create larger meanings about videogames, which makes the truths about the identity of videogames and gamers very elastic. So finally, depending on your own perspective, motivation, and the rhetoric you got your head into, what you see in videogames and what say about them reflect exactly what you want them to be, and that is what would resolve the identity question for you, at least for a while. This applies to the way you would imagine the “gamer” and is partly why researchers responded to videogames by studying visible identity markers such as aesthetics, performance, storytelling, meaning-making, and transformation. These diverse ideas represent the shaping force of what videogames are. You may consider this book a reflection about identities inspired by Foucauldian thought, but not an application of Michel Foucault’s philosophy on videogames1. 

			Ideas, actions, beliefs, and practices related to videogames are discourses that merge and shape our perception of videogames as an area of study of its own right. Like river currents, these discursive responses meet and clash creating truths and controversies, but here we will only occupy ourselves with few of them. One of special importance to me is a question that was asked in The Patio when I hosted a friend who came over to visit me.

			The Patio is a cafeteria and a fine bakery on a main street in downtown. This place is open 24/7 and on all holidays. On weekend nights, especially around 4 am, The Patio becomes crowded with partygoers who gather to refuel and coffee up after the dancing and the boozing. My guest and I were among friends, mostly professors. One of them asked if we could help create a game studies program adding that a postgraduate certificate is one way to bring it about. I hastily proposed: why not a graduate four-year degree program in game studies? (It was too late and I was over my head). All disagreed and all reservations were about the bureaucratic hurdles. However, my guest was concerned not about bureaucracy but about game studies as a field ready to become a university discipline. He said about game studies: “you guys are all over the place”. He was right; this is the real reason why game studies are difficult to discipline in academe. We study and speak about videogames from many angles and with many loyalties. Of course this has its benefits, but it also hits the coherence of game studies hard. 

			There are many questions to ask about discourses that lead us to think about videogame identities in and outside of academe: does Game Studies have a conceptual core? This is a question we could attempt. Are Chemistry, Physics, and Literary Studies all over the place too? What do we learn from scholarly and popular discourses on videogames that would make the case for game studies as an independent discipline? Another vital question is considering the Foucauldian insinuation that discursive practices can create the effects of truth2: is it required that we are not estranged from play worlds and gaming communities to make decisions about the gamer’s identity? 

			Some of truths we create are effective and some are passing clouds. However, I must remind that I only write because writing about videogames is entertaining. More entertaining is looking into how the sum of the ways that define the videogame identity clash with belief structures irrelevant to gaming. This work is about the connexion of game studies and the manners we and videogames are associated. 

			The Fluid Core

			Game Studies produces academic discourses seeking to describe, understand, and innovate. Other discourses on games are non-academic, and they represent the larger network which game studies is part of – not the other way around. Game studies produced a knowledge base that is very diverse, but the colourfulness became a challenge: the ideas, perspectives, methods, and debates about videogames appear too scattered to represent an academic speciality. Moreover, in the midst of the academic rush to study videogames, the videogame identity became a sacredly contested object. Putting videogame discourses altogether in one frame is not impossible but would not yield a disciplinary order called game studies. The purpose here is to extract a sense of identity from the various videogame discourses in and out of game studies. 

			Videogames and gamer identities are interlocked in one expanding network. In Foucauldian visualisation, these two identities would represent two nodes within the discourse network, a dynamic grid with tension in between its nodes that keeps it shifting. Ideas and opinions on YouTube, blogs, tumblrs, public speeches, private conversations, and even the voices of activist agendas, all create the tension between truths that we construct and reconstruct. These interconnected discourses cross paths with game studies and game industry data to create controversies, new perspectives, nascent realizations, and loud noises, which all contribute to the growth of our knowledge of videogames. This is why the real identity of videogames and gamers is a fiction that we might believe or disbelieve, and it is hilariously negotiable. 

			Colonies of Knowledge

			Truths about the videogames and gamer’s identities are produced during the course of discussing the videogame and the gamer. The circulation of such rhetoric depends on power produced in institutional knowledge structures, which might lead a Foucauldian thinker to anticipate that a “truth” could be constructed within the confines of a university3, but in the case of videogames, this is only possible when one ignores the question of size. It is easy to forget that game studies – with its papers, associations, conferences, programs, and funding – is still a part of the videogame discourse network, not the opposite. We in academia orbit videogame discourses rather than being orbited by them. 

