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Preface

Videogames are an expressive medium. They represent how real and imagined
systems wotk. They invite players to interact with those systems and form
judgments about them. As patt of the ongoing process of understanding this
medium and pushing it further as players, developers, and critics, we must
strive to understand how to construct and critique the representations of our
world in videogame form.

Despite their commercial success, videogames still struggle for acceptance
as a cultural form." Critic James Newman offers two possible reasons. First,
he suggests, videogames are perceived as a children’s mediem, “easily deni-
grated as trivial—something that will be ‘grown out of'—and demanding no
investigation.” It is common to hear parents, educators, and policymakers
equate videogame playing with idle time, time that could be put to better
use. Yer, even if videogames were merely a children’s medium (which they are
not, and never were), this reason alone does not adequately explain why they
would escape respect.” Children’s literature has enjoyed considerable popu-
larity in both popular and academic contexts. For example, the Modern
Language Association (MLA) maintains a group for children’s lirerature, which
in turn produces an annual, Children’s Literature, which “publishes theoreti-
cally based artictes that address key issues in the field.”* Hollins University
offers masters degrees in the study and writing of children’s literature.” Even
comics, which enjoyed broad readership among kids and adults alike before
the adoption of the 1954 Comics Code, still benefit from occasional cricical

acclaim and attention.® The University of Florida supports comics studies,




where English professor Donald Aulr recently established a peer-reviewed aca-
demic journal on comics and graphic novels, called ImageTexT” Even if it were
accurate, the mere perception of videogames as children’s culture is not a suf-
ficient explanation for their resulting critical inarcention.

A more convincing quandary emerges from the correlation between video-
games and children’s culture. That quandary is triviality. Videogames are
considered inconsequential because they are perceived to serve no culrural
or social function save distraccion at best, moral baseness at worst. Newman
cites this triviality as the second explanation for the medium’s struggle
for legitimacy. Videogames, he argues, are perceived to be “mere trifles—low
art—catrying none of the weighe, gravitas or credibility of more traditional
media.”® This is not a new problem in the history of culture. Comics, televi-
sion, and even film once endured popular and critical scorn. The relative
maturity of each medium explains part of the problem. Says noted videogame
(and comics) critic Henry Jenkins, “If ir’s 1910 and you ask, "Whar's the
state of movies?,” I'm going to say mostly chases and pie fights. By 1915,
when D. W. Griffich makes Birth of 2 Nation, now I'm saying that this is a
mature storytelling medium that has enormous power to shape the debates
within our culeure.” Jenkins and many other critics in the growing freld of
game studies are trying to identify and cultivate a similar trend in videogames.
In my previous book, Uniz Operations: An Approach to Videogame Criticism, 1 too
made such a gesture, arguing for a comparative criticism of videogames that
would connect them with so-called high art—poetry, literature, and film in
particular,'®

But the growth of videogames as a legitimate medium tequires more than
just comparisons to other media. Jenkins’s casual comment might inspire the

incorrect belief thar time is a sufficient cure for the relative immaturity of

videogames. But creative progress on the part of the development community
and critical progress on the part of the academic and journalistic communiry
require a deeper knowledge of the way videogames wock—precisely how they
do whatever it is we would have them do to count as expressive cultural
artifacts,

This book is an analysis of the way videogames mounr arguments and influ-
ence players. Drawing on the 2,500-year history of thetoric, the study of per-
suasive expression, I offer a general approach to how rhetoric functions
uniquely in software in general and videogames in particular. In classical
antiquity, rhetoric was understood as the art of oratory. Since then, some fields

have adopted a more general understanding of rhetoric; for example, media
studies now often covers visual rhetoric, the art of using imagery and visual
representation persuasively, in order to understand the function of rhetoric in
photography and film. Following these craditions, this book suggests that
videogames open a new domain for persuasion, thanks to their core represen-
tational mode, proceduralicy.

I call this new form procedural rberoric, the art of persuasion chrough
rule-based representations and interactions rather than the spoken word,
writing, images, or moving pictures. This type of persuasion is tied to the
core affordances of the computet: computers run processes, they execute cal-
culations and rule-based symbolic manipulations. But I wane ro suggest that
videogames, unlike some forms of computational persuasion, have unique per-
suasive powers. While “ordinary” software like word processors and photo
editing applications are often used to create expressive artifacts, those com-
pleted arrifacts do not usually rely on the computer in order to bear meaning.
Videogames are compucational artifacts that have cultural meaning 4r com-
putational artifacts. Moreover, they are a popular form of computational arti-
fact; perhaps the most prevalent form of expressive compurarion. Videogames
are thus a particularly relevant medium for computational persuasion and
expression.

Among computer software, I want to suggest that videogames have a
unique persuasive power. Recent movements in the videogame industry, most
notably the so-called Seriows Games movement, which I discuss below, have
sought to create videogames to support existing social and cultural positions.
But videogames are capable of much more. In addition to becoming instru-
mental tools for institutional goals, videogames can also disrupt and change
fundamental atticudes and beliefs about the wotld, leading to potentially sig-
nificant long-term social change. I believe that this power is not equivalent
to the conzent of videogames, as the serious games community claims, Rather,
this power lies in the very way videogames mount claims through procedural
rhetorics. Thus, all kinds of videogames, from mass-market commercial prod-
ucts to obscure art objects, possess the power to mount equally meaningful
expression. From this vantage poine, in the following chapters I interrogate
three domains in which videogame persuasion has already taken form and suill

has great promise: politics, advertising, and learning.

In the domain of politics, I look at politics and public policy, first dis-
cussing the ways ideology functions in videogames. I then examine the way
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rule-based systems expose what George Lakoff has called “frames” for politi-
cal discourse. Unlike verbal discourse, which relies on deeply ingrained
metaphots that most people take for granted, videogames deploy more
abstract tepresentations abour the way the world does or should function. I
erace the function of these frames in polirical games, art games, and com-
mercial games. Nexe, I explore the field of officially endorsed political games,
investigating the role of games in public policy and political campaign
discourse,

In the domain of advertising, I firsc argue for a new era in advertising, one
that abandons the trend toward “associative” marketing, the attemprt to
manufactare needs in consumers by suggesting affinities between aspirations
and brands. Instead, I resuscitate and revise “demonstrative” advertising, the
atcempt to cotrelate advertising messages with the actual fearures and fune-
tions of goods and services. I explore and chart many varieties of advertising
in games, from branded games to in-game product placement, suggesting chat
games which articulare the funcrion of a product or service deploy the most
productive procedural rhetorics.

In the domain of learning, T first critique the stare of current educational
practice, in particular the tendency to teach eicher specific knowledge divorced
from context or abstract principies divorced from specific knowledge.
Next, I look at how games address values and aspirations, including an
interrogation of consumption, corporate training, and morality, I argue
that videogames’ usefulness comes not from a capacity to cransfer social or
workplace skills, but racher from their capacity to give consumers and workers
a means to critique business, social, and moral principles. Finally, I explore
so-called exergames, videogames thar encourage physical activity in their
players, arguing rthat the most sophisticated examples of these games artempt
to translate the rhetoric of the personal trainer withoue simply reproducing
the figure of the rrainer.

The research that produced this book is twofold. On the one hand, I am
an academic videogame researcher; I play games, research their histories and
influences, and record my subsequent claims about their meaning. On the
other hand, I am a videogame designer; I make games designed to have an
impact in the three domains thac are che subject of this book. The videogames

studio I cofounded, Persuasive Games, shares its title wich this book, and T
intend this work to reflect both theoretical and game design goals. A small
subset of the examples I discuss in the book were created at my studio, and I
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select chem not for self-promotion bur because they directly address the topic
at hand, a direct product of my actempt both to theorize and to practice the
principles of procedural rhetoric. While I do not offer direct advice for game
designers in these pages, I hope this book will prove useful for designers,
critics, and players of videogames alike.

I am grateful to numerons academic and professional colleagues whose

direct support, collaboration, and feedback was essencial to the completion of

this book. Special thanks go to my frequent research collaborators Gonzalo
Frasca and Michael Mateas, who have helped shape my thinking about
videogames and thetoric. Nick Montfort and Noah Wardrip-Fruin provided
detailed feedback on numerous drafts of this book. I am grateful co Matceo
Bittanti, Sandra Braman, Suzanne de Casrell, Katherine Isbister, Liz Losh,
Thomas Malaby, Sharon Mazzarella, Jane McGonigal, and Janet Murray
for feedback on individual chapters. And I thank Jay Bolter, Ted Castronova,
Mia Consalvo, Mary Flanagan, Jim Gee, Stuart Moulthrop, Michael Nitsche,
Ken Perlin, Cindy Poremba, and Kurt Squire for fruittul discussions, general
feedback, and ongoing support. A few publication acknowledgements
are also in order. Chapter 3 previously appeared as “Videogames and
Ideological Frames™ in Popular Communication 4:2 (2006)." Selections of thac
chapter appeared as “Frame and Metaphor in Political Games” in Worlds
in Play, eds. Suzanne de Castell and Jen Jenson.'” Earlier portions of
chapter 8 appeared as “Videogames and the Fucure of Education” in On she
Horizon 13:2 (2005)," and a previous version of chapter 4 appeared as “Playing
Politics” in First Momday 11:9 (2006). eds. Thomas Malaby and Sandra
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Braman.

Likewise, I heartily thank my professional colleagues in game development.
I am particularly grateful to colleagues at my studio, Persuasive Games,
including Gerard LaFond, Alejandro Quarto, and Nicolas Massi, without
whom several examples discussed in the following pages would never have
been created. I also must acknowledge Simon Carless, Brian Crecente, Michael
Gesner, Raph Koscer, Aleks Krotoski, Eric Marcoullier, and Ben Sawyer, who
have all provided support and encoutagement. T also thank the developers who
speak ac the annual Game Developers Conference, providing inval.uable
insights into che creation of their own games. I owe special thanks to Michael
Boyce, Toru Fujimoto, Daniel Olson, Nate Olson, and Shannon Townsend for
the essential yet trying job of acquiring permission to reprine many of the
images that appear in the book. Many thanks as well to Simon Ferrari, whose
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keen proofreading helped improve many passages and correct numerous mis-
takes, I am likewise indebted to the readers of Water Cooler Games, a website
on “videogames with an agenda” that Gonzalo Frasca and I have edited since
2003.” The reactions, responses, and support of our readers have been
excremely beneficial. Finally, I thank my family for their ongoing support: my
wife Abbey for tolerating my simultaneous refusal to connect a VCR to our

television and insistance char ren videogame consoles remain continuously

mated to it, and to my children Tristan and Flannery for helping me see what
Lotherwise might miss. - - - - e :

Preface

Procedural Rhetoric

In 1975, Owen Gaede created Temsre, a simulation of the firsc year of
secondary school teaching, for the PLATO computer education system.'
The program was intended to give new high school teachers an understand-
ing of the impact of seemingly minor decisions on the teaching experience.
The goal of the game is to complete the first year of teaching and earn a
contract renewal for the next. During play, the player must make successive
decisions, each of which affects different people in different ways. Some
decisions may please the students buc contradict the principal’s educational
philosophy. Others may provide a higher quality educational experience
but pur performance pressure on fellow teachers, causing workplace conflict.
The player can monitor the state of affairs by listening to student reactions,
requesting a conference with the principal, or overhearing gossip in the
ceacher’s lounge.

The game is played primarily through responses to multiple-choice ques-
tions whose aggregate answers change principal, teacher, and student atti-
tudes. For example, at the starr of the game, the player must rake a job
interview with his prospective principal. The principal may ask about the
player’s educartional philosophy or his willingness to advise scudent organiza-
tions. Later, che player must choose a grading methodology, classroom rules,
student seating arrangements, and a carriculum plan. The simulation chen
presents the player with very specific quandaries, such as how to manage
another teacher's students at a school assembly, whether or not to parcicipate

in the teacher’s union, dealing with note-passing in class, contending with




parents angry about their children’s grades, and even managing students’ dif-
ficult personal issues, such as home abuse.

No decision is straightforward, and the interaction of multiple successive
decisions produces complex social, educational, and professional situacions.
Situations are further influenced by the gender of the teacher, the influence of
the principal, student learning styles, and other subtle, social factors. In one
tun of a recent PC porr of Tenure, Jack, one of my best students, had been
arriving late 1o class.” I could choose ro ignore his tardiness, talk to him pri-
vately, or give him detention. I chese to talk with Jack about the problem,
which earned me praise from the principal, whose progressive philosophy
encouraged direct contact and student empathy. However, after speaking with
the student, I learned that his tardiness was caused by Mr, Green, the match
teacher, who had been holding class after the bell o complete the last problem
on the board. Now I was faced with a new decision: confront Mr. Green, make
Jack resolve the issue and accept the necessary discipline, or complain to the
principal. Asking the student to take responsibility would avoid conflice wich
my colleague and principal on the one hand, but would put Jack in an uncom-
fortable situation on the other, perhaps changing his opinion of me as a
teacher. Confronting Mr. Green mighe strain our relationship and, thanks to
lounge gossip, my rapport with other teachers as well. Complaining ro the
principal might cause the same reaction, and might also run the risk of expos-
ing me as indecisive. All of these factors might change given che outcome of
othet decisions and the personalities of my fellow teachers and principal.

Tenure makes claims about how high school education operates. Most
notably, it argues that educational practice is deeply intertwined with
personal and professional politics. Novice teachers and idealistic patents
would like to think chat their children’s educations are motivated primarily,
if not exclusively, by pedagogical goals. Temure argues that chis ideal is
significantly undermined by the realities of school politics, personal conflicts,
and social hearsay. The game does not offer solutions to these probiems; rather,
it suggests that education takes place nor in the classroom alone, but
in ongoing affinities and disparities in educational, social, and professional
goals. Tenure outlines the process by which high schools really run, and it makes
a convincing argument thac personal politics indelibly mark the learning
experience.

