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Published by 2K and developed by Irrational Games, the first person shooter videogame franchise BioShock, (comprised of two titles, BioShock and BioShock Infinite) received positive reviews on release. Moreover the series has attained something of a hallowed status as one of the greatest examples of commercial videogame artistry ever made. Its complex moralistic narrative, level of emergent customisation, immersive dark tone and technical artistry all culminate into a series of videogame experiences, somewhat elevated from the usual “cause and effect” shooter.

The BioShock series is often touted as “making the player think whilst playing.” The combination of narrative, game design, politics and philosophy takes place in failed dystopian futures and alternate universes (Randian Objectivism and American Exceptionalism), whilst the player addresses issues concerning free will and ethical consequence. However, Robert Jackson argues that the BioShock series indirectly reveals deeper, cultural meditations on the nature of decision, choice and propaganda on a wider level, within an ecology of systems and decisions. Instead of understanding BioShock as a ‘lesson’, ‘allegory’, ‘meta-commentary’ or ‘reading’ that applies to videogame culture alone, Jackson analyses how the franchise informally propagates and structures ideals inherent to our technological society.

Spoilers obviously.





Dedicated to my future unborn, 
whose arrival will decide everything. 






Introduction

I suppose I should be honest from the outset. I have never really enjoyed playing the BioShock (2007-present) franchise: what is more, I don’t believe you should enjoy playing it either.

Why write a book about it then? When I say this of course, I’m being waggish: but like all whimsical statements, there’s an element of ambiguity hidden in what one means by ‘enjoyment.’ After all, think about it, do you really enjoy games? You probably do, but it manifests itself in peculiar, contradictory outbursts known to all videogame players: anger, rage, failure, hatred, disgust as well as jubilation or delight. I suppose millions of players across the world have ‘enjoyed’ BioShock in this way.

However, perhaps there is an even darker shade of enjoyment that accompanies the series generally. Games are weird things, as they subsume a great number of our rituals: problem solving, interpretative mediation, aesthetics, and all the rest. Yet, in all of these attributes, do you ever ask yourself, ‘why am I doing this?’

‘For no reason’ seems like a reasonable answer, so we might go looking for a definition of that word ‘enjoyment’ again – enjoyment for its own sake as a hobby, manifested in wasting time or redirecting attention from other mundane activities we’d rather not be doing. After all, if I didn’t enjoy playing BioShock, I wouldn’t play it. Or would I? Other answers might be specific to the game in question: ‘to get the girl’, ’to defeat the enemy’, ‘to complete the story’, ‘to level-up’, ‘to get that final achievement’, ‘to get that high score’ and so on. Yet these reasons only appear to be specific to the content that games usually provide.

Apart from the job descriptions of game reviewers, ‘why am I doing this’ seems like a slightly worthless question then, but it’s also a staggeringly implicit one. After all, why are you doing it? It’s not a question we normally ask, mainly as we’re too busy playing games to notice. Perhaps this is the point. What is it that needs to become undisclosed or unacknowledged in videogames in order to capture enjoyment? This is why I’ve never enjoyed playing BioShock, because beyond the visuals, storytelling and technology, there seems to be a residue of why such enjoyment should operate at all. What has made me play it?

A question then surfaces. How can anyone write an entire book on one thing? Well, quite easily in fact, you’re holding it. Any anyway, you can never look at one thing outright, as its composition is many and the decisions behind it are multiple. But this monograph operates on a different tack, against the grain of typical approaches to media in general, and videogames in particular. Instead of stretching one metaphorical insight across different variants of media artefacts, we might approach one thing fully and extrapolate certain insights out of it, clarifying them along the way. In doing this, such insights might be ‘tainted’ by restricting all viewpoints through the thing as analysed. Yet as we will see, any ‘tainted’ restrictions are hallmarks of the very thing in question, as well as the ecological framework from which the thing ‘taints’.

Why the BioShock franchise? For readers steeped in videogame culture, we may already be knocking on an open door in trying to justify it. To some, the franchise needs no introduction, and so this publication may offer a complex, accessibly academic, political insight which might ground its own purpose, or at least push discussion into different avenues of debate. Other readers may have a broader interest in cultural theory and videogames, and be interested in what BioShock may contribute (or might fail to contribute) to debates about agency, autonomy, technology and decisions. Some writers, like Brendan Keogh, even boldly assert that some commercial videogames exist in a ‘post-BioShock’ epoch, affording the ability to self-commentate on the player’s culpability in the proceedings. Whilst this is true, we might want to suggest there is a lot more going on than self-commentary.

The chapters themselves are structured so as to propagate what sort of intervention is made here: but a brief summary might be needed. The first two chapters will establish the political background to which BioShock (and videogames in general) should be understood – that is political choice always emerges from a background of ideological decisions, which I call a decisional ecology. From there, Chapters 3 and 5 will delve into BioShock and BioShock Infinite respectively, concentrating on the ecology of these two titles as developed by Irrational Games. Dovetailing them will be Chapters 4 and 6 which offer respective theoretical extensions to each game: forced choice and allegory in the former with decisions and propaganda in the latter. One particular section in Chapter 6, titled Algorithms and Control appeared elsewhere as an early 2013 article published on Furtherfield.org.1

Hopefully the reader should notice that this book does not seek to contribute anything towards the flaccid inanity of ‘popular culture philosophy’, as if its purpose appealed to any marketable moniker of ‘BioShock and Philosophy’ or “Popular culture topic ‘X’ and philosophy’. Neither is it meant to be a definitive study of the franchise, nor a snapshot of the culture that spawned around it. Clearly, it cannot avoid such a market, but I should right away condemn this insofar as such motives only appeal to impressionable demographics that secure turnover, proliferate the marketisation of gaming culture, whilst contributing nothing to philosophy.

In fact the very aim of this book is to single-handily destroy any dependency on the idea that BioShock should only operate as a helpful dystopian allegory for moral or critical philosophical concerns. Any philosophy worth its salt, must critique its subject further than an allegorical lesson which satisfies nothing other than a gamer’s self-esteem or responsibility, or wishes to cash in on the manifest novelty of a computational medium. Whilst allegories are interminably useful for videogame criticism and design, they overly privilege the player’s sole metaphorical understanding of its allegorical contents, since the proper realisation is that BioShock, from the first, is a computational, formal system which structures such content.

The task then, consists in building an understanding for how systems of many kinds, structure, decide and propagate such allegorical content within an ecology of political control. And it is here where the BioShock franchise provides us with that anti-allegorical system masquerading as metaphor: propaganda. Resigned to the bowels of our contemporary post-ideological coma, propaganda is often viewed through Western societies’ self-gratifying sense of delusion: that such literal and deliberate modes of persuasion have been superseded by history and rational progress. Except this has never been the case. Indeed propaganda is as prevalent as always and as subtle as ever, but no longer rooted into the psychology of patriots or the society of wartime jingoism. Instead propaganda is embedded in the real, ecological, capitalist infrastructure of networks, systems and objects that determine how we live, what choices can be made, how we should think and how informed we should be.