			Many people fell in love with videogames and ran to speak about them in every way possible. These people – the folks of game studies and gamers – have really captured the spirit of videogames in their works through conceptualization, analysis, presentation, and visualization of games’ future, and even metaphors that help us understand the videogame identity. In this book, I favour synthesis; not in the sense that a thesis meets its anti-thesis to help me paint a picture of game studies, not at all, but instead within the premise that we – despite being all over the place – have always been speaking about the same videogame values but from different perspectives. What I mean to accomplish here is to synthesize these discourses to roughly map out the knowledge colonies of game studies. 

			This is more like the story of a terra incognita while being pioneered, a story about the rush to discover, the discursive responses, and a map of colonies united but also detached and separated by disciplinary allegiances. Between these knowledge colonies, there is a harsh wilderness where the gamer’s identity cannot be intellectually contemplated without a profound understanding of the identity of videogames, which makes such knowledge problematic. 

			Truth is an effect of what we say about something, and for something to be true what you say must have an effect. Therefore videogame’s identity can be derived from game studies discourses, and specifically from landmark ideas that have lit the way into the world of videogames starting from the time when videogames found their way into the researcher’s papers: the inter-cross-and-multi-disciplinary-ness of videogames show how rich and captivating games are as a subject of study. Big and small ideas regarding games are all elements that we could use to map out what games are before we can talk about gamer’s identity. Using my own synthesis approach with a Foucauldian inspiration, this book attempts to understand the identity question in video games and the preposition is simple: videogames identity equals what videogames are about equals what we say they are about. 

			What makes them? What is their effect on us? These are game studies questions where a clear picture of the gamer’s identity lies. From the time game aesthetics where explored to the time we realized the gamer can produce discourse during a fictional experience, this leads us to think about all the studies of performance and meaning-making in order to the talk about the transformation of the self, time, and space.   

			Some time ago, my own pursuit was to analysis, as in breaking a curious story form into its component parts, and then seeing how they relate and synchronize. It is a typical structuralist way of thinking; the same one Foucault gave up on. What I wanted to do is to flesh out the storytelling into narrator, discourse, perception, space, and time. I started from the assumption that a story is a story and it should have Genette’s standard levels of narration, narrative, and story, and so I placed my game story among other forms, right under the performative genres, and so the story appeared to be a personal experience in a fictional game world. This story is an abstract construction, a compound of elements and functions and I wanted to break it into constituent elements. My resolution was that the game is a story world, the story is a player’s own experience, and gameplay is an act of storytelling. The experience can be profoundly psychological and thus it could have interesting questions for the critic to ask. The key in all of this is the relationship between the player and the system; one of defiance, challenge, subversive telling, and disobedience. Within the confines of a critical model, I asked about the challenge that a videogame poses on me, the player, as I attempted to understand how the meaning-making is shaped by the player’s responses. But I haven’t given much thought about the concept of “challenge” itself. On a revision, that word I kept typing over and over seemed more and more interesting and familiar. I was not the only one typing “challenge” while writing about videogames, which led me to see that we use the same terms, and think in the same ways, despite that we work on videogames with different research commitments.

			Aesthetics

			The first thing that may come to mind when you hear the broad term Aesthetics is that branch of philosophy concentrated on understanding beauty. Debating the history and definitions of Aesthetics is one of the places we are not going to in this book. However, I must say that my own understanding of presence of Aesthetics in game studies is influenced by one of its earliest mentions in the academic world: Joseph Addison’s series of articles “The Pleasures of the Imagination” in The Spectator magazine in 1712. In game studies, aesthetics are usually if not mostly related to understanding pleasure.    

			Aesthetics in game studies was one of the first academic responses to videogames and it allowed researchers to ask the right questions about videogames. In my own interpretation, aesthetics has initiated game studies through the question “why?” which led us to work on answering why videogames are fun. One of the most prominent works in the field is that of Janet Murray, not because she explains why we like games that much, but rather because she has crafted a method for us to think about videogames, which is the use of metaphors to account for videogame’s aesthetics; metaphors such as the visit, the navigation, the mask, the carnival, etc.  