I suggest the name procedural rhetoric for the new type of persuasive and
expressive practice at wotk in artifacts like Tenure, Procedurality refers to a way
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of crearing, explaining, or understanding processes. And processes define the
way things work: the methods, techniques, and logics thac drive the opera-
tion of systems, from mechanical systems like engines to organizatlona.l
systems like high schools to conceptual systems like religious faith. Rhetoric
refers to effective and persuasive expression. Procedural rhetoric, then, is a
practice of using processes persuasively, More specifically, procedural rhe.toric
is the practice of persuading through processes in general and computational
processes in pacticular. Just as verbal rhecoric is useful for both the orator and
the audience, and just as written chetoric is useful for both the writer and the
reader, so procedural rhetoric is useful for both the programmer and the user,
the game designer and the player. Procedural rhetoric is a technique for
making arguments with computational systems and for unpacking computa-
tional arguments ochers have created.

Procedural and rhetoric are both terms that can impose ambiguity and con-
fusion. Before trying to use the rwo together in earnest, I want to discuss each

in turn.

Procedurality

The word procedure does not usnally give rise to positive sentiments. We typi-
cally understand procedurer as established, entrenched ways of doing things.
In common parlance, procednre invokes notions of officialdom, even bureau-
cracy: a procedure is a static course of action, perhaps an old, tired one in
need of revision. We often talk abour procedures only when they go wrong:
after several complainis, we decided to veview onr procedures for creating new accounts.
Bur in fact, procedures in this sense of the word structure behavior; we rend
to “see” a process only when we challenge it.”> Likewise, procedure and the law
are often closely tied. Courts and law enforcement agencies abide by procedures
that dictate how actions can and cannot be carried out. Thanks to these
common senses of the term, we tend to think of procedures as fixed and
unquestionable. They are tied to authority, crafted from the top down, and
put in place to structure behavior and identify infringement. Procedures are
sometimes related to ideology; they can cloud our ability to see other ways of
thinking; consider the police officer or army private who carries out a clearly
unethical action bur later offers the defense, “I was following procedure.” This
very problem arose in the aftermath of American brutalization of Iraqi war
prisoners at Abu Ghraib in 2004. Field soldiers claimed they followed orders,
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while officers insisted that the army did not endorse torture; rather individ-
ual soldiers acted alone. No matrer the truth, the scenatio raises questions
about the procedures thar drive military practice. In his report on prison prac-
tices, Major General Marshal Donald Ryder noted the possibility of altering
“facility procedures to set the conditions for Mi [military incelligence] inter-
rogations.” In this case, the procedures in question dictate the methods used
Lo interrogate prisoners. One might likewise think of interactions with line
workers in retail establishments. When asked to perform some unusual task,
such employees may be instructed to baik, offering excuses like “that’s not
our policy.” Policy is a synonym for procedure in many cases: an approach, or
a custom; a process for customer relations. In both these cases, procedures con-
strain the types of actions that can or should be performed in particular
situations.

In her influential book Hamlet on the Holodeck, Janet Murray defines four
essential properties of digital artifacrs: proceduralicy, participation, spatialicy,
and encyclopedic scope.® Murray uses the term procedural to refer to the
computer’s “defining ability to execute a series of rules,” Proceduraliry in
this sense refers to the core practice of software authorship. Sofrware is com-
posed of algorithms that model the way things behave. To write procedurally,
one authors code that enforces rules to generate some kind of representation,
rather than authoring the representation itself. Procedural systems generate
behaviors based on rule-based models; they are machines capable of produc-
ing many outcomes, each conforming to the same overall guidelines. Proce-
durality is the principa! value of the computer, which creates meaning through
the interaction of algorithms. Although Murray places procedurality along-
side three other properties, these properties are not equivalent, The computer,
she writes, “was designed . . . to embody complex, contingent behaviors. To
be a computer scientist is to think in terms of algorithms and heuristics, thar
is, to be constantly identifying the exact or general rules of behavior that
describe any process, from running a payroll to flying an airplane.”” This
ability to execute a series of rules fundamentally separates computers from
other media.

Procedurality in the computer-scientific sense preserves a relationship wich
the more familiar sense of procedure discussed above. Like courts and bureau-
cracies, computer software establishes rules of execution, tasks and actions that
can and cannot be performed. I have argued elsewhere that procedurality can
be read in both computational and noncompurational structures.® As culrural
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critics, we can interrogate literature, art, film, and daily life for the underly-
ing processes they trace. Bur computational proceduraliry plsfces a greater
emphasis on the expressive capacity afforded by rules of execution. ‘Comput-
ers run processes that invoke interpretations of processes in the mater'ial woirld.

For my purposes, procedural expression must entail symbol manipulation,
the construction and interpretation of a symbolic system that governs human
thought or acrion. As Stevan Harnad argues, computation is "inrelrpretable
symbol manipulation” in which symbols “are manipulated oln the b-asm of rules
operating only on the symbols’ shapes, which are arb:tra.ry in relation to what
they can be interpreted as meaning.” The interpretation of these sy§t.ems,
continues Harnad, “is not intrinsic to the system; it is projected onto it by
the interpreter.”'® Computation is representation, and procedurality in the
computarional sense is a means to produce that expression. As Murray. sug.r—
gests, computer processes are representational, and thuos procedurallty- is
fundamental to compurational expression. Because computers function
procedurally, they are particularly adept ar representing reall or imagined
systems that themselves function in some particular way—that 1:5, -that operate
according to a set of processes. The computer magnifies the ability to create
representations of processes.

The type of procedures that interest me here are those that present or
comment on processes inherent to human experience. Not all procedures are
expressive in the way thac literature and arr are expressive. Put processes that
might appear unexpressive, devoid of symbol manipulation, ma?r actuatly
found expression of a higher order. For example, bureaucracy constrai nf behav-
jor in a way that invokes political, social, and caltural values. C0n51.cler the
example of retail customer service as an invocation of proces?es. Irrfaglr.le that
you bought a new DVD player from a local retailer. Upon installing it, you
discover that the device’s mechanical tray opens and shuts properly, but no
image displays on the television. You assume it is defective. Most stotes offer

a return policy in such cases, so you take the player back to the store and

exchange it for a new one.

Now imagine that you buy the DVD player lace one evening on the way
home from work. You lead a busy life, and unpacking a DVD player isn't the
first thing on your mind. You leave it in the box for a week, or two, and then
finally take it out and connect it, discovering thac it doesn’c work properly.
You are frustrated but scill pressed for time, and you don’t get back to the
retailer for the recurn uncil the following week. The store would be happy to
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take your return, but they note thar you purchased the item more than four-
teen days ago. The store’s stated policy is to accept consumer electronics
recurns only within two weeks of purchase. Tn this case, the retailer’s employ-
ces may try to enforce their recurn policy, invoking the rules of a process. But
you might reason with the cletk, or make a tuckus, or ask to see a supervisor,
or cite your record of purchases at the store in question. Swayed by logic,
empathy, or expediency, the store might agree to accept the return—rco bend
the rules or to break procedure, as we sometimes say.

Let’s replace the human agents with computational ones. Now imagine that
you purchased the DVD player from an online retailer. The return process is
no less codified in procedure, but this time a computer, not a human, manages
your interface with the procedure. You receive the package and, as before, you
delay in opening and installing it. By the time you realize the item is defec-
tive, you have exceeded the stated return window. But this time, the rerurn
is managed by the recailer’s website sofrware. Instead of speaking with a
person, you must visit a website and enter your order number on a recurn
authorization page. A computer program on the server performs a simple test,
checking the delivery dare of the order aucornatically provided by the ship-
ping provider’s compurer tracking system against the current date. I the dates
differ by more than fourteen days’ time, the computer rejects the rerurn
request.

Situations like this help explain why we often despise the role of comput-
ers in our lives. They are inflexible systems that cannoc empathize, that
attempt to treat everyone the same. This is partly true, but it is not a suffi-
cient explanation of computational procedurai expression. When the human
clerks and supervisors in the rerail store agree to forgo their written policy,
they ate not really “breaking procedure.” Instead, they are mustering new
processes—for example, a process for promoting repeat business, or for pre-
venting a commotion—and seamlessly blending them with the procedure for
product recurns. This distinction underscores an important poine about
processes in general and computational processes in particular: often, we think
of procedures as tests that maintain the edges of situations. Disallow returns
after two weeks. Diffuse customer incidents as quickly as possible. This also
explains why we think of procedures as constraints thatr limit behavior. Max
Weber pessimistically characterized the racionalisc bureaucratization of society
as an "iron cage.” When the asceticism of Puritanism was extended into daily
life, argues Weber,
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it did its part in building the tremendous cosmos of the modern econoemic order. This
order is now bound to the cechnical and economic conditions of machine production
which roday determine the lives of all the individuals who are born inte this mechan-
ism. In [Calvinist Richard] Baxter’s view the care for external goods should only lie
in on the shoulders of the “saint, like a light cloak, which can be thrown aside at any

moment.” But face decreed that che cloak should become an iron cage.!!

Weber’s point is that mechanization overemphasizes rationalism. But in fact,
procedures found the logics that structure behavior in @/f cases; the machines
of industrialization simply act as a particularly tangible medium for express-
ing these logics. The metaphor of the cloak may suggest easy shedding of pro-
cedure, but che saint must immediately don a new cloak, symbolizing a new
logic. Both cloak and cage brandish processes; one is simply nimbler than the
other.

While we often think thac rules always limit behavior, the imposition of
constraints also creares expression. In our example, the very conceprt of return-
ing a defective product is only made possible by the creation of rules that
frame that very notion. Withoue a process, it would perhaps never even occur
o us that defective or unwanted products can be returned. And yet, this state
of affairs too implies a process, which we give the shorchand crvest empror, let
the buyer beware. When we do things, we do them according to some logic,
and that logic constituces a process in the general sense of the word.

This clarification in mind, there is no reason one could not model the more
complex, human-centered product return interaction computationally. For
example, the computer system might also recall the customer’s previous pur-
chases, forgoing the cutoff policy for frequent buyers. It might even reason
about the customer’s future purchases based on a predictive model of future
buying habirs of similar customers. We think of compucers as frustrating, lim-
iting, and simplistic not because they execute processes, bur because they are
frequently programmed to execute simplistic processes. And the choice to
program only a simplistic process for customer relations exposes yet another
set of processes, such as corporate information technology operations or the
constraints of finances or expertise that impose buying oft-the-shelf software
solutions instead of building custom solutions.

Processes like military interrogation and customer relations are culeural.
We tend to think of them as flexible and porous, but they are crafted from a
multitude of protracted, intersecting cultural processes. I have given the name
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unit operations to processes of the most general kind, whether implemented
in material, cultural, or representational form.'2 Unje opetations are charac-
terized by their increased compression of representation, a tendency common
over the course of the twentieth century, from structuralist anchropology
to computarion. I use this term to refer to processes in the general sense,
for example, the coupling of a cultural process and its compurational
representation. I also use xnit operation to distinguish one process in interleaved
or nested procedural systems, for example, the concept of customer loyalty as
distinct from transaction age in the case of a process-for managing product
returns.

Since processes describe the way simple and complex things work, some-
times they are nonobvious. In some cases, we want to conceal procedure—for
example, many people read the U.S. Army’s ambiguous response to Abu
Ghraib as a sign thac high-ranking officials in che military, those with the
auchority to set the procedure, endorsed torture. In other cases, the process is
too complex to apprehend immediately. We tend to ask the question bow does
this work? in relation to such processes. This sentiment probably conjures
images of mechanical devices like wristwatches, where procedural under-
standing implies taking a set of gears apart to se¢ how they mesh. But pro-
cedurality can also entail the opetation of cultural, social, and historical
systems. In these cases, asking bow does thir work? requires taking a set of cul-
tural systems apart to see what logics motivate their human actors,

A notable example comes from microbiologist Jared Diamond’s Pulitzer
Prize-winning book Gauns, Germs, and Steed an alternative approach to under-
standing history (discussed further in chapter 9)." Instead of recording the
events of human history, Diamond looks at configurations of material condi-
tions like geography and natural resources and asks how they produce scruc-
rural, political, and social outcomes. These outcomes in turn recombine wich
their undetlying material conditions to produce new historical moments. For
example, the lush agricultural conditions in the fercile crescent, along wich
the similar climartes in the east—west axis of Eurasia, set the stage for rapid
advances in agricultute across thar continent, leading to adequate food sur-
pluses chat allowed societies to pursue activities like politics and technology.
Such an approach to history goes far beyond the relarion between contempo-
raneous events, asking us to consider the systems that produce those events.

Steven D. Levitt’s work on mictoeconomies also exposes processes. Levitt
and Stephen J. Dubner authored the New York Times bestseller Freakonomics, a
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populist account of Levict’s sometimes unusual microeconomic analy-s,is. I;:vitt
claims that human behavior is fundamentally motivated by incentives.™ He
uses this assertion to explain the seemingly incomprehensible function of
numercus communities of practice, from real estate agents to sumo wrestlers
to drug dealers. In one of his more controversial claims, Levitt argues that the
massive drop in crime across the United States in the 1990s was caused by
the legalization of abortion in 1973." Levitt and Dubner explain:

In the early 1990s, just as the first cohort of children born after Ree v Wade was
hicting its late teen years—the years during which young men enter theit cr%minal
prime—the rate of crime began to fall. Whar this cohort was missing, of course,
were the children who stood the greatest chance of becoming criminals. And the
crime rate continued to fall as an encire generation came of age minus the children
whose mothers had not wanted to bring a child into the world. Legalized abortion led

to less umwantedness; unwantedness leads ta high crime; legalized abortion, therefore, led to less
6

crime."
Using written rhetoric, Levitt and Dubner walk us through an expl-anation of
the causal relationship that leads, in their proposition, from legalized abor-
tion to reduced crime. They are describing a social process, the operation of
interrelated legal policy and social welfare. Notably, the two end this explla-
nation with a formal logical syllogism (italicized above}, a structure T will
return to below in the context of rhetoric.

These abstract processes—be they material like watch gears or cultural like
crime—can be recounted through representation. However, procedural repre-
sentation takes a different form than written or spoken representation.
Procedural representation explains processes with other processes. Procedural
representation is a form of symbolic expression that uses process rather tlTan
language. Diamond and Levitt make claims about pmce.:dural systems like
history and crime, but they do not inscribe those claims in procedure—they
write them, just like T wrote the description of product returns abo.ve. In fact,
each and every analysis of videogame-based procedural rhetoric I will per.form
in this book necessarily deseribes the funccion of processes. These written

descriptions attempt to explain the procedural ones, which are made up of

rules racher chan letrers.
Procedural representation itself requires inscription in a medium chat actually
enacts processes tather than merely describe them. Human behavior is one
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mode of procedural inscription. Human actors can enact processes; we do so all
the time. The clerk, the supervisor, and the army privace all enact procedures.
Even very young children can consciously enact procedures wirh great success:
crossing the street, tying one’s shoes, and setcing the table are all unit opera-
tions in cultural and social processes. Nondigital board and card games offer
further exarples of human-enacted processes; the people playing the game
execute its rules. Buc human behavior is a challenging medium to muster for
arbitrary expression. It is difficult to coerce even a small group of people
to execute a particular process again and again, without rest and without
incentive. Because procedurality is incrinsic and fundamental to com-
puters, and because computers are much more flexible as an inscrip-
tion medium than human agents, they are particularly suited to procedural
expression.