It is argued that technology (and especially computation) is constitutively propagative – which might sound like a pessimistic intervention, but is in fact deployed as a challenge: what if propaganda were to be radically reclaimed, and structured in such a way that it could operationalise alternative principles antithetical to current ideological norms? What would it mean to take propaganda seriously again, so that its propagative structure could decide alternatives which were not oriented towards reactionary neo-liberal values? Such a challenge would dispense with the idea that technology can not only be real and ecological but also not vis-à-vis capitalist.

In this sense, BioShock is not a neutral system that comments on ethical moralism, nor advances any serious allegorical claims, but is instead an active system of propagation, that is effective both in content and form, but especially form.

There isn’t much point in clogging up word space with personal dedications and acknowledgments. This is not to say that acknowledgements are undue or unwelcome, only that in my experience, they never present any purpose or reward to the reader in question, other than to bemuse them with identifying familiar characters in well trodden circles. Should the reader find themselves in a position of wanting to find out, an endnote is presented.2 However, I will give the sincerest thanks to Zero Books, who took it upon themselves to gamble on this curious experiment in the first place.

I should also declare that I, nor the publishers have any potential conflicts of interest with either the BioShock franchise, Irrational Games, or Take Two Interactive.
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Decision Ecologies: 
How can a Choice be ‘Forced’?


Beware of Ideology: don’t go too far with your own ideas.1

Robert Venturi



Has there ever been a more paradoxical statement than ‘It was my only choice?’

Reflect on the capacity of that statement for a moment. It was my only choice. ‘Choice’, lest we forget, concerns a power, or autonomy of decision constituted by a range of given contingent possibilities or methods in any given moment or historical period. Right now I can choose to completely delete the first sixty or so words I have just written, thus rendering this publication mute and defunct (which means, if you’re reading this, I didn’t take that choice). I can also choose between tea and coffee in the morning before work; perhaps herbal tea if I’m feeling spontaneous. But if we consider a contextual setting whereby only one or a certain collection of options are available with no alternative, does it become paradoxical to suggest that ‘choice’ had anything to do with it?

Perhaps a better statement would be ‘I had no choice but to go with…’ and, this is fair and accurate, yet why should the collective capacity of choosing still factor into this statement? If I literally had no choice, i.e. I was forced into choosing it, then why does the inability to choose in the impersonal withdrawal of choosing dominate my statement?

This being so, how do we begin to understand the ‘forced choice’? First things first, let’s provoke the paradoxical nature of a forced choice. If a choice happens to be forced, or an individual, group, system or organisation forces someone else to choose a certain option or outcome, it makes sense to assume that by doing so ‘choice’, as we have defined it, can only be immediately negated. In the practical reason of having to choose a preferable option over another, surely this autonomous act of choosing is removed as soon as it is forced? By stating the paradox as generally as this, the familiarity of forced choice isn’t presenting itself very well. Our day to day lives are anything but simple and this fanciful talk of forced choices hardly presents us with legitimate paradoxes. But this isn’t the correct explanation. The paradox of a forced choice reflects the pragmatic blockage of failing to ascertain whether one’s decision was made under genuine autonomy. The capacity of choice is not defined by a collection of autonomous paths, upon which a decision is made, but is instead related to external decisions upon which a set of choices are constructed. Any decision made from a forced choice, is not ‘my’ decision, and never an original one at that.

Consider the following scenario; a woman wants to join the gym at her local leisure centre. She wants an unlimited gym membership paid monthly from her bank account. In order to do this, there are only two options, and thus two separate prices. She can take out a membership with a cheaper monthly price, but she must enter into a twelve-month contract with strict financial penalties if she were to cancel. The second price is vastly more expensive per month, but with no contract to sign and only one month cancellation notice.

The range of choices available to her render themselves complex according to the woman’s situation. If she is comfortably well off, with no qualms about spending money, or getting into debt, the choice will not have a detrimental affect on her financially. If the woman’s situation were different, if she were financially challenged or in precarious employment, her situation would be fundamentally limited to one particular choice that would suit her predicament (lack of money forces her to opt for the former, lack of employment security means opting for the latter).

What is clear, insofar as the woman wants a gym membership, is that the leisure centre has decided one outcome in either circumstance regardless of her choice; she is either committed to a lower price but forced into a legal contract, or she is not committed into a legal contract but forced to pay a higher price. What appears to be a genuine choice actually encapsulates a forced choice inherent to the options available to a specific task. By all means, a free and open choice can be made, but the implication of such a choice only favours the structure that offers the choice in the first place for, in this case, the secured accumulation of turnover and profit. If these are the only two choices available to the consumer, and this operates as the ‘market norm’ not only does this render any genuine choice of service problematic on the side of the consumer, but it also replenishes and reinforces the system which offers the forced choice for a different consumer. Such a choice can only be made if the system itself can allow for it, and, be specifically built to decide a favourable outcome in advance for its own ideals, which may or may not be in the women’s best interests.

Moreover, the regulated function of choice relies on, and is constructed out of, further decision systems, and further ideals; the law-abiding legal contract, the system of exchanging money for goods and services, and the revised, usually, inflated systemic marketability of leisure products. Clearly, these are larger more powerful systems, yet they too offer narrowing constraints specific to each system in question and under different limiting conditions. Best take up jogging then.

Whilst this choice is abstract enough for anyone who has ever wanted to join the gym (and pay for it), we need only stretch this formal political impasse out to the wider picture of daily living under neo-liberal domestication. For sure, every transaction in a formal setting works in this way; shops and supermarkets routinely offer discount items which no-one typically needs to elevate according to turnover and profit. Conversely, they also do the opposite and sell products below market cost (like newly-released DVDs and videogames) as ‘loss leaders’, intended to ‘lead’ other customers into subsequent purchases. Subscription points establish reward schemes, incentivising customers into sticking with one brand. High street banks and other commercial services offer deals and special offers for new customers in an effort to poach custom from other businesses. Liberal freedom and consumerism under capitalist regulation is ‘apparently’ ubiquitous in the Western world, just try not to think that it’s forced; after all, freedom forced down people’s throats isn’t ‘technically’ freedom.

It can be said that forced choice permeates deeper and further than simple transactions and encapsulated marketing. If its impact reaches most – if not all – of the fundamental elements of daily living, then it certainly impacts on those with struggling levels of income. For most of us, every time we get up in the morning, we have a genuine choice about whether we decide to go into work or not, yet for most of the working population, the outcome is a foregone, decided conclusion; we cannot afford not to go into work. It’s as if the system-culture of work decides in advance of going. The implications of not going into work are known to us all, and such an optimisable outcome may only emerge from playing the system. What is the point of our choices, when every finite outcome simply ends up as ‘neo-liberal’?

What about the choice between your existing job and a promotion? This too is a genuine forced choice; such is the Western world’s insatiable appetite for career progression in the ‘global race’. But again, the choices are forced according to whatever situation the individual finds themself in. A promotion and a higher wage usually entails larger risk, longer hours and a precarious elevation of responsibility: however sticking with your current job risks career determent, peer ridicule and salary stagnation. All systems require that you decide and live with the consequences that it alone has decided in advance: the very same consequences which emerge from the system that provide and ultimately decide the choosing for its own benefit.