			From a synthesis of the works that deal with videogame aesthetics, games are entertainment systems that make us happy; they are aesthetic experiences in which gamers enter play worlds to experience spaces of enjoyment and pretend to be someone else all the way till catharsis. We could think about this happiness of gamers, how it works, and what it means, but then we could also contemplate this happiness through various aspects and effects. Important values that came to mind are these of flow, story, control, immersion, and navigation. If I assumed the role of a game studies historian, which I am not, I would not hesitate in to affirm that aesthetical studies of videogames paved the way for researchers to understand videogames in terms of their influence. However, if you wish to enter this world as a student or scholar, where would you begin? 

			A cornerstone in the videogames identity is the world concept; that is the fictional world that supports storytelling. Players exercise a certain kind of control in this pretend world and according to certain rules they are engaged in an aesthetic experience. The ideas of control and challenge explain what makes gamers so attached to their gaming worlds; they are being happy, excited, immersed and released. The discourses of game studies eloquently explain these relations and uncover many of its aspects, and this takes us to the second group of game studies discourses: How do game researchers perceive such a medium of expression and its textuality?

			Discourse Production    

			The first hardship in studying games in relation to textuality is that too little has been said about games and their storytelling. The studies were fragmented, highly contested, heavily jargoned, unresolved, and terminally boring, but not for the lack of good research. The problem was that the meaningful ideas got buried under an avalanche of irrelevant ones. The extant discourse on games as a form of expression does not follow clear lines of thought that can be grouped and classified. I would call the second step I take into this: “discourse production”. Games are in fact a medium of narrative expression not only in the sense that gamers tell stories while they play, but also – and more importantly – that videogame players can express themselves and produce a personal discourse within the game world. Gamers make the stories about themselves; a very close and personal matter that was ignored at the beginning for the sake of mathematical accuracy, but then people developed more interest in the unique process of personal meaning-making.

			In this part I will deal with discourses that treat videogames as a fictional form not only in the sense that games are storytellers, but more importantly that gamers express themselves by producing a personal discourse within a story world as in making the story about themselves, which is a process of meaning-making that is not all fictional. Gamers practice impersonation on daily basis by pretending to be someone else. This is simply because the gamer is by definition a narrator, a protagonist, a hero and antihero. Game Studies discourses handle the mysteries of textuality through the works of Murray, Nitsche, Tavinor, Atkins, and many others.  

			Performance and Transformation

			Discourses on performance could lack a clear conceptual definition of the term, which applies to game studies as well since we are in the habit of borrowing terms to describe videogame worlds and what we do in them. According to Bert States “Performance is clearly one of those terms that Raymond Williams calls ‘keywords’, or words (e.g. realism, naturalism, mimesis, structure) whose meanings are inextricably bound up with the problems [they are] being used to discuss” (1). In this way the book should specify better which “performance” is being used for games.

			As gamers, we are actors and we perform, and this is a fundamentally defining attribute of our identity as gamers. Many wrote about how videogames relate to performance and to theatre. I choose the studies of Whitlock, Hand, Newman, and Laurel to demonstrate how gamers use their own performance to express themselves. Beyond Murray’s work on aesthetics, I find the concept of performance at the heart of why we are so intrigued by videogames. Brenda Laurel analysis of Aristotle’s theory of drama as a parallel to human/computer interaction speaks volumes as she breaks down the elements of experience into significant ideas about performance. Laurel explains the dynamics between the human and the machine, which sheds the light on our videogame performance and why it is relevant. Reconstructing an image about performance from game studies lead us to think about transformation; the height of videogame aesthetics. The transformation is that of time, space, and the self. 

			Since so much in the world of games theory is both new and in constant development, we need to take our bearings first by looking into conceptualizations that had the most impact in the field and their key terms. Constant ideation makes it impossible for this book to be a reference book on game studies, and therefore this was not a goal. My attempt is to draw up an image of the pertinent theories established by videogame researchers within the bigger sphere of videogame discourses so as to evaluate what might guide academics to understand the identity of videogames and gamers. The scope of this synthesis is governed by relevance to the idea of identity in its simplest understanding: what games are? In other words, what games are about? For example, are games about fiction? My purpose is to integrate perspectives and methodologies in order to make a connection between concepts central to videogame and gamer identities; an idea that might have been betrayed over night by its own guardians. This is intended to be an appraisal of the works done in the field to pinpoint questions that need more consideration: aesthetics, discourse production, performance, and transformation.
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