In her call for meaningful interacrive drama, Janet Murray advocates for
procedural authorship. Such effore, says Murray, “means writing the rules by
which the text appears as well as writing the texts themselves. It means
writing the rules for the interactor's involvement, that is, the conditions under
which things will happen in response to the participant’s actions.” Murray
cites Joseph Weizenbaum’s Eliza program as an early example of this kind of
procedural expression."” Efizz modeled 2 therapist, responding to users’ text-
based input in much the same way one would expect from a real Rogerian
psychologist. Here is a sample exchange from Weizenbaum’s original Eliza
which ran on MITs MAC time-sharing system in the mid-1960s (capitalized’
lines are compurer responses):

Men ate al] alike.

IN WHAT WAY?

They'te always bugging us about something or other.
CAN YOU THINK OF A SPECIFIC EXAMPLE?
Well, my boyfriend made me come here.

YOUR BOYFRIEND MADE YOU COME HERE
He says I'm depressed much of the time,

I AM SORRY TO HEAR YOU ARE DEPRESSED
It’s crue. T am unhappy

DO YOU THINK COMING HERE WILL HELP YOU NOT TO BE UNHAPPY
I'need some help, that much seems cerajn.
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WHAT WOULD IT MEAN TO YOU IF YOU GOT SOME HELP
Perhaps I could learn to get along with my mother.
TELL ME MORE ABOUT YOUR FAMILY

My mother rakes care of me."”

As a technical experiment, E/fzz is an example of natural language process-
ing (NLP); the computer takes the user’s input, parses it into units of meaning
that the program can understand, and then assembles and presents a response,
including the proper grammarical transformarions to maintain the illusion
of language fluency. Eliza seeks out keywords such as “I am” or “you” and
manufactures transformations based on them. The computer program has no
real understanding of the meaning of the user’s input; rather, it is taking chat
input and spinning it into a possible conversation. Effzz is a machine for gen-
erating conversations according to procedures.

Of course, the Rogerian psychologist is not the most meaningful real-life
interlocuror—such a therapist converses with the patient, encouraging him or
her toward “self-accualization” through empathy, mostly in the form of repeti-
tion intended to encourage reflection. Since Eliza, considerable research in the
feld of artificial intelligence has centered on the creation of similar agents.
Some agents are meant merely to process bits of data, like keyword searches or
security tools. Other agents have more lofty goals, hoping to create believable
characters whose behavior is authored procedurally with special-use computer
languages.'” These are expressive agents, meant to clarify, explore, or comment
on human processes in the same vein as poetry, literacure, and film. No matter

their concent, these computer programs use processes for expression rather than

utility. As an inscriptive practice, procedurality is not limited to tool-making.

Procedurality versus the Procedural Programming Paradigm

Speaking of computer languages, T would like to make a few notes to help
reduce confusion for readers who come equipped with different {although not
incompatible) notions of procedure, especially for those who come from a
background in computer science. I am using procednral and procedurality in a
much more general sense than it sometimes takes on in that field. In com-
puter science, a procednre is sometimes used as a synonym for a subroutine—
a function or method call. A procedure contains a series of computational
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instructions, encapsulated into a single command that can be called ar any
time during program execurion. Some imperative computer languages, such
as Pascal, even reserve the word procedure to declare a subroutine in code, as
the following example illustrares.

procedure foo(var n: integer)
begin

writeln({'foo outputs *, n);
end;

begin

i = 1;

while i <= 10 deo foo(i);
end.

In other cases, procedural is used to describe a particular approach to com-
puter programming, one typically called the procedural programming paradigm,
Procedural programming is a paradigmatic extension of the notion of proce-
dure as subroutine. As a programming method, procedural programming
became privileged over unstructured programming, in which all code exists
in a single continuous block. In Assembly and early versions of BASIC, pro-
grams were written as long lists of code with branches (Assembly’s BNE,
BEQ, and JMP) or execution flow statements (BASIC's GOTO).? Procedural
programming allowed increased readability and management of complexity,
at a slight cost in program performance. Procedural programming also offered
the ability to reuse the same code throughout a program through procedure
calls, functions, and multiple files. Strong proponents of the more recent para-
digm of object-oriented programming may shudder ac my liberal use of the
term procedural, but I am not referring to che programming paradigm. Object-
oriented programming extends the modularity introduced by procedural
programming and therefore owes the latter a conceprual debt, but this
telationship is not relevant to my purposes here. Rather, T understand proce-
durality as the fundamental notion of authoring processes.

Procedural Figures, Forms, and Genres

Justas there are literary and filmic figures, so there are procedural figures. These
are distince from and prior to forms and genres. Procedural figures have much
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in common with literary figures like metaphot, metonymy, or synecdoche; they
are strategies for authoring unit operations for particularly salient parts of
many procedural systems. Noah Wardrip-Fruin has used the term operational
Iogics to refer to the standardized or formalized unit operations that rake on
common roles in multiple procedural representations.”’ He identifies two oper-
ational logics that are particularly common, graphical logics and textual logics.
Graphical logics are very frequently found in videogames; they include such
procedural figures as movement, gravity, and collision detection, These funda-
mental figures ground innumerable videogames, from Spacetvar! to Pong to Pac-
Man to Doom. In many videogames, the player controls an object, agenr, or
vehicle that he must pilot in a particular manner—toward a goal or to avoid
enemies or obstacles. Graphical logics frequently encapsulate procedural rep-
resentations of material phenomena, such as moving, jumping, or firing pro-
jectiles. Object physics and lighting effects offer additional examples, meant
to depict changing environments rather than character movement. In the
videogame industry, sets of graphical logics are often packaged together as a

game engine, a software toolkit used to create a variety of additional games.?

Wardrip-Fruin also cites textual logics as a common procedural trope.
NLP, mentioned above, is an example of a textual logic, as are the text parsers
inherent to Z-machine text adventure games and inceractive fiction, such as
Zork.” Additional logics include those procedural tropes used for text gener-
ation, such as n-grams, a probability distribution derived from Markov chains
and first suggested by cyberneticist Claude Shannon. N-grams are sequences
of a specified number (%) of elements from a given sequence, where probabil-
ities determine which members of the sequence are most likely to be selected
next. They are really sequential logics, but when applied to text generation
they can be used to predict and construct textual phrases based on probabil-
ity discributions of the subsequent word or phrase given a starting word ot
phrase. For example, in the sequence “where are” a likely subsequent word
might be “you.”*

Outside of videogames, procedural tropes often take the form of common
models of user interaction. Elements of a graphical user interface could be
understood as procedural tropes, for example, the scrollbar or push-button.
These elements facilitate a wide range of user interactions in a variety of
content domains. Operational logics for opening and saving files are also rea-
sonable candidates; these tropes encapsulate lower-level logics for getting
handles to filestreams and reading or writing byte data. We might call the
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former group of procedural tropes interface logicr, and the latter inputiontput
(10} logics. Just as game engines accumulate multiple, common graphical
logics, so software frameworks like Microsoft Foundation Classes (MFC) and
Java Foundation Classes (JEC) accumulate multiple, common interface logics,
IO logics, and myriad other logics required to drive the modern computer
Operating system.

Taken rtogether, we can think of game engines, frameworks, and other
common groupings of procedural tropes as commensurate with forms of lit-
eraty or artistic expression, such as the sonnet, the shore story, or the feature
film. These collections of procedural tropes form the basis for a variety of sub-
sequent expressive artifacts. On its own, the sonnet is no more useful than the
physics engine, but both can be deployed in a range of expressive practices.
A classical Newtonian mechanics simulation can easily facilitate both war
(projectile fire) and naturalism (ballooning), just as a sonnet can facilitate both
religious (John Donne) and amorous (Shakespeare) expression.

Procedural genres emerge from assemblages of procedural forms. These are
akin to literary, filmic, or artistic genres like the film noir, the lyric poem, or
the science fiction novel. In videogames, genres include the platformer, the
first-person shooter, the turn-based stracegy game, and so forth. When we
recognize gameplay, we typically recognize the similarities between the
constitutive procedural representations that produce the on-screen effects and
controllable dynamics we experience as players.

Procedural representation is significantly different from texrual, visual, and
plastic representation. Even though other inscription techniques may be partly
or wholly driven by a desire to represent human or marerial processes, only
procedural systems like computer software actually tepresent process with
process. This is where the particular power of procedural authorship lies, in
its native ability to depict processes.

The inscription of procedural representations on the compurter takes place
111 code. Just like procedure, the term code can take multiple meanings. Lawrence
Lessig has taken advantage of the term's ambiguity to address che similaricy
between code in the legal sense and code in the programmatic sense: “In real
space we recognize how laws regulate—rhrough constiturions, statutes, and
other legal codes. In cyberspace we must understand how code regulates—
how the software and hardware that make cyberspace what it is regulate cyber-
space as it is.””’ Bur in legal systems, code is regulated through complex social
and political scructutes subject to many additional procedural influences, just
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like the soldiers in Abu Ghraib and the clerk at the retail return counter. In
computational systems, code is regulaced through software and hardware
systems. These systems impose constraints, but chey are not subject to the

caprice of direct human action.
Rhetoric

Like procedurality, rhetoric is not an esteerned term. Despite its two and a
half millennia-long history, rhetoric invokes largely negative connorations, We
often speak of “empty rhetoric,” elaborate and well-crafred speech that is nev-
ertheless devoid of actual meaning. Rberoric might conjure the impression of
hot air, as in the case of a fast-talking con who crafts pretentious language to
hide barren or deceitful intentions. Academics and politicians are particularly
susceptible to this sort of criticism, perhaps because we (and they) tend to use
flourish and lexis when cohetence runs thin, as in this very sentence. Rhetoric
is often equated with a type of smokescreen; it is language used to occlude,
confuse, or manipulate the listener.

However, turgidiry and extravagance are relatively recent inflections to this
term, which originally referred only to persuasive speech, or oratory. The term
rhetoric (Gmtwoukn) first appeats in Plato's Gorgias, written some 2,500 years
ago, in reference to the art of persuasion. The term itself derives from che

thetor {értwp), or orator, and his practice, oratory ($ritwoevw).”® Rhetoric in

ancient Greece—and by extension classical rhetoric in general—meant public
speaking for civic purposes. Golden age Achenian democracy strongly influ-
enced the early development of rhetoric, which dealt specifically with social
and political practices. Rhetoric was oral and it was public. The rhetor used
his art on specific occasions and in particular soctal contexts—the law court
and the public forum. A well-known example of this type of thetoric is Plato’s
Apology, in which Socrates defends himself against accusations that he has cor-
rupted the youth of Athens—uapology here refers to the Greek term énoioyia,
a defense speech. In the context of public speech and especially legal and civic
speech, rhetoric’s direct relation to persuasion is much clearer. Spoken words
actempt to convert listeners to a particular opinion, usually one that will influ-
ence direct and immediate action, such as the fateTul vote of Socrates’ jury.
In golden age Athens, there was good reason to become versed in rhetori-
cal technique. Unlike our contemporary representative democracies, the
Athenian system was much more direct. Citizens were required to participate
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in the courts, and anyone (i.e., any male) could speak in the assembly. Unlike
our legal system, with its guarancees of professional representation, Acheni-
ans accused of a crime were expected to defend themselves {(or to find a rela-
tive ot friend to speak on their behalf). Furthermore, Athenian juries were
huge—usually 201 members but often many hundreds more depending on
the importance of the case. The average citizen untrained in oratory not only
mighe find himself at a loss for words buc also might expetience significant
intimidation speaking before such 2 large group.

Rhetorical training responded to this need, pactly motivated by lucrative
business opportunities. The title character in Plato’s Phaedrus speaks of books
on the subject of rhetoric (&v 10 nepi Adyov Téxvng), and Socrates subsequently
recounts the technical advice these books proffer:”’

Socrates: Thank you for reminding me. You mean thac there must be an intro-
duction [mpooiptoy, prosemion] first, at the beginning of the discourse; these are the
things you mean, are they not>—the niceties of the art.

Phaedrus: Yes,

Socrates: And the narracive [8vimotv, diegesis] must come second with the resri-
mony {texpnpLel after i, and thied the proofs [nigtmoy, pistis], and fourth the prob-
abilities [EmmicTooy, epipistis}; and confirmarion and furcher confirmation are
mentioned, I believe, by the man from Byzanrium, that most excellent arcist in words.

Phaedrus: You mean the worthy Theodorus?

Socrates: Of course. And he tells how refutation [EAeyyov, elenkbar} and further
refutation [#rebéreyyov, epexelenbhos] muse be accomplished, both in acensarion and in
defense. Shall we not bring the illuscrious Parian, Evenus, into our discussion, who
invented covert allusion and indirect praises? And some say thar he also wrote indi-

rect censures, composing them in verse as an aid to memory; for he is a clever man.

Buc ail seem to be in agreement concerning the conclusion of discourses, which some

call recapitulation [Encvodov, epanodes}, while others give it some other name.

Phaedrus: You mean making a summary of the points of the speech ar the end of

it, 50 as to remind the hearers of whar has been sajd?

Socrates: These are che things I mean, these and anything else you can mention

concerned with the art of rhetoric.?®

Socrates’ negative opinion of rextbook rhetoric notwithstanding (see below),
the Phaedrar offers evidence of the method by which fifth-century Greeks
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thought oratory could be best composed. Speakers should begin with an intro-
duction {procemion), then continue with a description or narration of events
(diegesis), followed by proof and evidence (pistis) and the probabilities that such
evidence is sound (¢pipistis). The speaker should then refute the opposing claim
(elenkhos), and then refute it once more (gpexelenthos). Finally, the speech should
end with a conclusion, including a recapitulation (gpanodor) of the argument.