More importantly, the retrograde forced choices that plague fixed-term employment, self-employment and especially unemployment present their own specific complexities and decisions, many of which are exceedingly hard to stomach. So too does the forced choice apply to the insatiable appetite for unsustainable levels of debt: an appetite which is required for most of the Western working population, who must spend money they don’t have so that they can sustain some quality of life. The requirement of living independently must follow the forced choice of paying for it, in accordance with the set price of living costs decided beyond any normal citizen’s control. Those who are ‘lucky’ enough to inherit or achieve such a privileged position of wealth, where these problems arise as pseudo-problems have not beaten the system in some jovial act of individualistic work ethic – instead the system simply subsumes their actions. You are equivalent to the level of the rules, thus your choices and the freedoms within them, are simply decided and accepted for reasons intrinsic to the system itself. In the same way a decent law-abiding citizen with no criminal charges is subsumed and decided within the system of law, so too is wealth subsumed and supported by an economic infrastructure which operates smoothly behind and prior to it. Yet systems can and do often go wrong.

The purview of the forced choice also descends into territories which seemingly escape economical jurisdiction – especially when it comes to our reliance on technology. Forced choices occur when: no-one can use a free social networking platform, or web service unless they sign up to the terms and conditions, the legalities of which require a lifetime to dissect properly. It occurs when a driver has missed a junction on the motorway, and has to drive for miles towards the next junction to turn round and reroute. It occurs when drivers rely on a satellite navigation system to decide a journey without the specific prior knowledge of how they’ll get there. It occurs when a businessman misses his 7.58.a.m bus that gets him to work for 9.00.a.m, forcing him to catch the 8.08.a.m bus on a decided timetable. It occurs when security officers restrict the movement of passengers into cordoned off rows and lines inspecting and deciding on single identities, according to their respective protocol. It occurs when an irate customer is forced to choose from a number of given options from a telephone prompter, whilst they are placed in a queue.

This is where the subtle paradoxical nature of forced choice is effective: our daily lives are automatically impregnated with complex forced choices of many kinds with or without our explicit awareness or permission. We are constantly pulled apart by forced choices. The capacity of entering into the world is one of negotiating these forced systems and navigating their rules. Forced choices can be subtle, quick, and implicitly concealed like cash machines, sewage systems, and design software, or they can be explicit, arduous and unwieldy like parking fines, paperwork or overthrowing a thirty year state of emergency.

The predicament is as follows; here’s an indeterminate free choice for you to decide on, but to get the effective result required, make sure you decide in accordance with the formal determinate rules of the system, thus negating any option of a free choice and a genuine decision to start off with. If you don’t choose correctly, (the correct choice being the selection of choices which benefit the infrastructure to begin with) then in most situations the alternative is so vastly unapproachable, unfair and difficult that life is constantly and consistently construed by following the lesser of multiple evils (general elections included). One could potentially find, build and configure other systems which provide more complex choices and offer flexibility, more choice, but nonetheless they are still systems, which require regulation and thus still come with their own collection of specific complex forced choices, usually borne out of precarious construction. Providing more choice, does not provide more freedom.

It doesn’t just matter what the system decides for the user, systems are simply defined by decision tout court – and the inherent unfairness emerges from their abuses which affect those who depend on their technological function. The system is defined by a performance of deciding whether you fit into its operational structure, and limiting the complexity of the user, to achieve a sufficient and effective outcome. This is why, in most cases, infrastructures which are built to indirectly regulate and construct such forced choices only benefit the biased infrastructures themselves and the ideals which are embedded into their construction. As Tom Morello once stated, there aren’t many freedoms in capitalism apart from the ones that benefit it: the freedom to make money, the freedom to set up business, the freedom to speculate on the stock market, but they all serve towards one forced choice: the marketplace or the workplace. Thus, to quote Tom Morello, “the only way you can avoid bosses and jobs is if you don’t care about making a living. Which leads to the second freedom: the freedom to starve”.2 Needless to say, starving to death leaves us with no choice.

Moreover, it’s as if the contemporary technological world is utterly defined, utterly obsessed with decisions: the pressure of them, the individual responsibility of them more so. Such prestigious careers are defined by “taking the decision”, taking the glory of it and bearing its consequences; Governments and Councils take decisions for the good of the country, CEOs and Directors make tough decisions for the future of their companies. ‘Great’ leaders are revered for being ‘great decisive leaders’, not just making decisions quickly and effectively, but also settling issues and producing definite results, whilst excluding others. Entire Board rooms and committees are geared towards making decisions, any decisions, to the point of undermining the point of them being there. Benefit tests and occupational health studies decide on the correct diagnosis for whether someone on sick leave can work or remain on welfare. Game shows and board games call the final round, the ‘decider’, designed to decide the ultimate winner and forgotten loser. Complex algorithms which process and compress exit poll data into statistical election predictions, try to obsessively decide-in-advance of what the electoral outcome will be. Political administrations and security regulations decide-in-advance on any insecure or contingent occurrences which threaten their sleek functioning. The responsible neo-liberal individual is supposed to make decisions for their own self-interest, and is often held accountable if they can’t. We are all supposed to make decisions it seems, and yet bizarrely, and in most cases, decisions are always made on our behalf constantly. Thus how should we interrogate this state of affairs on the benefit of our own decision capabilities, and under what purpose and what condition? What is the purpose of our choices, even our own decisions, when almost everything in our lives is decided in advance?

Forced choice arises from an exterior decision, never the agent whose choice is being forced. The word ‘decide’ comes from its Latin origins of decidere, which literally means to determine something and ‘to cut off’. Making a system which decides, between two or more routes, means cutting off and excluding all other options leaving a final result at the end of the procedure. Such a system forces choices by its very structure, hence the decisive nature of splitting something off at the knees. Every type of decision-system does this, whether it is the system of buying a latte or privatising a railway network. A decision-making system always affects other acts of making choices and in effect, cuts off meaningful, alternative decision capabilities. Decisions are always inherently restrictive and are part and parcel of being a function. Think about it. What else does a decision do, other than restrict? Even if the goal is to make something more open, build more choices, a decision must be enacted to make that happen. Making a decision, or building a system to extend and decide a particular ideal decision, must force other choices outside of it. The capability of having a choice without being forced is, in my mind, the best definition of a free act, whilst a forced choice offers no such capability. A forced choice is thus the capacity for choosing something that has always-already been decided by the external system prior to such a choosing.

Now, the usual rebuttal here is to suggest that choice must come first before any decision is made. We humans, ‘rational agents’ that we are, must be free to have choices before we can make the best decisions or judgements. But this is folly. Since when have we ever been masters of our own rational choices? Since when have we able to switch on and off vagaries of human self-mastery? Since when have we ever had a say in how our environment has contingently defined us? Such is the nature of ideology, external decisions always impregnate our choices. Our decisions are never ‘our own’ decisions as such.

One of the implicit arguments of this monograph suggests that directly opposing, attacking or refusing forced choices cannot function as a direct, genuine tactic of resistance – or at least if it was, it hasn’t worked very well. The paradox of the forced choice cannot be resolved by positing some unbridled immanent freedom, or anti-operational stance outside of the forced choices on offer, as if it’s merely a cultural framing issue. Indeed, the popular academic answer of “false consciousness”3 or perhaps even something akin to a brainwashing of knowledge, does little to silence the paradox of the forced choice. It aims for a moderately comfortable solution that we ‘could’ have genuine choices and autonomous decisions if we think or theorise hard enough and refuse the constructed forced systems as a delusional shadows of appearance, solely generated from thought itself. Ideology does not stop at the access of the subject and we will not find an answer in anthropocentrism.