These techniques form the basis for rhetorical speech; they describe how it
works and they instruct the speaker on how best to use rhetoric in any situ-
ation. Technical rhetoric, as this type is somerimes called, is useful for the
layperson but perhaps too simplistic for the professional orator. Numerous
other rechniques developed around imitating skilled orators. These experts
usually charged for their services, and they were called sophiszs. Sophistic rhet-
oric was taught by demonstration and pracrice, not by principle like techni-
cal rhetoric. In some cases, a demonstration of sophistic rhetoric resembled
the performance of epic poetry, where narrative fragments were memorized
and reassembled during recitation.”” Other techniques included parallelism in
structure, syllabic merter, and tone.?’

The popularity of books and sophistry bred critique. Such approaches moti-
vated the work of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, who rejected the social and
political contingency of the court and the assembly in favor of more lasting
philosophical truths. Socrates and Plato privilege diafectic, or methods of rea-
soning about quescions toward unknown conclusions, over rhetoric, which
crafts discourse around known or desited conclusions. In Plato’s Gorgiar,
Socrates exposes rhetoric as a form of flattery, intended to produce pleasure,
not knowledge or justice.”’

Aristotle resuscitated rhetoric, joining it with his notion of causality. In
the Physics, Aristotle articulates four causes: the material, formal, efficient, and
final. The material cause is the material out of which a thing is made; the
formal cause is the strucrure char makes it what it is; the efficient cause is that
which produces the thing; and the final cause is the~purpose for which it is
produced.* A table, for example, is made of wood (material cause), crafted to
have four legs and a flat surface (formal cause) by a carpenter {efficient cause)
for the purpose of eating upon (final cause). For Aristotle, rhetoric has chree

possible ends, or final causes, and therefore he distinguishes three varieties of
thetoric: forensic, deliberative, and epideictic. Forensic (or judicial) rhetoric aims

for justice, as in the purview of the law courts. Deliberacive (or political) rhet-

oric strives for public benefit, as in the case of the assembly. Epideictic (or
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ceremonial) rhetoric aims for honor or shame, as in the case of a private
communication.” Aristotle avoids Plato’s dismissal of rheroric, arguing that
thetorical practice as a whole has the final cause of persuasion to correct
judgment.

In the Rbetoric, Aristotle accomplishes this corrective through an approach
to rhetorical practice that aligns it with knowledge instead of sophistry.
Responding to Plato, Atistotle accemnpts a systematic, philosophical approach
to.the arc-of persuasive-oratory: This-approach borrows much from the idea of
oratory process from technical rhetoric, and a great deal of Aristotle’s rhetor-
ical theory addresses the style, arrangement, and organization of persuasive
speech. For Aristotle, rhetoric is defined as “the faculty of observing in any
given case the available means of persuasion.”” The adept rhetorician does
not merely follow a list of inscructions for composing an oratoty (technical
thetoric), nor does he merely parrot the seyle or words of an expert (sophistic
thetoric), but rather he musters reason to discover the available means of
persuasion in any particular case (philosophical rhetoric). This variety of rhet-
oric implies an undetstanding of both the reasons to persuade (the final cause)
and the tools available to achieve that end (the efficient cause), including
propositions, evidence, styles, and devices. Most importantly, Aristotle offers
a philosophical justification for rhetoric that moves it closer to dialectic, the
philosophical practice of reason that Socrates and Plato deliberately opposed
to rhetoric.

In particular, Aristotle draws a correlation between two modes of human
teason, induction (éroywy) and deduction {ovAronouds, syllsgism). In rheto-
ric, the equivalent to induction is the example (ropddevye, paradign), and the
equivalent to deduction is the enthymeme (veipnpe). Bxamples advance the
claim that a certain proposition is a part of a set of such (allegedly true) cases,
and therefore equally true. Enthymemes advance the claim that a certain
proposition is true in light of another’s truth value. Unlike syllogisms, in
which both propositions and conclusions are given explicitly, in enthymeme
the orator omits one of the propositions in a syllogism.” For example, in the
enthymeme “We cannot trust this man, as he is a polirician,” the major
premise of a proper syllogism is omitted:

Poliricians are not crustworthy. (Omitted)

This man is a politician.

Therefore, we cannort trust this marn.
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The enthymeme and the example offer instances of a broad variety of
thetorical figures developed by and since Aristotle. Like procedural figures,
rhetorical figures define the possibility space for rhetorical practice. These
figures are many, and a complete discussion of them would be impossible in
the present context. However, many rhetorical figures will be familiar by
virtue of our common experience with them: antichesis (the juxtaposition of
contrasting ideas); paradox (a seemingly self-contradictory statement that pro-
duces insight or truth); oxymoron (a highly compressed paradox); aporia

(feigning flummox about the best way to approach a proposition); irony

(evoking contrary meaning to yield scorn). These and other cherorical figures
found the basis of rhetorical tactics. Combining these with che structural
framewark of introduccion, statement, proof, and epilogue, Aristotle offers a

complete process for constructing t)rator_‘,'.36
Rhetoric Beyond Oratory

Unlike his Roman counterparts Cicero and Quintilian, Ariscotle does not
explicitly define rhetoric as the art of verba/ persuasion, although it is unlikely
that any other rhetorical mode occurred to him. Classical rhetoric passed into
the Middle Ages and modern times with considerable alteration. The use of
theroric in civil contexts like the court never disappeared entirely, and indeed
it remains 2 common form of rhetoric today; our modern politicians soapbox
just as Plato’s contemporaries did. But the concept of thetoric was expanded
beyond oratory and beyond direct persuasion. Effectively, rhetoric was
extended to account for new modes of inscription—especially literary and
artistic modes. Rhetoric in writing, painting, sculprure, and other media do
not necessarily make the same direct appeals to persuasion as oratory. Rhetoric
thus also came to refer to effective expression, that is, writing, speech, or arc that
both accomplishes the goals of the author and absorbs the reader ot viewer,
Persuasion as a rhetorical goal petsists, but it has changed in nature. In
classical rthetoric, oral persuasion primarily served political purposes. It was
enacted when needed and with particular ends in mind. The effectiveness of
oratory related directly to its success or failure at accomplishing a particular,
known goal. And because citizens often got only one short at Oratory—as is
the case in Socrares’ defense speech—one can point to the clear success or
failure of rhetorical techniques. In discursive rhetoric, petsuasion is not nec-
essarily so teleological. Writers and artists have expressive goals, and they
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deploy techniques to accomplish those goals. The poststructuralise tendency
to decouple authorship from readership, celebrating the free play of textual
meanings, furcher undermines the status of persuasion. Here, persuasion shifts
from the simple achievernent of desired ends to the effective arrangement of
a work 50 as to create a desirable possibility space for interpretation. In con-
temporary rhetoric, the goal of persuasion is largely underplayed or even
omitred as a defining feature of the field, replaced by the more general notion
of elegance, clarity, and creativity in communicarion. When understood in
this sense, rhetoric “provides ways of emphasizing ideas or making them
vivid." Success means effective £Xpression, not necessarily effective influence.

Despite the apparent dichotomy berween classical and conternporary
thetorics, the two share one core property: that of technique. Rhetorics of all
types assume a particular approach to effective expression, whether it be oral,
written, artistic, or otherwise inscribed. Today, spoken and wrirten expression
remain deeply relevant to culture. The spoken and written word enjoys a long
rhetorical tradirion—-Aristotle’s techniques remain equally useful, and indeed
equally put to use, by contemporary orators. Sonja Foss, Karen Foss, and
Robert Trapp have attempted to reposition rhetoric outside of any particular
mode of inscription. The three define rhetoric “broadly as the uniquely human
ability to use symbols to communicate with one another.”® However, as Kevin
DelLuca points out, on the “very next page™ Foss, Foss, and Trapp also argue
that “the paradigm case of rhetoric is the use of the spoken word to persuade

an audience, ™

While thetoric might include nonverbal transmission, these
modes still maintain a tenuous relationship, and are at risk of appearing
inferior to verbal discourse.

The influential twentieth-century rhetorician Kenneth Burke marks an
important change in the understanding of chetoric. Because people are inher-
ently separate from one another, we seck ways to join our interests. Burke
identifies this need as the ancestor of the practice of rhetoric. He extends rhet-
oric beyond persuasion, instead suggesting “identification” as a key term for
the practice.” We use symbolic systems, such as language, as a way to achieve
this identification. Burke defines rhetoric as a part of the practice of idencifi-
cation, as “the use of words by human agents to form atritudes or induce
actions in other human agents.”*? While rhetoric still encails persuasion for
Burke, he greatly expands its purview, arguing that it facilitates human action
in general. Persuasion is subordinated to identification (or the mote obscure
term consubstantizlity, which Burke uses to characterize identification), and
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using thetoric to achieve an end is only one possible use of the craft for
Burke.”” Rhetoric becomes a means to facilitate identification and to “bridge
the conditions of estrangement that are narural and inevicable."**

In addition 1o expanding the conception of rhetoric, Burke also expands
its domain. Following the tradition of oral and written rhetoric, he maintains
language as central, but Burke’s understanding of humans as creators and con-

sumers of symbolic systems expands rhetoric to include nonverbal domains.

He does not explicitly delineate all the domains to which rhetoric could apply;
instead, he embraces the broadness of human symbolic production in the
abstract. “Whetever there is persuasion,” writes Burke, “there is rhetoric. And

. ., . Cinds
wherever there is ‘meaning,’ there is ‘persuasion.

Visual Rhetoric

The wide latitude Burke affords rhetoric won him both champions and critics,
but his approach advances the rhetorical value of multiple forms of culeural
expression, not just speech and writing.*® Thanks to the influence of Burke,
and amplified by the increasingly inescapable presence of non-otal, nonverbal
media, increasing interest has mounted around efforts to understand the
rhetorical figures and forms of these other, newer modes of inscription that
also appear to serve rherorical ends. In particular, the emergence of photo-
graphic and cinemaric expression in the nineteenth and twencieth cencuries
suggests a need to understand how these new, nonverbal media mount argu-
ments. This subfield is called vismal rhetoric. Marguerite Helmers and Charles
A. Hill explain:

Rhetoricians working from a variety of disciplinary perspectives are beginning to pay
a substantial amount of attention to issues of visual rhetoric. Through analysis of
photographs and drawings, graphs and tables, and motion pictures, scholars are explor-
ing the many ways in which visual elements are used to influence people’s atritudes,

opinions, and beliefs.”’

Visual communication cannot simply adopt the figures and forms of oral and
written expression, so a new form of rhetoric must be created to accommo-
date these media forms. Helmers and Hill argue that visual rhetoric is par-
ticularly essential in the face of globalization and mass media. Visual images
on television, clothing, tetail storefronts, and public spaces are neatly
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ubiquitous, offering a strong incentive ro understand the rhetoric of such
media. Moreover, the profusion of photographic, illuserative, and cinematic
images increases wich the rise in cheap, accessible digital photography and
video techniques coupled with instant, worldwide distribution on the
Interner. Politicians and advertisers use visual images as much as, if nor more
than, they use spoken and written words. In reference to these and related uses
of images, visual rhetoticians ask, “how, exactly, do images persuade?™*®
Aristotle ook grear pains to reconnect . rhetoric with philosophical dis-
course. A common thread in visual thetotic addresses the relative merit of
visual communication as emotional versus philosophical. As Hill explains,

It is likely chat verbal text, because of its analytic narure (being made up of discrete
meaningful unirs) and because it is apprehended relatively slowly over time, is more
likely to prompt systematic processing, while images, which are comprehend wholis-

tically and almost instantaneously, tend to prompt heuristic processing.

Images may lack the kind of deep analysis afforded by textual interpretation,
a sentiment char resonates with concerns over the use of images in propaganda.
According to Hill, images are more “vivid” than text or speech, and cherefore
they are more easily manipulated toward visceral tesponses.”” This use of
images has been especially popular in advertising, a subject to which I will
return in chaprer 5. Advertisers, notes Hill, “don’t want to persuade people to
buy their products, because persuasion implies that the audience has given
the issue some thought and come to a conscious decision. Instead, advertisers
want to...compel people to buy a product without even knowing why
they're buying it—as a visceral response to a stimulus, not as a conscious deci-
sion. And this is best done through images.”" Hill offers no final conclusions
about the potential for images to serve mote reflective rhetorical purposes, but
he does point out that visual rhetoric should not strive “to banish emotional
and aesthetic concerns.”*

J. Anthony Blair argues that visual rheroric needs a theory of visual argu-
ment to escape this crap, Blair argues that, like Hill’s psychological vividness,
“symbolic inducement” alone is inadequate for a theory of rhetoric,’ Rather,
visual rhetoric requires visual “arguments” which “supply us with reasons for

accepting a point of view.”* Blair advances the racher ambiguous view that

visual images cannot make propositional claims—the very notion of a “visual
argument” stands ac the edge of paradox.” The acid cest for a visual argu-
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ment, according to Blair, is “whether it would be possible to construct from
what is communicared visually a verbal argument thar is consistent with the
visual presentation.”® Blair admits chat such an argument could never be
equivalent to the visual argument, but that the test is necessary to determine
whether an image has propositional content. Verbal rhetoric remains privi-
leged, with images mainly useful for “evocarive powet.””’

The preferential treatment afforded to verbal rhetoric underscores the con-
tinued privilege of speech over writing, and writing over images. Philosopher
Jacques Derrida argued against the hierarchy of forms of language, giving the
name Jogocentritm to the view that speech is central to language because ir is
closer to thought.” In the Western tradition, speech is thought to derive from
thought, and writing from speech. Detraceors of visual rhetoric like Blair
could be seen as logocentric in arguing that images derive from writing and
are thus more distant from thought, less conducive to persuasive expression.

David 8. Birdsell and Leo Groarke oppose this position. Visual argument
does exist, but it takes a necessarily different form from that of verbal argu-
ment; images are, after all, a different mode of inscription from writing.
Birdsell and Groarke call the “prevalent prejudice thac visual images are in
some way arbitrary vague and ambiguous” a “dogma that has outlived its use-
fulness.”” Objections claiming that images are sometimes vague are uncon-
vincing, for spoken and written language is also vague at times. Visual
argument, argue Birdsell and Groarke, is simply constructed differently chan
verbal argument. The two also observe chat the rapid changes in visual culture
make visual cultural contexts crucial in considerations of visual argument.