Suggesting that a forced choice is a real, constructed, configurable operation which actually functions and is instigated outside of human thinking is not a submission to ideology, but an opportunity to understand its pragmatic composition in the form of real regulated systems that compose our technological epoch. Automated systems regulate and decide on behalf of their users and our forced choices emerge from this, which is the entire point of designing a system of power: to automate decision.

Systems which communicate and automate decision operate through a well-known form: that of propaganda, an important term for what follows. Such information can never be impartial, and despite the derogatory enforcement of such a word, propaganda is the only tool that can be used to prise open and take hold of other given systems of propaganda. Propaganda is simply the ideological means by which ideal decisions are propagated or directed through various forms of technical media.

Thus, systems of propaganda are never objective, and always have inherent ideal decisions woven into their constructions which in contemporary life, are unlikely to benefit those who depend on them. They have real effects and complicit ideals too, regardless of what you think and especially what you even do. Forced choices are not delusions or shams that distract us from truth, they are real events of translation. Ideology is not a simple question of distorting what we know about the world and unveiling the ‘truth’, whatever that is. Nor is it about locating ideology as the sole antagonistic locus of the subject’s freedom, as is fashionable nowadays. Neither can its effects be relegated to what we do, in the form of changing our habits or practices: rather ideology is a pragmatic and ultimately real effect of infrastructure and system building that characteristically constructs forced choices in daily life. The system of ideas and ideals that form economic theories and policy are not wholly epistemological, for they have real effects, and to treat them as delusions risks change rather than aids it. To change a failing system of ideals, we have to change the system which contains them and propagate an alternative. What kind of ethical decisions would society like to automate is perhaps a better question, rather than how does society reject automation and external decision altogether. By all means, this is not a clear question.

Decisional Ecologies

What is clear is that our world is no longer simply accountable to human decision alone.

‘Culture’ as it defines itself so loosely, is no longer simply guided by a collective whole of human decisions, nor is it reducible to one ‘natural’ collective decision. Instead, the collective world is comprised and composed of an environment of decisions. By an environment of decisions, I don’t just mean the sole decisions and choices humans make which impact on the environment as if they are mutually exclusive: rather it is a decentralised network or ecology of decision-centric autonomies, which surround and presuppose any individual or collective decisions that get underway, both social and technological. The environment of decisions already takes place before we enter the world, implicitly coterminous with our lives, whilst explicitly determining a landscape upon which an individual has limited manoeuvrability.

Consider the sheer amount of automated forced choices we encounter daily, or when we engage with a system of any kind: the Mac OSX computing platform, air conditioning, breakfast menus, universities, RSA public key cryptography, pencil case zips, car park ticket machines, statutory maternity pay, software shotguns parsers identifying anomalies, or the destructive impact of bailiffs. Each system allows a finite amount of operational manoeuvre within it, in accordance with its regulated function.

The question is no longer simply ‘who decides’, but now, ‘what decides?’ Is it the cafe menu board, the dinner party etiquette, the NASDAQ share price, memory foam, the Google Search algorithm, railway network delays, unmanned combat air vehicle (UCAVs or “drones”) causing untold carnage,4 the newspaper crossword, the javascript regular expression or the differential calculus? It would make little to sense to suggest these entities ‘make decisions’ or ‘have decisions’, it would be better to suggest that they are decisions: they are what they decide, thus they have their own limiting conditions and they decide what choices can be made within them. It may be the case that we can choose between forced choices, or between certain systems of course, but this can never fully resolve the charge that they are any less forced, should one system be chosen or routed around. Whilst such choices that generate from these ecologies appear quite unpredictable and dangerous, decisions decide them with regular monotony.

Perhaps a better synonym for this is to say that we are surrounded by an ecology of decisions. Or better yet, decisional ecologies. An ecology (following the work of Timothy Morton and Matthew Fuller) gives weight to an uncontrollable mesh of relationships between entities that decide things: that is, an interconnectedness that operates in-between the actions of decisions.5 There is no central decision which controls this ecology, nor any capacity to reduce decisions down to a single rule, nor a defining boundary where decision can or cannot decide. Whilst external decisions compose the choices we make, our own decisions can also affect the choices of others, cutting off alternatives in their wake.

Decisional ecologies are dense systems: deceptively dense. Decisional ecologies are both exasperatedly rigid, and yet in the suitable hands of context, construct the nuanced depth of ‘flexible’ choice. They are autonomous sites of cognitive extension, of tools and effective communication, as well as sites of cognitive hindrance, alienation, miscommunication and rejection. Following Fuller, the term implies “an interrelationship with knowledge and time management processes, intellectual property regimes, database and software design, content control, access structuring, metadata, archiving, and the use and generation of new document and information types.”6 But rather than lumping ecology with methods of handling media, and differing specific mediums, decision is endorsed for reasons not only specific to the formal capabilities of computation and technology, but of system structure and the structured. It’s all very well harping on about how different mediums structure and determine what can and can’t be done within those different infrastructures, but the purpose of foregrounding ‘decision’ lends itself a different air of agency. Non-human agencies do not “will”,7 in some vital, productive material sense (depending on what sort of ‘matter’ is insinuated) but only decide, and decide in the most banal, formal way afforded to them. Decisional ecologies are established by structured forms of arrangement and configuration than they are productions of non-linear material.

Decisions are somewhat useful for understanding the connections between certain entities in an ecology. We are forever embedded into decisional entities that surround us and enacting a decision through an entity enlists a copious amount of others. When we use, create, admire or break something technical, we are at once understanding the innumerable layers of historical, technical, social and legal decisions woven into it and behind it, coupled with our own decisions that instigate the process. Conceptual decisions are composed of finer impersonal decisions; such as synoptic gates located in portions of neuro-computational architecture, whilst in front of our eyes, bacterial organisms decide whether to vacate one eyelash for another.

By framing the argument of this publication within the inanimate and animate environment of decisions, it resolves some of the unfortunate tendencies to make decisions and choices interchangeable, or limited to the human landscape. As far as we’re concerned, decisional systems are not defined in their usual way: that being an analytic framework, upon which a rational agent can make ‘the best decision’ after some consideration (as is the case with Rational Choice Theory, which is the insipid outcome of formally modelling the outcomes of populations, who make predictable decisions that benefit their personal advantage). Instead decision operates as a real system existing in the world and its very reason for doing so only decides in advance of choices made by it from the very start. Automated systems do not consider, they decide. They do not solely judge, but make a judgement. The structure of any system cannot ‘choose in advance’, it can only be defined by already being decidable-in-advance. Decision is executable – genuine choice is not. Decisions affect the world in ways that are integral to their function, whilst choices are considerations yet to be made on the basis of historical and ecological decisions that support it. Decisions manifest themselves in systems according to their function. Unlike decisions, which are explicit, having access to a choice before a decision takes hold, renders a situation ambiguous. Yet, if we are right, if there is an environment of decisions which already decide our possible actions before any choice is presented, then we have to be humble about how ambiguity presents itself.

Certain questions that emerge from this become extremely difficult to answer because they refute a generalised analysis: yet focusing on concrete examples might allow for a more rewarding mediation. For example, how is the structure of forced choice configured in its operational logic? Is a decisional system defined by what it can’t do in as much as what it can? Under what circumstances can a system be reconfigured, concomitant with how they configure us? What else can a decision do, in-between an endless deciding between two or more outcomes? Systems and complexity require detailed negotiations and time to examine, not blanket cultural generalisations. Can we negotiate the whirring of the decisional system, even when its operational force throws us into its prediction?

Decisional ecologies do not present nor seek a justification in one ideal or another, but present a flattening of ideals, agencies and systems, with an emphasis on tracing their decidable capabilities and contingent conflicts. A decision, whether it is a thought, a concept, an idea, a suggestion, a plan, a judgement, an execution, a ruling seeking to take action, with aim, agency and purpose, executes itself within and around real systems in the world: not simply an opinion of an individual or collective belief which trumps all others. Never is it simply one of human origin, imposing itself on a complete ‘world’ of nature. Nature or concept, both inhabit the split of decisions and choices. Conversely, a system which exists and runs without human attention can also execute decisions, latent ideals, purposes and impressions, and introduce new forced choices, new agencies and new affects: only designed to be predictable to the author, but often aren’t. The world is swarming with the reality of conflicting decisions, jostling for some sort of position, clambering over each other without much reason, blind to themselves, only responding to each other’s call by submission or contingency.

Other decisions that exist in this ecology either decide or have yet to be decided. They never bring our lives into an open area of freedom, but instead endlessly condemn us into a ‘making do’ and ‘putting up with’ sense of banal dystopian progress, and that is all there is. Decision ecologies are banal, ordinary, everyday. The ‘ordinary’ to which we live, is teeming with decisions: yours, mine, ours, entirely composing the historical and the possible at every measure. Each decision responds to various modes of contingency that operate within its ecology and some decisions outstay their welcome by determining contingencies for too long. The vast majority do not fare so well. Each decision introduced into the world, can only decide according to its finite construction and not to any other mode of discursive call, even if there is pressure to do so. In fact, ‘discursive-ness’ in this sense, is simply an unorganised mess, designed to filter a whole noise of decisions, usually focusing on a select few of interest. By their very nature, every single decision has been decided – yet clearly, some decisions decide more than others.

There is an immediate tension here, between the subsuming forced choices on offer, particularly the ones that are constructed by decisional ecologies, and the conceptual forced choices indicative to theoretical, philosophical/cultural/critical claims. Already we are highlighting a tension inherent to the usual cultural and critical accompaniment of the ‘forced choice,’ as made famous by the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, its political refresh in the writings of Louis Althusser’s apparatuses and the infamous public intellectual, psychoanalyst and philosopher Slavoj Žižek. We will examine this tension later on, but already we can state the following: the operational conditions upon which forced choice occurs have little continuity with the sole mental act of the subject, for crucial reasons. Forced choices are the joint products of real, singular ecological decisions, rather than reductions or sole products of delusional practice in the human psyche. Such products have the habit of being ‘allegorical’ rather than operating as an active, decisional system.

The fundamental psychoanalytic point usually expressed in Lacan’s forced choice is the following; any subject who has the freedom to choose is beholden to a certain, repressed ‘forced’ submission to that very act of choice in order to have the subjective ability to choose in the first place. Thus, everything that comes into contact with the subject is always already stained by this alienation, and is allegorically bundled into every interpretation. We are contrasting this statement with a more constructive pragmatic implementation; that real deterministic, recursive, systematic procedures of propaganda constitute the formal structure of decisions and their forced choices. This will be explained later on, but first we must specify the subject matter of this publication.






2

Decision and Forced Choice 
Inherent to Videogames


Playing videogames, like working with computers, we learn to adapt ourselves to fixed systems of control. *All the adapting is ours*.

Charles Bernstein1



Problems of agency in critical theory and political theory have been circulating this road for an age. ‘Where might the foundations of autonomy originate?’ ‘Where can we locate sovereignty in between social relations of common struggle?’ ‘How do we convince the commons to refuse the forced choices that are given to them, and in effect expose their material construction?’

These are important and helpful questions, usually framed in unhelpful ways. It is time we deliberately framed them in a helpful manner, or a setting where readers can understand the formal implications of these ecologies rather than indiscriminately attack them, pretend that they might go away or only exist subjectively. Forced choices are as ubiquitous and real as computing happens to be in the modern world, and this is no accident. This is not to say that forced choices and computation are mere, ‘modern constructions’, postulating that existence was ‘more free’ and ‘less endowed to power struggles’ before computation had been discovered. The contention of this book is that the computational videogame medium (and one particular videogame series at that) is suited to understand and configure these fundamental forced choices due to their computational, recursive nature coupled with subjective user navigation: and additionally, the separation of choices from decisions within decisional ecologies, might provide an alternative method of approaching game criticism.

It will be presumed that videogames are the exemplar expressive medium of the forced choice, but (and this is of sincere importance) this is of no fault to the medium itself. No-one should seriously reject videogames for this reason. Any possible scapegoating of the medium shall not be the message, despite the putridness of the ecology. There are certainly many cases where forced choices have constituted unethical modes of gameplay within different types of games, but this publication will focus on one specific example where forced choices and idealised systems have been deliberately foregrounded for expressive purposes. Using this example as an extremely helpful prism, not only illuminates other modes of enquiry, but also focuses the publication’s own specific angle of interest. But we should also be mindful, insofar as we don’t want to simply chastise videogames as the single tautology of the forced choice. In doing so, such an analysis avoids hedging bets by appealing to a traditional reductionist analysis of ‘games’ rather than the ecologies of computational systems and technology. We are only interested in the essence of games, insofar as they are systems, which require rule-based navigations and compliance: in the similar way that a user of a payroll system has to navigate its rule-based navigations and compliance in order to process employee payments. Although the predominant cultural view of the former is ‘leisure’, and the latter, ‘work’, both are composed systems, which decide outcomes inherent to their idealised functions, despite very different applications. In fact, like everything else guided by neo-liberal ideology, the gap between the two is increasingly shrinking.

In this light, it’s easy to see why videogames are exemplary. For a start, they are complex, procedural modelling programs that constitute a bundle of forced choices to which users must adhere in order to progress or burrow deeper into the mechanics of the system. Bordering on vulgarity, one could state that a program is a broad collection or set of forced choices, encapsulated by some sort of interface and input system. When a player is playing a videogame of any genre, they are beholden to the formal rules of the system constructed by designers with or without their systematic input. Subject to outside modification, these rules are constant in the recursive sense of the word, because for the most part, the system requires a certain degree of sustained input in order to function. Moreover, the requirement of the user, its orientation of human based entertainment, is a fine pedestal to the complexities inherent to forced choices. Such packaged products of entertainment and experimentation may please or even reproach audiences into certain consequences. Why are gamers forced into making specific decisions, how do they make them, what differing methods of decision are brought to the game and under what terms or consequences? A coarse answer, would bellow out the fact that videogames and the commercial system built around them, decide on making corporations and publishers substantial amounts of profit, which is clearly obvious, but perhaps videogames decide things on a wider plain.