Randall A. Lake and Barbara A. Pickering offer several tropes for visual
argument and refutation, including substitution, in which an image is
replaced in part of a frame with connotacively different ones, and cransforma-
tion, in which an image is “recontextualized in a new visual frame, such that
its polarity is modified or reversed through association with different
images.”® Examples of transformation include the “reframing” and “mobile
framing” techniques used by filmmakers. Keith Kenney points out that doc-
umentarian Ken Burns liberally uses these gestures to reveal portions of an
image in order to draw selective attention to its constituent parts, which
then complete the visual argument.®’ Editorial cartoons, a favorite example of
visual rhetoricians, use similar techniques, encouraging che viewer to break
down the image into constituent parts, each of which advances a portion of

the argument,

Procedural Rhetoric




Kevin Michael DeLuca attempts to address visual argument through the
concepe of “image event,” a kind of visual documentation of a thetorical strat-
egy.” He draws examples from large-scale environmenral demonstrations,
such as the (failed) 1975 Greenpeace attempt to disrupe the Soviet whaling
vessel Viastny by positioning activists in inflatable boats berween the harpoon
and the whale. DeLuca argues that despite the failed actions of Greenpeace’s
Save the Whales campaign, they succeed in their rhetorical purpose, namely
drawing massive worldwide attention to the problem in question. DeLuca
makes convincing claims that these situationist-style interventions actually
influence future policy, but I would argue that they do not deploy visual
thecoric in the true sense of the word. To be sure, images of the Greenpeace
actions appear to be partly, even largely responsible for subsequent protests
and rejoinders toward environmental policy changes, but the actions them-
selves are designed to generate provocation, not to make arguments for policy
changes.

The profusion of visual images recommends a subfield of rthetoric, but
visual rhetoric remains an emerging discipline. The very notion of a visual
rhetoric reinforces the idea thar rhetoric is a general field of inquiry, appiica-
ble to multiple media and modes of inscription. To address the possibilities
of a new medium as a type of rhetoric, we must identify how inscription works
in thac medium, and then how arguments can be constructed through those
modes of inscription.

Digital Rhetoric

Visual rhetoric offers a useful lesson in the creation of new forms of rhetotic
in the general sense. One would be hard pressed to deny that advercisements,
photographs, illustrarions, and other optical phenomena have some effect on
their viewers. To be sure, visual rhetoric is often at work in videogames, a
medium that deploys both still and moving images. A study of visual rheto-
ric in games would need to address the disputes of the former field, especially
the rift between psychological and cultural discourses about manipulation and
phenomenal impact on the one hand and logical deliberation on the other.
But despite its possible value to digital media, visual rhetoric cannot help us
address the rhetorical function of procedural representation. To convincingly
propose a new domain for rheroric, one is obliged to address the properties of
the persuasive medium in particular, and the general practice of persuasion
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on the other. Visual rhetoric simply does not account for procedural repre-
sentation. This is not a flaw in the subfield of visual rhetoric; chere is much
value to be gained from the study of images in all media. Bur in procedural
media like videogames, images are frequently constructed, selected, or
sequenced in code, making the stock tools of visual rthetoric inadequate. Image
is subordinate to process.

Unfortunately, many efforts to unite computers and rhetoric do not even
make appeals to visual rhetoric, instead remaining firmly planted in the tra-
ditional frame of verbal and written rhetoric in support of vague notions of
“the digital.” Digital rhetoric typically abstraces the computer as a considera-
tion, focusing on the text and image content a machine might host and the
communities of practice in which chat content is created and used. Email,
websites, message boards, blogs, and wikis are examples of these targets. To
be sure, all of these digital forms can function rhetorically, and they are worthy
of study; like visual rhetoricians, digital thetoricians hope to revise and rein-
vent rhetorical theory for a new medium. James P. Zappen begins his inte-
grated theory of digical rhetoric on this very note: “Studies of digiral rhetoric,”
he writes, “help to explain how traditional chetorical strategies of persuasion
function and are being reconfigured in digital spaces.”® But for scholars of
digital rhetoric, to “function in digital spaces” often means mistaking sub-
ordinate properties of the computer for primary ones. For example, Laura J.
Gurak identifies several “basic characteristics™ of digital rhetoric, including

speed, reach, anonymity, and interactivity.® Of these, the firsc three simply

characterize the aggregate effects of networked microcomputers. On first blush
the last characteristic, interactivity, appeats to address the properties of the
computer more directly. But Gurak does not intend interactivity to refer to
the machine’s ability to facilitate the manipularion of processes. Instead, she
is thinking of the more vague notion of computer-mediated discussion and
feedback, essentially a repeticion and consolidarion of the other three
characreristics.%

Other digital rhetoricians likewise focus on the use of digital compurers to
carry out culturally modified versions of existing oral and written discourse;
lecrers become emails, conversations become instant message sessions. Barlrara
Warnick has argued that the more populist, nonhierarchical structure of the
web facilitated opposition to the standatds of traditional media. For example,
Warnick explores zines and personal websites as welcome alternatives to top-
down commercial media like print magazines.” Others want educators,
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especially secondary and postsecondary instructors, to provide stylistic train-
ing in increasingly indispensable digital forms like email and the web.
Richard Lanham has made a case for digital rhetoric’s place in the broader
“digital arts,” encouraging higher education to address che changing compo-

sition practices brought on by so-called new media.®® Both Warnick and

Lanham’s proposals are reasonable and valuable. But they focus on revisions
of existing cultural and expressive practices; the computer is secondary. What
is missing is a digiral rhetoric thar addresses the unique properties of com-
putation, like procedurality, to found a new rhetorical practice.

This challenge is aggravated by the face that rhetoric itself does not
currently enjoy favor among critics of digical media. In one highly visible
example, new media artist and theorist Lev Manovich has argued thar digital
media may sound a death knell for rheroric. Writing about web interfaces,
Manovich doubts thac hypertext could serve a rhetorical function:

While it is probably possible to invent a new rhetoric of hypermedia that will use
hyperlinking not to distract the reader from the argument (as is often the case today),
but rather to further convince her of an argument’s validity, the sheer existence and
popularity of hyperlinking exemplifies the continuing decline of the field of rhetoric
in the modern era. . . . World Wide Web hyperlinking has privileged the single figure
of meronymy at the expense of all others, The hypertext of the World Wide Web leads
the reader from one texr to another, ad infinitum. . . . Rather than seducing the user
through a careful arrangement of arguments and examples, points and counterpoints,
changing thythms of presentation, . . . [hypertext} interfaces . . . bombard the user

with all the daca at once.”

One can raise numerous objections to Manovich’s claims. For one, he has a
rather curious view of hypertext that seems to equare hypermedia with media
gluttony. Manovich seems to think that web pages present links in an actempt
to substitute their linkage for their content, causing endless, haptic clicking
on the part of the user. Meaning is tragically, “infinitely” deferred. This claim
is especially curious given the prehistory of hypertext in Vannevar Bush’s con-
ceptual Memex and Ted Nelson’s Xanadu.” These systems were conceived
fargely as tools to increase the correlation between documents, as macerial man-
ifestations of manual cross-reference. Today, hypertext on “ordinary” websites
is frequently used in this fashion; they provide additional information or
resoutces to the user who wishes to confer them. Frequencly, these resources
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take the form of supporting arguments, evidence, or citation, very old and
very traditional tools in written rhetoric.

While Manovich considers the nature of the hyperlink, he ignores the
computational system that facilitates hypermedia in the first place. Chris
Crawford has used the term process intensity to refer to the “degree to which a
program emphasizes processes instead of data.””" Higher process intensicy—
or in Crawford's words a higher “crunch per bit ratioc”—suggests that a
program has greater potential for meaningful expression. While hypertexts
themselves exhibit low process intensity, the systems chat allow authorship
and readership of web pages exhibit high process intensity. A web browser
must construct a request for a page using the proper formar for the Hyper-
text Transfer Protocol (HI'T'TP) that carries requests between the computer and
a server. The computer must then create a connection to the server via Trans-
mission Control Protocol {TCP), which in turn communicaces the request via
Internet Protocol (IP), the communication convention that transports data
across the packec-switched nerwork that comprises the Internet. The server
hosting the requested web page must then interpret the request, retrieve the
requested document, and prepare it for transmission back to the user’s com-
purer via the same protocols, HTTP atop TCP/IP. IP guarantees delivery of
all packets in a request, so the receiving computet’s network layer must deter-
mine—all in code—whether all the packets have been received, which ones
are out of order, and which need to be resent owing to corruption or loss. Once
received, reordered, and reconstructed, the web browser must then take the
textual daca that the server has returned and render it in the browser. This
too takes place in code. The web page is made up of Hypertext Markup Lan-
guage (HTML), which che browser must parse, making decisions about which
elements to place where and in whac format on the user’s screen. Then the
web browser repeats the process for other resources referenced in the HTML
document, such as other embedded HTML pages, images, script files, or
stylesheets.

These technical details may appear to have litcle to do with Manovich’s
claims about the endless progression of hyperlinks on a web page. But the
aggregate software systems thar facilitate web-based hypertext are what make
it possible to link and click in the first place. The principal innovation of the
web is the merger of a computer-managed cross-referencing system with a
networking system that suppotts heterogenous clients. More plainly pur,
Manovich ignores the software systems that make it possible for hyperlinks
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to work in the first place, instead making loose and technically inaccurate
appeals to computer hardware as exotic metaphors rather than as material
systems. Conrinuing the argument above, he compares hypertext to computer
chipsers: “individual texts are placed in no parcicular order, like the Web page
designed by [artist collective] antirom for HotWired. Expanding this com-
parison further, we can note that Random Access Memory, the concept behind
the group's name, also implies a lack of hierarchy: Any RAM location can be
accessed as quickly as any other.””? Manovich compares the HotWired website
to RAM not because computer memory facilitates the authorship of websites,
but because the website was designed by a group thac uses a pun on a com-
puter chip term in their name—a differenc chip from RAM, as it happens,
Read Only Memory, or ROM.

Manovich admits that a new rhetoric of hypermedia is “probably possible,”
but clearly he has no intention of pursuing one. Gurak and Warnick are not
cynical about rhetoric and communication, but they focus on digital com-
munities of practice, treating the computer primarily as a black-box network
appliance, not as an executor of processes. In short, digital rheroric tends
to focus on the presentation of traditional materials—especially text and
images—without accounting for the computational underpinnings of that
presentation,

Rhetorician Elizabeth Losh neatly summarizes this inconsistency among
digital rhetoricians. “In the standard model of digiral rhetoric,” she argues,
“literary theory is applied to technological phenomena without considering
how technological theories could conversely elucidate new media texes,”™
While I admit that there are useful interrogations of digital media that focus
on reception over the technological strucrure (Losh’s own work on the way
digital artifacts take part in che public sphere is such a one), my contention
here is that approaches ro digital rhetoric must address the role of procedu-
rality, the unique representational property of the compurer.

Procedural Rhetoric

With these lessons in mind, I would now like to put the concepts of procedu-
rality and rhetoric back rogether. As I proposed at the start of this chaprer, pro-
cedunral rhetoric is the practice of using processes persuasively, just as verbal
rhetoric is the pracrice of using oratory persuasively and visual rhetoric is the
practice of using images persuasively. Procedural rhetoric is a general name
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for the practice of authoring arguments through processes. Following the
classical model, procedural rhecoric entails persuasion—to change opinion or
action. Following che contemporary model, procedural rhetoric entails expres-
sion—to convey ideas effectively. Procedural rhetoric is a subdomain of pro-
cedural authorship; its arguments are made not through the construction of
words or images, but through che authorship of rutes of behavior, the con-
struction of dynamic models. In computation, those rules are authored in code,
through the practice of programming.

My rationale for suggesting a new rhetorical domain is the same one that
motivates visual rhetoricians. Just as photography, motion graphics, moving
images, and illustrations have become pervasive in contemporary society, so
have computer hardware, software, and videogames. Just as visual rhetoricians
argue thac verbal and written rherorics inadequately account for the unique
properties of visual expression, so I argue thar verbal, written, and visnal
rhetorics inadequately account for the unique properties of procedural expres-
sion. A theory of procedural rhetoric is needed to make commensurate judg-
ments about the software systems we encounter every day and to allow a more
sophisticated procedural authorship with both persuasion and exptession as
its goal.

Procedural rhetorics afford a new and promising way to make claims about
bow things work. Consider a particularly sophisticated example of a procedural
rhetoric at work in a game. The McDonald’s Videogame is a critique of McDon-
ald’s business practices by Italtan social critic collective Molleindustria. The
game is an example of a genre I call the anti-advergame, a game created to

censure or disparage a company rather than support it.”* The player controls

four separate aspects of the McDonald’s production environment, each of
which he has to manage simultaneously: the chird-world pasture where caccle
are raised as cheaply as possible; the slaughterhouse where cactle are fatcened
for slaughter; the restauranc where burgers are sold; and the corporate offices
where lobbying, public relacions, and marketing are managed. In each sector,
the player must make difficule business choices, but more importantly he must
make difficult moral choices. In the pasture, the player must create enough
cattle-grazing land and soy crops to produce the mear required to run the
business. But only a limited number of fields are available; to acquire more
land, the player must bribe the local governor for rights to convert his people’s
crops into corporate ones. More extreme tactics are also available: the player
can bulldoze rainforest or dismantle indigenous settlements to clear space for
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Figure 1.1 In Molleindustria’s The McDonald’s Game, players must use questionable busi-
ness practices to increase profits.

grazing (see figure 1.1). These tactics correspond with cthe questionable busi-
ness practices the developers want to critique. ‘To enforce the corrupt nature
of these tactics, public interest groups can censure or sue the player for vio-
lations. For example, bulldozing indigenous rainforest setclements yields
complaints from antiglobalization groups. Overusing fields reduces their
effectiveness as soil or pasture; creating dead earch also angers environmen-
ralists. However, those groups can be managed through PR and lobbying in
the corporate secror. Corrupting a climarologist may dig into profits, but it
ensures fewer complaints in the future. Regular subornation of this kind is
required to maintain allegiance. Likewise, in the slaughterhouse players can
use growth hormones to fatten cows faster, and they can choose whether to
kill diseased cows or let them go chrough the slaughter process. Removing
cattle from the production process reduces marerial produce, thereby reduc-
ing supply and thereby again reducing profit. Growth hormones offend healch
critics, but they also allow the rapid production necessary to meet demand in
the resraurant sector. Feeding cattle animal by-products cheapens the farren-
ing process, buet is more likely to cause disease. Allowing diseased meat to
be made into burgers may spawn complaints and fines from health officers,
but chose groups too can be bribed through lobbying. The restaurant sector

Chapter 1

demands similar trade-offs, including balancing a need to fire incorrigible
employees with local politicians’ complaints about labor practices.

The McDonald's Videogame mounts a procedural rhetoric about the necessity
of corruption in the global fast food business, and the overwhelming tempta-
tion of greed, which leads to more corruption. In order to succeed in the long-
term, the player must use growth hormones, he must coerce banana republics,
and he must mount PR and lobbying campaigns. Furthermore, the tempra-
tion to destroy indigenous villages, launch bribery campaigns, recycle animal
parts, and cover up healch risks is tremendous, although the financial benefic
from doing so is only marginal. As Patrick Dugan explains, the game imposes
“constraints simulating necessary evils on one hand, and on the other hand
.. . business practices that are self-defeating and, really just stupid.””> The
game makes a procedural argument about the inherent problems in the fast
food industry, particularly the necessity of overstepping environmental and
health-related boundaries.

Verbal rhetoric certainly supports this type of claim; one can explain the
persuasive function of processes with language: consider my earlier explana-
tion of the rhetoric of retail store return policies, or Eric Schlosser’s popular
book and film Fait Foed Nation, which addresses many of the issues repre-

sented in The McDonald’s Videogame.”® But these written media do not express

their arguments procedurally; instead, they describe the processes at work in
such systems with speech, writing, or images. Likewise, it is possible to char-
acterize processes with visual images. Consider a public service campaign
called G/ripower Retouch, commissioned by the Swedish Ministry of Health
and Social Affairs. The goal of the campaign was to reduce the fixation on
physical appearance caused partly by unrealistic body images in magazines
and media. Forsman & Bodenfors, the agency hired to execute the campaign,
created a click-through demo that explains how photo retouchers make sig-
nificant changes to the bodies of their already striking models, hoping to
render them even more lznstrff,v.:t.77 The demonstration depicts an atcractive,
young blonde on the cover of a fictional magazine. The uset is then given the
opportunity to undo all the photo retouches and individually reapply chem,
A rextual explanation of the technique is aiso provided.

G /ripower Retonch unpacks a process, the process of retouching photos for
maximum beauty. It uses sequences of images combined with written texr to
explain each step. The artifact makes claims about images, so it makes rea-
sonable use of images as propositions in the argument. Retouch even deploys
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the Aristotelian tactic of example, using a single model image to depict feature
modifications common to all model images—eyes, teeth, lips, nose, jawline,
hair, breasts, and so forth. The piece makes claims abour the process of
retouching, which is itself facilitated by che procedural affordances of image-
editing software like Adobe Photoshop. However, Retouch does not deploy a pro-
cedural rhetoric, since it does not use representational processes to explain the
actual processes used in photo retouching.

Tha said, one could imagine a procedural version of the same argument.,
Simply replicating a photo €ditot would supply the needed procedurality, but
not the required rhetoric. The steps needed to accomplish the individual effects
are complex and require professional-level command of the tools. Instead, a
procedural implementation might abstract a set of editing tools particular
to model editing, for example a “thinning” tool for waists, arms, and hips.
Shadow and highlighting rools could be added for cheeks, hair, and breast
augmentacion. Instead of clicking through a sequence of images that explain
the retouching process, the user would be put in charge of implementing it
himself. A procedural implementation would accencuate and extend the use
of paradigmatic evidence in the existing version of Retouch. In its current
implementation, the piece depicts only one model. Her archetypical
appearance makes her an effective example, and her three-quarter perspective
pose allows the authors to address both face and bedy modifications. But a
procedural version of the same argument would facilicate a variety of different
images, full-body, head-and-shoulders, different body types, and so forth. Such
a system might also allow the user to load his own photos, or photos from che
Interner; chese would serve as the data on which the retouching processes could
run. Such a capacity would extend che rhetarical power of example.

Another, similar online consumer-awareness tool makes strides in the direc-
tion of procedural chetoric while resting comfortably in the domain of visual
thetoric. PBS Kids maintains a website for young viewers, hosting show pages,
games, and other interaccive features,’ Among the features is “Don’t Buy It,”
a minisite that seeks to educate kids about the tricks advertisers use to rurn
kids into consumers.” The site features simple quizzes o help kids under-
stand media manipularion (coincidentally, among them is a2 much simpler
version of G/vipower Retouch for food advertising) ®

One of these features is Frazky Flakes, an interactive program that allows
the user to design a cereal box. Unlike Retouch, Freaky Flukes asks the user to
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construct a box from the ground up, starting with its color. Texcual informa-
tion explains the benefits of each color, for example, “Orange stimulates the
appetite and is one of the most popular cereal box colors.” Next the user selects

a character, again reading textual descriptions, for example, “The superhero is

a great choice because little kids prefer fanrasy characters to pictures of real

people.” Next the user enters a cereal name; che program advises him to “pick
a name thart is an attention grabber.” Then the user selects one of four banners
to add to the box to add marketing appeal, such as “Outrageous Crunch!”
which “makes your cereal seem fun and exciting to eat.” Finally, the user
selects a prize to place inside, following advice abour gender identification
such as “Tattoos appeal to boys and girls.” The user can view the completed
box (see figure 1.2) or make a new one.

The argument Frezky Flakes mounts is more procedural than Refonch, bus
only incrementally so. The user recombines elements to configure a cereal box,
but he chooses from a very small selection of individual configurarions. Frezby
Flaker is designed for younger users than Retoxch, but the children who watch
PBS Kids also likely play videogames much more complex than this simple
program. Most importantly, Frezky Flakes fails to integrate the process of
designing a cereal box with the supermarker where children might actually
encounter it. The persuasion in Refouch reaches its apogee when the user sees
the already attractive gitl in the fake magazine ad rurned into a spectacularly
beautiful one. This gesture is a kind of visual enthymeme, in which the
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Figure 1.2 PBS’s Freaky Flakes offers a simple representation of practices of children’s
advertising. Courtesy of KCTS Television. @ 2004 KCTS Television. All rights reserved.
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authors rely on the user’s instinctual and culeurally mediated idea of beaury
to produce actual arousal, jealousy, or self-doubt. Freaky Flakes offers no
similar conclusion. The user creaces a cereal box, but every box yields the same
result (even combining the superhero and the princess ring yields the con-
gratulatory message, “Your box looks great!”). A more effective precedural
argument would enforce a set of rules akin to the tactics adverrisers use ro
manipulate kids, while providing a much larger possibility space for box
authorship. Within this space, the user would have the opportunity both to
succeed and to fail in his artempt to manipulate the simulated children buying
the cereal. Through mulriple designs, the user might home in on the logic
that drives the advertisers, resulting in increased sales of his vireaal cereat.
This gesture represents a procedural enthymeme—the player Jzerally fills in
the missing portion of che syllogism by interacting with the application, bur
that action is constrained by the rules. That is to say, a set of procedural con-
straints would determine which combinations of design strategies influence
kids more and less successfully.

Let’s revisit verbal and visual rhetorics' scumbling blocks in light of these
two examples of potential procedural rhecorics. Charles Hill pointed out chat
images offer greater “vividness” than verbal narration or written description.
Vivid information, he argued, “seems to be more persuasive than non-vivid

information.”®

J. Anthony Blair countered thar vivid images may increase
presence, but they do not necessarily mount arguments. Even if images
successfully cause viewers to rake certain actions, those viewers are more
likely manipulated than they are persuaded. Visual arguments, argues
Blair, “lack {the} dialectical aspect {of} the process of interaction berween the
arguer and the interlocurtors, who raise questions or objections.”®* Procedural
thetoric muse address two issues that arise from these discussions: firse,
what is the relationship between procedural representation and vividness?
Second, what is the relationship berween procedural representation and
dialectic?

To address the first question, I reproduce a table from Hill’s essay, which
he names “A comprehensive continuum of vividness.”

Most Vivid Information actual experience
moving images with sound
static photograph
realistic painting

line drawing
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narrative, descriptive account
descriptive account
abstracr, impersonal analysis

Least Vivid Information statistics

Immediately one can see that procedural representation is absent from this
continuum. Simulation does not even make the list. Further yet, Hill accounts
for no compurational media whatsoever. I would be less inclined to quibble
with the exclusion had Hill not called the continuum “comprehensive,” indi-
cating his intention to cover representational forms and their relationship
to vividness fully.** Procedural representation is representation, and thus cer-
tainly not identical with accual experience. However, procedural representa-
tion can muster moving images and sound, and software and videogames are
capable of generating moving images in accordance with complex rules that
simulate real or imagined physical and cultural processes. Furthermare, pro-
cedural representations are often (but not always-—see below) interactive; they
rely on user interaction as a mediator, something static and moving images
cannot claim to do. These capacities would suggest that procedurality is more
vivid than moving images with sound, and thus earns the second sport on the

contineum, directly under actual experience.® However, other factors might

affect che relative vividness of procedural representations. For example, a sim-
ulation that accepts numerical input and generates numerical outpur might
seem more akin to an abscract, impersonal analysis or even a set of statistics,
falling to the bottom of Hill’s continuum. Recalling Crawford’s notion
of process intensity, I would submit that procedural represenrations with
high process intensity and with meaningful symbolic representations in
their processes—specimens like interactive fiction, software, and especially
videogames—certainly earn a spot above moving images on the continuum.
Given this caveatr, procedural representation seems equally prone to the
increased persuasive properties Hill arcributes to vividness,

What about procedural representations’ relationship to dialectic? Hill
argues that images are comprehended “wholistically and instantaneously,”
whereas verbal cexts are apprehended “relatively slowly over time” as a result
of their “analytic nature.”™ Interestingly, Hill characterizes the lacter as “made
up of discrete meaningful units,” a property somewhac similar to my charac-
terization of procedurality as che configuration of logical rules as unic opeta-
tions. Blair’s objection to visual arguments cencers around images' reduced
ability ro advance propositions, a requirement of rhetorical argument. The
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visual argument Biair names most effective is the famous 1964 Lyndon
Johnson television spot known as the “Daisy Ad."*® Here is an account of the
ad as accurately described by Wikipedia (www.wikipedia.org):

The commeteial begins wich a small girl picking the petals of a daisy while counting
slowly. An ominous-sounding male voice is then heard counting down as the girl
turns toward the camera, which zooms in until her pupil fills the screen, blacking it
out. Then the countdown reaches zero and che blackness is replaced by the flash and
mushroom cloud from a nuclear tese, A voiceover from Johnson fallows: “These are
the stakes! To make a world in which all of God’s children can live, or to go into
the dack. We must either love each other, or we must die.” Another voiceover then

says, “Vote for President Johnson on November 3. The stakes are too high for you to
stay home,”?’

Blair argues that this visual image does make an argument “in the sense of
adducing a few reasons in a forceful way."* In particular, the ad invokes a
visual enthymeme that completes a syllogism:

Increasing nuclear proliferation will likely lead to the deseruction of humaniry.
Goldwater suppores nuclear proliferation {omitced),

Therefore, electing Goldwarer may lead to the destruction of humaniy.

Nevertheless, argues Blair, the ad “does not embody dialectic completely.” In
particular, it “does not permit the complexity of such dialectical moves as the
raising of objections in order to refute or otherwise answer them,”®

How does such an example compare with procedural representation? For
one part, procedural rhetorics do mount propositions: each unit operation in
a procedural representation is a claim about how part of the system it repre-
sents does, should, or could function, The McDonalds Videogame makes claims
abour the business practices required to run a successful global fast-food
empire. My hypothetical revision of Freaky Flakes makes claims abouc the
techniques advertisers use to design cercal boxes, as well as claims about chil-
dren’s culturally and psychologicaily influenced responses to specific box con-
figurations. These propositions are every bit as logical as verbal arguments—in
fact, internal consistency is often assured in computational arguments, since

microprocessors and not human agents are in chatge of cheir consistent
execution.*
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What abour raising objections? One might argue that many computational
systems do not allow the user to raise procedural objections—that is, the player
of a videogame is usually not allowed to change the rules of play. Many critics
have objected to this rendency, calling for games that allow players to alter
core simulation dynamics to allow alternative perspectives. Most famously,
Sherry Turkle has criticized® Sim City™ for its failure to include alternative
taxation-to-social services dynamics, a debate I have discussed in detail else-
where.” Applying this objection to our current examples, one might poinc
out that users of Freaky Flazkes cannot make alterations to the designers’ con-
ception of advertising manipulation. .

T have two responses to this objection. For one part, the type of user alter-
ation Turkle and others call for is not the same as the dialectical objections
Blair requires of arguments. One raises objections to propositions in the hopes
of advancing conflicting or revisionist claims. Conversely, one allows user
alteration in order to construct an artifact that accounts for multiple per-
spectives on a particular subject. One usually makes rhetorical claims precisely
to exc/ude opposing positions on a subject, not to allow for the equal validity
of all possible positions. For example, in the case of Freaky Flakes, one might
object that the underlying model for advertising influence presumes the media
ecology of consumer capitalism. This is a reasonable objection; but such a
wholesale revision might imply a differenc simulation enirely, one that would
be outside the expressive domain of the artifacc. However, procedural repre-
sentations often do aliow the user to mount procedural objections through
configurations of the system itself. In my hypothetical procedural tevision of
Freaky Flakes, the player might attempr to find inconsistencies in the creator’s
model by designing boxes that both produce socially responsible messages and
appeal to children.

For another part, all arcifaces subject to dissemination need not facilitate
direct argument with the rhetorical author; in fact, even verbal arguments
usually do not facilitare the open discourse of the Achenian assembly. Instead,
they invite ocher, subsequent forms of discourse, in which interlocurors can

engage, consider, and respond in turn, either via the same medium or a dif-
ferent one. Dialectics, in other words, function in a broader media ecology
than Blair and Turkle allow. This objection applies equally to all chetorical
forms—verbal, written, visual, procedural, or otherwise.