A videogame then, is a procedural computational program which links user action to formal consequence within a rule-based system. Following the pioneering work of Ian Bogost,2 they can be analysed as abstract, ideological computational systems which model and simulate certain rules based on external systems outside of themselves. ‘Procedural’ in this sense, simply means an established, effective, formal method of action executed in a certain order to achieve an effective outcome. All models are essentially mired idealisations of existing systems which designers wish to procedurally model, with certain constraints and affordances built into them no matter what the system is. Videogames are simulations in the widest sense of the word. A game can simulate any concrete or abstract subject matter it wants, yet there is always a certain level of removal from the system it attempts to simulate, despite the design. There will always be something never captured by the idealised system, something it contingently relies on, the most salient of all, being the initial actions of the player, although this is complicated.

It goes without saying that the role of any medium is utterly biased in its construction – which is to say, there is no objective neutral system. Every system decides according to a principled set of ideal procedures and processes – and every choice that becomes forced within it, whether explicitly or implicitly, corresponds to what the system’s designer has constructed it for. Call it vision, call it ideology, call it totalitarianism, call it whatever ethical term you like: this publication prefers decision. It’s not a neutral term, but in the context of culture, computation and ideals, decision is a ‘catch-all’ word designed to collect different components of deterministic behaviour, nudging, splitting choices and programming idealised functions. Other publications have offered similarly ‘catch-all’ terms such as Lawrence Lessig’s “code”,3 Alexander Galloway’s “algorithm”,4 Fuller’s “Standard Objects”,5 Crogan’s “logistics”,6 or Bogost’s own “procedure”. Its applicability intends to seep into every pragmatic construction of system-building, be it technological, authoritarian, judicial or occupational such is the environment of decisions. Decisions embedded in computational code may regulate user agency, but so do decisions concerning corporate patents on code itself, as well as decisions concerning the hardware components that code is run through.

There are two paradoxical reasons why decision is appropriate; firstly, whilst computational procedures are known for their unsympathising inflexibility, blindly restricting what we can do, their expansion into almost every facet of daily living, is down to their flexible universal nature. By universal, we simply mean an established statement whereby a conceptual effective procedure can be equivalently programmed into a machinic one, achieving the desired and effective result. This means that, secondly, computational systems are products of programmed automated machinic and conceptual decisions which not only do effective things, but simultaneously facilitate effective procedures for how things are done.

This is how power distributes itself in such automated times. The constructor’s decisions are mapped onto the system’s own decisions, and are automated from a distance. Every time a decision is made, whether organically or inorganically, creative or bureaucratic, system or object, a divide occurs: an automated system can only allow what has been decided in its construction. External decisions split the user’s choice asunder.

Videogames, whether hi-fi or lo-fi, commercial or indie, establish the same formal, computational requirements upon which action is subsumed in specific domain spaces. The ‘state of play’ is inherently recursive, insofar as ‘play’ constitutes a constant repetition of formal ruled action at every step until a complex goal has been completed or until a certain state has been reached leading to a further complex development in the system. We intend to conflate ‘play’ in its broadest conviction within the schematic of a computationally infused theory of ‘forced choice’. Note here the subtle change of agency in this definition compared to certain definitions of ‘play’ or ‘interactivity’ in games studies. For example consider Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman’s widely used definition of play as a “free space of movement within a more rigid structure.”7 Whilst this definition does not resemble the complete opposite of decision, as we’ve defined thus far, ‘play’ tends to preoccupy itself with the freedom of possibility opened up in a space of rules rather than the traumatic return to decision inherent in the system that establishes and formalises such rules. Moreover, this latent feature of ‘interactivity’ is often peddled as videogames unique feature, where players are sold evocations of freedom and unparalleled decision; unlimited emergent ‘choice’ and interaction.

But no matter what choices are made within a videogame system dependent on player participation, decision denotes the same determinate results taking place on a formal level; namely the decisional properties that define sets of formal recursive rules coded and executed on a system. What happens to the pre-programmed decisions woven into the system itself? Even as early as 1991, Charles Bernstein wrote (in his whimsical essay, Play it Again, Pac-Man), that the:


much admired interactiveness of videogames amounts to less than it might appear given the very circumscribed control players have over their “men.” Joy sticks and buttons (like keyboards or mice) allow for a series of binary operations; even the most complex games allows for only a highly limited amount of player control.8



This is what ‘form’ means anyway, or a ‘bastardised’ realist version of it at least: an essential abstract ideal which manifests itself into an assembled system, upon which real things participate and are ‘decided.’ These forms shall never be Platonic, but computationally enacted in silicon, switch gates, C++ or moulded plastic buttons: and when we play these forms, players mistakingly and unavoidably adopt these structures as their own.

This is the inherent point of a computational procedure. Unless the formalised code is modified, the set of subsumed rules always stay the same and they are determinately forced by their function whilst deciding on external inputs. Yet, the inputs and outputs of user action are contingent and this indeterminately constitutes the choices and areas of possibility on offer to them. Thus one can compose a different definition of ‘play’ here: a structured collection of forced choices, inherently grounded within representative content, which distract the user from the system’s decision. The greater the level of expression required to engross one’s ‘freedom of play’, the greater the level of distraction is ensured to distance concealed decisions behind it. Moreover there is no ‘right way’ to play, no known method to capture the ‘essential’ character of games, play or dialogue: there is only decision. Play may be freedom in constraint, but unless one separates decision from choice, one cannot understand play without the ecological background of a system which constructs its means and methods.

This is the paradox stated specifically; how can complex variances of user/player action be decided upon by a determined system and under what basis?

As far as they constitute themselves in systems, a forced choice can also be defined by the operative status of being ‘decidable-in-advance.’ Decidability is a particularly loaded computational term, where a formal system of mathematics or a formal language of code can compute or ‘decide’ on every action given to it, and produce the consequential output. In order for a user’s choice to be forced, it must be decided by the system that does the forcing. If the system has decided on your input there can never, in principle, be any ambiguity on the query in question. Videogames, being computational systems, must be constructed to operate as being decidable-in-advance, otherwise their functionality would falter. No matter what procedural situation the player finds themselves in, the system must be programmed to explicitly decide on the input of their actions, and adjust the output as necessary, even if the resulting content of that output is subject to chance and different on every play. This is also the case with building specific “sandbox” systems designed to enact emergent gameplay mechanics (Minecraft (2009-present) being, perhaps the most well-known contemporary example) generating whole ecologies within ecologies: communities, clans, personalities, crypto-currencies, etc. After all, fundamental decisions must be made as the key constraints of any system, not every emergent detail that exists can be created in one complete decidable system, there is no such thing.

The purpose of the videogame, surely, is this flipping between the chance of consequence on the user’s part, versus the system which decides on their actions for the sake of controlling that communication. No two gaming sessions are identical for the user, yet for the computational logic of the system, every session is formally speaking identical, because no formal rules have been changed and the consequences are almost-always realised and computed as such. A video-game in action takes place as a competition of decisions. This, to put it whimsically, is why games have that strange whiff of fate about them, for the player’s procedural destiny is to be decided over and over again, even if the generative content pertaining to it remains subject to chance each time. Each choice made in the system comes back to the same consequence: the determined system itself.

In computability theory this is often related to functional scenarios whereby only two logical outcomes are possible on the basis of binary difference, (either yes or no, either ’0’ or ’1’) thus a divide is instigated by the function. All manifesting forced choices are symptomatic of this, even to those who use computers casually: as the simplest banal example imaginable, consider selection windows which only allow two or more choices, usually ‘OK’ and ‘Cancel’. It’s a genuine real choice between them of course, but the decision must be built into the system prior to the choice being made.

Academic Videogame Criticism

It’s easy to get carried away into an interdisciplinary research project which could document the specific actions of different forced choices within different genres and different videogame constructions on various platforms and media. Different games produce different user experiences and different forced choices, yet the real formal properties of computational procedure must be accounted for in each different case, even if the tools required for their construction are proprietary, expropriated or open source. This, as you might expect, could descend into a far larger, more fulfilling technical and political project of interest within game criticism (and we should note here that game criticism is different from reviewing games).

However, unlike most scholarship and writing on the matter, we will not attempt to understand decision through a broad history of the videogame medium or of games ‘in general’, or any understanding as to what should be essential for claiming something to ‘be a game’, nor of embracing a particular genre. Nor do we wish to concentrate on the role of videogames as one single influence, or sole product of some other topic of human history. As a useful experiment – which may or may not work – we might try to understand decision by looking at one videogame franchise outright, and extrapolating these insights into a wider set of questions about video games and more broadly, computation and decisional ecologies.

In effect, this publication implicitly traces two unorthodox paths. By and large, it escapes the dominant justification of studying games which often formalises videogame works (and ‘games’ in general) into analytic taxonomic reductions: that is, who can best divide existing artefacts into formal, distinguishable ‘games’ from ‘non-games’, and then render such efficient constructs as unique to the medium. Against this, a call for more specific or close-minded critical reading has recently been argued by Brendan Keogh (amongst others), where in the place of formalist justification (what a game should be), there exists a need for a ‘bottom up toolkit’ which critically understands specific phenomenological moments of videogame play: what Keogh calls the academic videogame critic.9

‘Play’ for Keogh is reconceptualised as a mangle of flattening bodies, fictional worlds and material practices knotted together in one embodied experience. What he calls “a cybernetic circuit of embodied pleasures.”10 All aspects of criticism take place within interrelated forms, rather than gaming forms yet to be purified. In this sense, studying one particular videogame work outright shares many aspects with Keogh’s intervention, as does the general contemporaneity in which he grounds his intervention. This interrelated mangle of criticism is not just indicative of academic video game criticism: it already exists as a mangled practice taking place online and offline public discourses, inside and outside academic institutions, DIY blogs, open access publications, self-published ebooks and many other ecological forms of communication. For Keogh, as for many other similarly minded ‘younger’ scholars who have grown up with a world inherently reliant on computational practice (including this author), videogames are no longer exceptional or unique artefacts that need to be justified according to a pre-written textbook. They have become the furniture of popular criticism.

Whilst this book undoubtedly shares (and has learned from) Keogh’s intervention, it also differs by deviating through a second alternate path. Whilst our analysis will bypass the question of ‘what games are’, it won’t just stop at video game ecologies either. To understand this video game franchise through an ecology of decisions, means understanding other avenues beyond the player’s bodily engagement with a world. Keogh privileges subjectively engaged allegorical readings with videogames, precisely insofar it elevates a broader, multifaceted, sensual engagement rather than marginalising experiential components away in order to reveal the essence of it. Quoting Keogh;


Every corporeal, technological, and virtual component present during a phenomenon of videogame play makes a contribution to the unique and hybridised shape of that phenomenon. If the academic videogame critic is to understand the pleasures and meanings offered by a particular videogames, they must avoid the temptation to reduce or purify that is so pervasive in the academic study of games. Instead they must hold onto the messy, hybrid assemblage of videogame play as their object of analysis, accounting for how videogame play functions across worlds and across bodies.11



Such a ‘holding on’ is to be commended, but the problem isn’t with Keogh’s analysis of irreduction, than it is the political nature of how one’s pleasures and meanings are structured and privileged in one certain direction and not another. How does an ecology bestow such pleasures and meanings, and why should an allegorical understanding be sufficient in making sense of that experience? Later on Keogh rallies against immersion for instance, because it neglects player involvement and inhibits hybridised, active assemblages of meaning. He is surely right, but there is also a darker side to such active playful assemblages, that are less reliant on meaning than they are manipulative strategies for directing a certain message. When do playful objects that sensate poetic allegories of perceptive pleasure turn into strategies for reproducing other peoples ideas? When does ‘perceived embodied feeling’ suddenly become answerable to being a product of a technological society? No one denies that a cybernetic circuit can embody pleasure, but cybernetics also solidifies the realisation that control and communication are both one and the same. In a decisional ecology everything matters, but only insofar as everything decides.

I invite the reader seek out other examples of academic videogame criticism, including, Keogh’s own close critical reading of Spec Ops: The Line,12 as well as the Landmark Videogames book series, by digitalculturebooks, featuring Dan Pinchbeck’s DOOM: SCARYDARKFAST,13 Mark J. P. Wolf’s Myst and Riven: The World of the D’ni14 and Bernard Perron’s excellent Silent Hill: The Terror Engine.15 In addition, there is the very recent Boss Fight Books series,16 featuring Ken Baumann’s study on EarthBound (2013), and other forthcoming publications that will probably be published alongside this book. However, for our purposes, this publication will focus on BioShock.

Despite being a tiresome practice – it might be worth stating what this book is not. This book is not a close reading of the BioShock franchise from the start to the finish. Neither does it seek to exclusively understand or identify how BioShock has influenced videogame history (although its pre-history and post-history are important): rather, it is an attempt to understand how its development is linked to ideological decisional ecologies and how developers and systems deal with such an ecology. We are not interested in capturing what BioShock ‘feels’ like to play, and critiquing it on that account. We are not interested in how BioShock offers anything like a ‘formal’ analysis on gaming. All videogames have deep traumatic relationships with decision, often obscuring it, or deflecting the player’s attention away from it. However BioShock’s relationship is a rather exceptional case study, and provides a salient case study into the matter. This franchise emerges from its ecology of decisions, with bruises, scars and other unintentional side-effects: effects which might help one understand how decisional ecologies manifest themselves.

The BioShock franchise has been published by 2K and developed by Irrational Games from 2007 to 2014. The series comprises BioShock, first released in August 2007 and the latest iteration ‘BioShock Infinite’ released in March 2013. There was also a sequel to the first, called BioShock 2 which was released in February 2010: however this sequel was not developed by Irrational Games, but by 2K Marin and Arkane Studios using the same development tools as its original (we will briefly comment on the sequel, but the analysis will concentrate on Irrational’s development for reasons that will become clear). Clearly there are many other bodies of work which offer different critical perspectives which are known and unknown to this publication, but such a series will be the centre point, around which other examples are cited.