Just as an objection in a debate would take place during the negation or
rebuteal of the opponent rather than in the construction of the proponent, so
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an objection in a procedural artifact may cake place in a responding claim of
a verbal, written, visual, or procedural form. Such objections are not disal-
lowed by the Daisy ad or by Freaky Flakes; they merely require the interlocutor
to construct a new claim in another context—for example in a responding TV
spot or software program.

Consider an example of a procedural represeneation that addresses both
of these concerns. The Grocery Game is a website that gives subscribers
access to a special grocery list, sorted by grocery store and U S. location.” The
game’s premise is this: supermarkets structure their pricing to maximize
consumer spending on a short-term basis; they count on families buying
enough groceries for about a week’s time and then returning for more the
following week. Buying in this fashion inevitably costs more, as consumers
don't take advantage of the cost leverage afforded by bulk purchases of
staples. The Grocery Game addresses this issue by automating the research
necessary to produce lists of common products thar maximize weekly
coupon and in-store specials for a given week, while encouraging larger
purchases of basics to last many weeks. Despite its name, “The List” is
really a procedural system designed to maximize savings through SCrategic
use of coupons and scockpiling. The game's method is clarified on the
website:

The Grocery Game is a fun, easy way to save hundreds of dollars on groceries each
month. TERI'S LIST [the founder’s name is Teri} reveals the “rock bottomn” prices on
hundreds of products each week and matches them up with manufaceurers’ coupons
for the best possible savings at your local supermarket. The Grocery Game has exclu-
sive databases that rrack manufacturers’ coupons along with weekly sales and specials,
both advertised and UN-advertised. With TERI'S LIST, the days of time consuming
waork required for etfecrive couponing are over. The Grocery Game does all the hard
work and research, presented in a quick reference format on the internet each week,
as TERI'S LIST. Members log in, spend a few minutes with a pair of scissors, and
they’re off to win The Grocery Gamel!

The game has a goal (save as much money as possible) and a set of simple
rules (stockpiling and couponing) that constitute its procedural rhetoric. A
subsequent procedural system trolls grocery stock and advertising lists to
produce a savings-maximized shopping plan tuned to a particular locality,
based on the two tactics just mentioned.
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The Grocery Game makes two major claims. For one part, it claims that the
grocery business relies on weekly shopping for higher profits. Playing for a
month and checking one's grocery budget against a previous month easily con-
firrns this claim. For another part, the game claims that grocery shopping is
fundamentally an exercise in spending as lictle money as possible. One might
raise several objections to this claim: gastronomy is an expetience central to
human culture and should not be blindly replaced with frugality; buying che

cheapest products for a given week sidesteps considerations like business ethics

and the sustainability of growers and manufacturers; the cheapest products
are sometimes, and perhaps often, at odds with ideal nutritional goals; a
lowesc-common-denominator grocery list assumes cthar all families are the
same, while in fact every family has specific tastes and health considerations
{such as food allergies); stockpiling requires storage space, which supports an
undesirable obsession with material property. The Grocery Game has a hard time
responding to these objections, although it is possible to pick and choose
among the items the search algorithm generates.

While the game does not provide the user with direct access to the search
algorithms thac generate its liscs, so that a user could wage these objections
in code, it does provide a flourishing community of conversation. The message
boards have entire threads devoted to savings for a particular week. This vari-
ation on the high-score list replaces hierarchical performance wich discourse—
an opportunity to share how well you did according to your own particular
goals. It's not just about winning; it’s also about telling people what you did
and how you did it. Cash savings are winnings in a literal sense. To a lesser
extent, so is fooling the grocery industry by refusing to play by their profic-
maximizing rules. But the real winnings seem to come from what people do

with what they save. Here's an example from the boards:

i {si, throughoutl have been a lister for 1 year now. grocery shopping has
changed 100% for me, i dreaded every single minute of being in a market. now,
i find it to be fun. i average 100.00 2 week in savings and spending 150.00. Today,
i was able to purchase the dvd "Holes” for my children. It is because of the great
savings weekly that i am able to purchase things like that "big ticket” item with

ease.”

The community discourse at the game’s message boards are not always related

to objections to its underlying procedural rheroric, bur the availabilicy of chis
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forum facilitates active reconfiguration of the game’s rules and goals, a topic
to which I will return in chapter 11.

Interactivity

Procedural representations do not necessarily support user interaction, Many
compurational simulation methods make claims abour processes in the marte-
rial world, bue limit.user. participation significantly. Take a simple computa-
tional model like the Monte Carlo merthod, a statistical sampling technique
used to approximate the results of complex quantitative problems. The classic
example of the Monte Carlo method in practice is the so-called Buffon’s needle
problem. George-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, posed the following ques-
tion: If a needle of a particular lengeh is dropped at random onto a horizon-
tal surface ruled with parallel lines drawn at a greater than the length of the
needle, what is the probability that the needle will cross one of the lines?®
In a computational model of the Monte Carlo algorithm, the user might con-
figure the length of the needle and the distance of the lines, then run the opet-
ation. Similarly, in a physical simulation, such as a2 demonstration of rigid
body collision or mechanical dynamics, a human operator mighe confi gure the
size and mass of objects or the relative force of gravicy, elasticity, and other
properties before observing the resule.

A more complex and expressive example of a procedural system with
limited user inceraction can be found in Chris Crawford's 1990 game
about global ecology, Balance of the Planet”” In the game, the player sets global
environmental policies. The game challenges players to balance global eco-
logical and economic forces through raxation and expenditure. However, each
of the player’s policies sets a complex set of incerrelared relationships in
motion. For example, forest clearing changes the carbon dicxide levels, which
affect global warming. The player enacts policy by adjusting sliders to change
underlying policies (see figure 1.3), executing the results, and again revising
the policies.

The Monte Carlo simulation, physical simulations, and Balance of the Planet
all accept simple user input and configuracion, perhaps the most basic type af
input to a computer program other than merely executing and automarically
returning results based on hard-coded parameters. Interactivity is an encrenched
notion in seudies of digical media. Janet Murray rightly calls che term “vague”

despite its “pervasive use.”*® Murray argues thac the simple manipulation of
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CAUSES
Forest Land

EFFECTS
Farest Life Polnts
“JGlobai Gene Peel

1930 vahe :
2.58 million species

Formula for Forest Habitats
Fforest Habitats = Proportienality Constant * Sgrt(Ferest Land)
Where:
Proportionality Constant 33.5 ! ]
Forest Land 7.89 billian (hectares)
The number of species that can be supported by forest habitats is

proporticnal the square root of their area. This has been demonstrated in
studies of island habitats.

Figure 1.3 Chris Crawford’s 1990 title Balance of the Planet offers a sophisticated model

of interrelated enviranmentat issues,
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a computational system, the “mere ability to move a joystick or click on a
mouse” is not sufficient cause for “agency”—genuine embodied participation
in an electronic environment.” Rather, such environments must be mean-
ingfully responsive to user input. This state of affairs constitutes one of
Murray's four properties of the computer, its participatory nature. “Procedural
environments,” she argues, “are appealing to us not just because they exhibit
rule-generated behavior, but because we can induce the behavior. . . . the
primary representational property-of the computer is the codified rendering
of responsive behaviors. This is what is most often meant when we say that
computers are interactive. We mean they create an environment thar is both
procedural and participatory.”'™

As Balance of the Planet suggests, procedural rhetorics do not necessarily
demand sophisticated interactivity. But we might ask if procedural rhetorics
bengfit from sophisticated interaccivicy. Following Murray, sophistication in this
context does not refer o more or more freguent interaction, the kind thar more
buttons or faster hand-eye responses would entail. Rather, sophisticated inter-
activity means greater responsiveness, tighter symbaolic coupling between user
actions and procedural representations. Balance of the Planet offers a terrifically
sophisticated procedural model of global ecology, but its coupling of user
action to the game's causal model is weak, reducing both empathetic and
dialectical engagement.

Another way to understand the role of interactivity in procedural rhetoric
is through the concept of plzy. The weak coupling between model and expe-
rience in Balance of the Planet does not arise from a poverty of procedural rep-
resentation. Rather, it arises from the awkward way chat representation is
exposed to the player. Play is a complex concept with a long and arduous
intellecrual history in numerous fields. Rather than understand play as child’s
activity, or as the means to consume games, or even as the shifting centers of
meaning in poststructuralise choughe, I suggest adopting Katie Salen and Eric
Zimmerman’s useful, abstract definition of the term: “play is the free space of

movement within a more rigid structure.”™" Understood in this sense, play

refers to the possibility space created by processes themselves. Salen and Zim-
merman use the example of the play in a mechanism like a steering column,
in which the meshing gears creates “play” in the wheel, before the turning
gesture causes the gears to couple. In a procedural represencation like a
videogame, the possibility space refers to the myriad configurations the player

might construct to see the ways the processes inscribed in the system work.
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This is really what we do when we plzy videogames: we explore the possibil-
ity space its rules afford by manipulating the game’s controls.

While Balance of the Planet sports a very large possibility space, the game’s
conerols and feedback system make ic difficult for players to keep track of the
decisions they have already made and to see the aggregate effects of those
decisions. The game is bard to play; that is, it is difficult to understand the
processes at work inside and the narure of the possibilicy space those processes
creace.

In the context of procedural chetoric, it is useful to consider interactivity
in relation to the Aristotelian enthymeme. The enthymeme, we will remem-
ber, is the technique in which a proposition in a syllogism is omitted; the lis-
tener (in the case of oratory) is expected to fill in the missing proposition and
complete the claim. Sophisticated interactivity can produce an effective
procedural enthymeme, resulting in more sophisticated procedural rhetoric.
Sometimes we think of interactivity as producing user empowerment: the
more interactive the system, the more che user can do, and the better the expe-
rience, For example, many players and critics have celebrated Grand Theft Anto
1 (GTAIN'” as a game cthat allows the player to “go anywhere, do any-
thing.”*” This sentiment is flawed for several reasons. First, the game does
not actually allow the player to “do anyching”; rather, in the words of one
reviewer, “GTAIII let you do anything you wish, within the parameters of the
game.”"™ The “parameters of the game” are made up of the processes it sup-
ports and excludes. For example, entering and exiting vehicles is afforded in
GTAI, but conversing with passersby is not (see chapter 3 for more on this
subject). This is not a limitation of the game, but rather the very way it
becomes procedurally expressive. Second, the interactivity afforded by the
game's coupling of player manipulations and gameplay effects is much nar-
rower than the expressive space the game and the player subsequently create,
The player performs a great deal of mental synthesis, filling the gap between
subjectivity and game processes.

Previously, I have argued chat the ontological position of a videogame {or
simulation, ot procedural system) resides in the gap between rule-based rep-
resentation and player subjectivity; [ calied this space the “simulation gap.”'"
Another way to think about the simulation gap is in relation to rhetoric. A
procedural model like a videogame could be seen as a system of nested
enthymemes, individual procedural claims chat the player literally completes
through interaction. If Balance of the Planet increased player interaction by
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adding more sliders to move, it would not necessarily become more expres-
sive or more persuasive. On Hill's vividness continuum, Balance of the Planet
might land closer to the realm of abscract analysis, despite its rich procedural
policy model. However, if it increased the coupling between the compurter’s
procedural rhetoric and the exposition of that rhetoric, its persuasive value
would likely increase as well. Ironically, Chris Crawford himself has offered a
definition of interaccivity thac addresses this very problem: “I choose to define
it [interactivityl in terms of a conversation: a cyclic process in which rwo
actors alternately listen, think, and speak. The qualicy of the interaction
depends on the quality of each of the subrasks (listening, thinking, and speak-
ing)."™™ In the case of Balance of the Planet, the player does a lot of meaning-
ful listening and thinking, but not much meaningful speaking. The computer
does a ot of meaningful thinking, but not much meaningful listening or
speaking. Maximizing all three does not necessarily optimize expression—
GTAII does limired computational listening and thinking, for example—bur
understanding the relationship between the three can offer clues inco the
rhetorical structure of a procedural argument,

Videogames

I have chosen to explain and exemplify the function of procedural rhetoric in
a subcategory of procedural expression, namely, videogames. There are several
reasons | privilege this medium over other procedural media, and over other
compurational media in particular.

For one part, videogames are among the most procedural of compurtational
artifacts. All software runs code, but videogames tend to run more code, and
also to do more with code. Recalling Crawford's term, videogames tend to
offer more process intensity than other compurational media. Videogames
tend to demand a significant share of a computer’s central processing unit
(CPU) resources while running; they are more procedural chan other compu-
tational artifacts. As I write this paragtaph, my computer is running cwelve
major applications, including the active one, resource hog Micraroft Word, and
some seventy total processes to run the machine’s underlying systems—
window management, networking, graphics, audio, and so forth. Despite this
immodest quantity of activity, my CPU remains 75-85 percent idle. The
quantity of processes and the amount of randem access memory (RAM) they
consume does not necessarily correlate with their process intensity. Modern
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videogames often require another processor devoted to processing graphics
instructions, a graphics processing unit (GPU). Videogames regularly drive
computer hardware upgrades; physics processing unirs are stowly emerging as
another tool to extend the power of the CPU. Process-intensive programs like
videogames are not guaranteed to mount more interesting or sophisticared
procedural rhetorics, but they are predisposed to do so.

For another part, videogames are generally a more expressive subgenre of
computational media than other types, for example, productivity software.'
By expressive, I mean thar videogames service representational goals akin to
literature, art, and film, as opposed to instrumental goals akin to urilities and

tools. All software structures experience, including productivity software, and

much has been written about the ways word processors, spreadsheets, and web
applicarions influence our conception of the world (to cite just one example,
Friedrich Kittler has written about the ways WordPerfect, coupled to the MS-
DOS operating system, structures writing practice).'® But videogames are
uniquely, consciously, and principally crafted as expressions. As such, they rep-
resent excellent candidates for rhetorical speech—persuasion and expression
are inexorably linked.

For yet another part, videogames are often interactive in the parcicular way
T described above; they require user action to complete their procedural rep-
resencations. As such, they ‘provide particularly promising opportuniries for
the procedural translation of rhetorical devices like enthymeme. Intetactivity
guarantees neither meaningful expression nor meaningful persuasion, but it
sets the stage for both. Sid Meier, designer of Civilization, has argued that
gameplay is “a series of interesting choices.™ Interesting choices do not nec-
essarily entail 2// possible choices in a given situation; racher, choices are selec-
tively included and excluded in a procedural representation to produce a
desired expressive end. For example, The McDonald’s Videogame includes control
of cattle slaughtering buc abstracts control of restauranc line-workers for a
rhetorical end: to force the player to make decisions with social and political
implications.