The series is important insofar as it self-refers to its own methods of forcing choices and deciding consequences for the player and manages to explicate these issues, not just referring through thematisation, but crucially by also referring to them as real systems concealing ideals of automated decision. We will not seek to uncover what BioShock’s multi-layered and extensive narrative ‘means’, nor how players are ‘meant’ to treat the text or more frustratingly, how they are supposed to ‘admire’ and ‘learn’ from it: this is of no primary concern. Any debate circling around what BioShock is ‘supposed’ to mean, or how best to understand Irrational’s intentions is not the sole focus, but a fleeting symptom. Instead, we seek to uncover what BioShock is, as a composed, real idealised system of decision within a wider ecology of composed idealised decisions. This is a flattening exercise where the game’s famous narrative is just as tightly woven into the forced choices of its players, as the game’s development is tightly woven into its technical and political challenges.

How does the medium of videogames, as deciding-in-advance computer systems, affect the structure of designing a coherent narrative? What choices can designers themselves make in accordance with the environment of decisions that surround them? In turn, how are the designer’s decisions automated within a functional system? There is always a tension between the constant ecology of system decisions and the variable actions of the player (and the tension between constants and variables is an explicit element which underplays the supposed allegory of BioShock Infinite).

The BioShock series is typically defined as a ‘mature’, ‘above-average’, sci-fi shoot-em-up, and such commentary usually touts it as one of the most intellectual, philosophical examples of a commercial videogame series, offering the player brief, yet salient glimpses of political and moral thematisations worthy of ‘art’.17 Even the New York Times exclaimed that the original title could “hold its head high among the best games ever made”.18

This is usually contrasted with the usual fodder of blockbuster entertainment, involving anti-heroic space marines, Tolkienesque epic worlds of folk fantasy and ridiculous, over-hyped, war epics. Perhaps Kristan Reed’s review in Eurogamer issues the most gushingly misguided praise:


BioShock isn’t simply the sign of gaming realising its true cinematic potential, but one where a game straddles so many entertainment art forms so expertly that it’s the best demonstration yet how flexible this medium can be. It’s no longer just another shooter wrapped up in a pretty game engine, but a story that exists and unfolds inside the most convincing and elaborate and artistic game world ever conceived. It just so happens to require you to move the narrative along with your own carefully and personally defined actions. Active entertainment versus passive: I know which I prefer.19



That last sentence, may herald the most naive reading of what videogames purport to do. That the experience of playing is always found in the agency of the player, interacting and filling their environment with meaningful allegorical experience. This is not what BioShock does, even if it thinks it does. In fact, the very fact that it thinks it offers active entertainment, through the player’s movement should invite paradox.

BioShock’s critical depth isn’t to be found in its glossy commercial exterior which on closer inspection, brazenly accepts the mechanics of killing and the insipid market that goes with it. Neither is it to be found in explicit moral choices the player has to make, coupled with an interesting, if flawed subtext of something like Ayn Rand’s Objectivism (in the first game at least). Nor is it merely an aesthetic one, considering the heaps of praise commended for its beautiful game design. Nor is it located at the level of image, interface or language, which aids the player in ‘enacting liberating choices’ which he or she is normally constricted by in the real world. Nor can it be found in the insubstantial efficacy of giving a player ‘more choices’ during gameplay. Given this preceding exposition of the forced choice: ‘play’ and the political role of the ‘decision’ in real idealised systems, our aim is not to simply pass comments on these various explorations. Instead we seek to understand the deeper, ecological reasons for why BioShock self-refers to its own rancid deterministic character of a system deciding-in-advance, and why it is all the better for allowing itself to do so.

BioShock is, of course, not the only game to do this, but by some measure it is the most well known and commercially successful. Yet, BioShock is not a franchise which holds up a facile fictional, allegorical mirror to our culture, as if it means to ‘tell us’ something unpleasant about ourselves in a complex manner. The political, allegorical content of the game is important and well known, but it hides a deeper implicit engagement, which is structural, technical and systemic. Such an engagement with systemic mechanisms cannot be approached appropriately from the level of the individual, and BioShock is a particularly good example of this failure.

The BioShock franchise is not a window onto a represented dystopian world where we can test our own capacities and foster unanswered questions about morals. At least not solely. Instead the proper analogy is to understand it as a concrete real formal system which affects the reality of our own formal agency, through its own concrete function: that is, its own means and methods of decision. The critical player might turn themselves into knots, about how the game addresses ethical choices and moral ambiguity (or how it fails), but the reality of BioShock as a system of control continues on regardless. BioShock embodies the very worst of late capitalist logic: it offers you the ambiguity of moral agency, ‘the freedom to decide’ – when the real technical, social and structural decisions have already decided what will happen anyway.

Nothing about the following text will make any sense, unless the reader is invited to drop the act and fully realise that videogames have never been about the supposedly ambiguous moral choices of the player, or the visionary status of the auteur designer (even if it the game gets that far), but of the determining ecological decisions of systems. The game experience is a forced freedom, where decision making is subject to decision force: of what can be done, being constitutive of what should be done.

To this end, the famous ambiguity of moral choices in BioShock is a caricature of what is really going on underneath the aesthetic embellishment. As we will see, one or two commentators, highlight a critical insight, or analysis that the player is always entitled to come clean, realise their own slave mentality, choose to stop playing BioShock and refuse its control. In such games, this form of representation borders on the level of satire: players are meant to embrace the latent critique of why they should be playing this at all.

No-one can deny this act of course, the player can choose to switch off the console, or the proceedings of the game, yet the systemic issue for why such unfreedom occurs is never acknowledged. How far does such a ‘switching-off’ of the forced choice go, in order to relinquish moral freedom and action? Once BioShock is turned off, it cannot be said that the player has escaped the ecological purview of the forced choice anymore than when they were playing it. It warrants a worrying level of self-importance if the player invests in such an ideological allegory, and then chooses to reject it. For this is the crux of the issue: how many forced choice decision systems do you honestly believe you can reject outright? The system of law? The system of SQL Cloud servers? The system of food expiration? The system of parking fines? The system of Pay As You Earn and self-assessment tax controlled by Her Majesty’s Revenue & Customs? The system of in-season truffle expenses? The system of spyware hidden inside iPhones? These are different systems, all interlinking with each other in different methods, different meshes, different applications and different propagative techniques: and most of them are far more critically important and inherently unaddressed in our daily lives than BioShock appears to be. Yet, if we agree that all of these systems equally decide-in-advance and are worthy of being called propaganda, why shouldn’t BioShock be an important place to start? The importance of BioShock does not lie with its allegorical expression, than it is how such a message is constitutive of a propagating technique exemplary of other propagating techniques.

BioShock is like a gamy cyst hidden inside a juicy chicken burger or crumbling plaster behind woodchip wallpaper. It can be analysed as a vaguely interesting titbit of pop culture, whose questionable morals are often blended with a ‘shoot first’ mentality: but the game’s important, uncomfortable reality as a collection of determining systems can’t be ignored and are symptomatic of a deeper conflict, which to some extent, cannot be analysed as a sufficient pedestal foregrounding the insular conventions of ‘gaming.’ BioShock’s importance, contributes to an understanding of how videogame entertainment packages, built from computational systems, decide in advance and indirectly reveal a structure of the forced choice, like all computational systems.
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