Greater interactivicy is often considered especially engaging, or “immer-
sive.” The interactivity of (good) videogames might locate those games higher
on the “vividness specerum” discussed earlier, producing more vivid experi-
ence thanks to the player’s active involvement. Bur I want to suggest that
vividness comes not from immersion, but from abstraction. The values

common to virtual reality and compurer graphics assume thar che closer we
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get to real experience, the better. This sentiment corresponds directly to the
vividness speccrum, with the best interactivity coming closest to real experi-
ence. But meaning in videogames is constructed not chrough a re-creation of
the world, but chrough selectively modeling appropriate elements of that
world. Procedural representation models only some subset of a source system,
in order to draw attention to that portion as the subject of the representartion.
Interactivity follows suit: the rotal number and credibility of user actions is
not necessarily important; rather, the relevance of the interaction in the
context of the representational goals of the system is paramount. Videogames
offer a particularly good context for this selective interactivity.

Finally, I will admit that I have a particular fondness for videogames. I am
a videogame critic and a videogame designer, and I am devoted to the process
of connecting videogames with the history of human expression. In my pre-
vious book, Unit Operations, T argued for a comparative understanding of pro-
cedural expression, using the concept of unit operations to define the elements
of procedural representation common across media. In this book, I argue for
a similar understanding with respect to rhetoric. As I have already suggested,
thetoric in its contemporary sense refers to both persuasion and exXpression,
and so a study of procedural rhetoric shares much in common with a study of
procedural expression, Despite my preference for videogames, I should scress
that I intend the reader to see procedural rhetoric as a domain much broader
than that of videogames, encompassing any medium—computational or
not—rthat accomplishes its inscription via processes. [ hope my choice of
videogames as examples of procedural rhetoric inspires both an increased
appreciation of that medium and inspiration to seudy procedural rhetorics in
other media.

Persuasive Games

I give the name persuasive games to videogames that mount procedural rhetorics

effectively. Before addressing persuasive games in this sense, it is worch dif—..

fusing some of the other ways videogames and persuasion have intersected, so
as to distinguish my approach from ochers’.

Starting with Bushnell’s Computer Space, arcade games have shared much
in common with pinball and slot machines.'"” They accepted coins as
payment, and one of their main design goals entailed persuading playets to
insert (more} coins. In the arcade industry, this is called “coin drop.” Andrew
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Rollings and Ernest Adams have discussed the effect of coin drop on the
design of such games: “Arcade operators care little for richness, depth, and
the aesthetic qualities of a game as long as it makes a lot of money for chem.
This requires some fine balancing. If a game is roo hard, people will abandon
it in disgust, but if it is too easy, they will be able to play for a long rime

s111

without putting any more money in. Procedural rhetoric might be

deployed in such games, but more often persuasion is accomplished through

more basic appeals to addiction and reinforcement. Shuen-shing Lee explains

such persuasion via Geoffrey R. Loftus and Elizabeth F. Loftus’s 1983 study
Mind at Play:'"?

[Mind 2t Play} sorts out two types of psychological configurarions embedded in game
design thar aim ro get players addicted to gaming. The first type, “partial reinforce-
ment,” is that utilized by slot machines which spit our coins intermittently to reward
a gambler. The experience of being occasionally rewarded often drives the gambler to
continue inserting coins, in hopes of another win or even a jackpot. Arcade game
designers have cloned the same reinforcement strategy in their games. Surprises such
as scote doubling, weapon upgrading, expedient level advancing may pop up ran-
domly during che gaming process to heighten the player’s intrigue, stimulating con-

cinued playing.'?

Partial reinforcement is certainly a type of persuasion, but the persuasion is
entirely self-referential: its goal is to cause the player to continue playing, and
in so doing to increase coin drop. Despite its relationship to gambling and
other addictive activities, partial reinforcement is an interesting and worth-
while atea of inquiry that can help game designers understand how to produce
experiences that players feel compelled to continue or complete. However, this
kind of persuasion is not my concern here. Instead, I am interested in
videogames that make arguments about the way systems work in the mate-
rial world. These games strive to alter or affect player opinion outside of the
game, not merely to cause him to continue playing. In fact, many of the exam-
ples 1 will discuss sttive to do just the opposite from arcade games: move the
player from the game world into the material world.

As arcade games suggest, there are reasons to leverage videogames for goals
orthogonal to those of procedural expression. The increasing popularity of and
media attention paid to videogames means that merely producing and dis-
tributing a videogame may have its own persuasive effect. When Gonzalo
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Frasca and I co-designed The Howard Dean for Iowa Game in 2003, it became
the first official videogame of a U.S. presidential candidate. While the game
did deploy procedural rhetorics (see chapters 4 and 11 for more), the very exis-
tence of an official Howard Dean game served its own rhetorical purpose,

further aligning the candidate with technology cutture.!* In another, similar

example, Elizabeth Losh has reflected on the government's creation of Ticti-
caf Iragi, a learning game designed to teach U.S. soldiers Arabic language and
customs in order to help them accomplish military missions in the Middle
East."” Losh, who studied the game as a field researcher and has written
lucidly about her moral and rhetorical conflicts in doing so, later mused abour

its crue rhetorical function in an online discussion forum:'*®

In the wake of all che publicity that Tactical Iragi has received in the last few monchs,
I find myself with an even more serious reservation about the game, which crystal-

lized after reading Max Boot’s areicle, “Navigating the ‘human tercain,’” in which
Boot, a senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations, enthuses abouc visiting “the
Expeditionary Warfare School, where captains study Arabic by playing a sophisticated
computer game complete with animated characeers.” It was then that I realized chat
the purpose of the game might be rhetorical not pedagogical. Despite what the
researchers thought they were doing, perhaps it was primarily intended to SHOW the
teaching of Arabic ro policy makers and the general public not actually TEACH
Arabic mote effectively. Tradirional classroom teaching doesn't make for a good media

spectacle, bur 2 video game might.'”

Tactical Iragi cannot be accused of sporting low process intensity. As an engi-
neering effort, it deploys sophisticated procedural models of language under-
standing, simulated gestures, and cross-cultural communication. But, Losh
suggests, as an expressive artifact, the project might serve an agenda differ-
ent from its primary one, namely drawing attention to a videogame training
system to distract critics from America’s military occupation of Iraq. Again,

such a gesture is undeniably rhetorical, but its rhetoric is accomplished

through media speech, not through processes. I will return to the substitu-
tion of procedural rhetoric for audience correlation in the context of advertis-
ing in chapter 5.

Videogames created with a more genuine interest in expression and
persuasion may still underplay procedurality in favor of visual images.
The commercial game industry dazzles buyers with high-fidelity images of
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increasingly greater verisimilitude, but these images do not necessarily couple
with advances in procedural representation. In 2004, che American Legacy
Foundarion commissioned Crzzy World, a game in service of their ongoing
antismoking campaign, best known for its rhetorically powerful “the
truth”-chemed television ads. Buile around a satirical carnival world chat coin-
cided with the foundation's advertising campaign at the time, the game sports
very high production values, visuals, and sound—the very factors rhar con-
tribute to vividness, according to Charles Hill. But the procedural rhetoric in
the game is weak. In a press release, one of the creators describes a mechanic

in the game:

The game, which is aimed at a wide audience, ages 18-50, was created to show both
smokers and non-smokers the dangers of cigarettes using humor and irony. Players
scote points by avoiding moving green puffs of radicactive smoke. If they get canght
in the smoke, they murtate into an alien-like form. “The idea is to attract people to
entertain themselves and keep the message within context—rto play for fun,” [Templar

Studios president Peter] Mack said.

A game like Crazy World may speak through visual rhetoric alone, or at least
principally. The use of highly polished visual and sound design builds an
expectation of authority. Images hypnotize many consumers, and even che
largest videogame companies often repackage the same games with improved
{or simply different) graphics. Considerable atrention and investment has gone
into improving the visual fidelity of commercial games, including the move
to high definition and higher polygon models on the now-current Xbox 360
and PlayStation 3 consoles. Visual fidelicy implies authority. Likewise, sim-
plistic or unrefined graphics are often taken as an indication of gameplay
quality. Just as & poor or “generic” package design can turn consumers away
trom a quality product, so the skin of a procedural rhetoric mighe influence
player enticement. The 2004 Republican National Committee game Tax
Invaders, which barely succeeds in replicating the rudimentary graphics of the
classic atcade game Space Invaders, is an example of the latter (for more on this
game, see chaprer 3)."%

The tenuous coupling between visual appearance and procedural rhetoric
also hinders videogames that seek to make persuasive statements about issues
in the material world, buc fail to adope effective procedural representations

for those issues. One common pitfall is borrowing a procedural form from an

Procedural Rhetoric




existing game or game genre and skinning it with new graphics. Such a one
1s Congo Joner and the Raiders of the Lost Bark, a game about deforestation spon-
sored by the nonprofic Rainforest Foundation.'"” The game botrows its game-
play from 2D platform games of the Super Mario Bros. variety.'” The player
controls a monkey who must find and defeat the president of the World Bank.
The player must jump from platform to platferm to avoid flying chainsaws,
while attempting to reach and defeat the bank president.

Congo Jones adopts no procedural_representation—and therefore no proce-
dural rhecoric—of its own. Instead, it borrows the notion of progress through
abstract obstacles as an object lesson for deforestation’s struggle against the
World Bank (who had supported logging in the Congolese rainforeses). The
game makes no claims about possible reasons to oppose the World Bank, not
how to do so, although it does succeed in positing che World Bank as an arche-
typal opponent, the “boss monster” of the game. The game might or might
not be effective in building “awareness” about the issue, but it certainly
does not mount a procedural argument about the topic. Or more precisely, it
does not mount its swn procedural rhetoric; it adopts processes of obstacle
avoidance and goal pursuit from platform games and reinscribes them onto
deforestation.

Congo Jones borrows gameplay and applies a graphical skin—a visual rhet-
oric—atop it. Another common technique is to borrow gameplay and apply
a textual skin—a verbal rhetoric—atop it. An example of such a game is
Po.N.G., created by the Global Arcade art collective.”' The game’s website
explains that the game features “a few different variations of the classic Pong,
each with just a little different play on the language of globalization,”*** The
result is a direct copy of Pong in which the ball is replaced by words that
might arise in discussions of globalization (neo/sberatism, $8, etc.). The player
must bat these back and forth with the paddle, as one might “exchange words”
in a conversation on the topic. While the Global Arcade’s mission statement

announces their commitment “to make informarion about globalization inter-

esting, engaging and interactive,” Po.N.G. serves as licele more than a sight

gag, perhaps not even arciculating expression adequate to warrant the moniker
of digital art.

The notion of adopting Pong’s back-and-forth procedural mechanic or
Super Mario Bros." platform mechanic as rherorics for discourse might

have promise, but Po.N.G. and Comgo Jones do not make meaningful use

of those processes in their argumencs. Tax Invaders, which I mentioned
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above and discuss in detail in chapter 3, is an example of a game that borrows
a videogame form and successfully mounts its own procedural rhecoric
atop it.

A more successful procedural rhetoric can be found in the 1982 ritle Tax
Avoiders, an unusual game for the Arari Video Computer System (popularly
known as the Arari VCS or Atari 2600)."> Conceived by Darcell Wagner, a
“Licensed Tax Consultant and former IRS Revenue Agent,” the goal of the
game is 1o become a millionaire by amassing income and avoiding red tape
and audits.'** The player controls @ human character, John Q, who must collect
income (represented by dollar-sign icons) and avoid red tape (represented by
an abstract rape icon). After each fiscal quarter the player has the opportunicy
to shelter income in investments, which are represeated as sprites on screen,
or to store income in a portfolio, represented as a briefcase sprite (see figure
1.4}). A second sprite oscillates between an IRS agent, a CPA, and an invest-
ment advisor. The player always loses an audit, and 50 percent of his income
is lost to taxes. A CPA charges a small fee bur always makes new

Figure 1.4 Although the Atari VCS title Tax Avoiders may look simplistic, it constructs a
sophisticated procedural rhetoric about tax strategy.

Procedural Rheteric




tax-sheltered investments available. The investment advisor can maximize
recurns on shelrered investments. Ac the end of this intersticial phase, the
player’s remaining income is raxed and he recurns ro work, '

Tax Awoiders mounts an interesting and relacively complex procedural rhee-
oric about tax avoidance strategies. The fact that these techniques are mapped
onto movement, a graphical logic, is perhaps not ideal, bur it is also not
detrimental to the argument. The player must run around to collect income,
literally @voiding red tape. Likewise, he musc avoid the IRS agent while racing
to catch investment opportunities before their window of opportunity closes.
These metaphors of locomotion correspond quite well to the abstract processes
of work, investment, and taxarion,

Finally, I would like to make a distinction berween persuasive games,
procedural rhetoric, and the rhetoric of play. In contemporary game studies,
considerable attention has been paid to the relationship between games and
play—and this is a worthwhile pursuit. However, my interest here is not in
the function of play, nor in videogames as a subdomain of play activities.
Racher, my interest is in che function of procedural representation as it is used
for persuasion, and in videogames as a subdomain of procedural media. In
particular, I should draw a distinction between procedural rhetoric and what
Brian Sutton-Smith has called “rhetorics of play,” or ways “play is placed in
context within broader value systems.”'?® While we both use the term rhefo-
7ic, we use it in different contexts, although not in entirely different ways.
Sutron-Smith discusses the rhetorical modes of play itself: the ways theorises
present play as a human cultural accivity. As Katie Salen and Eric Zimmer-
man explain, Sutton-Smith’s rhetorics of play “identify how games and play
embody ideological values and how specific forms and uses of play perpetu-
ate and justify these values.”” Sutton-Smich’s ptoject is a general one, focused
on the cultural role of play, not che culturally embodied practice of playing
specific games. He identifies seven rhecorics of play, including play as progress,
fate, power, identity, the imaginary, the self, and frivolicy, each of which
orchestrates play in different ways and for different ends under the same osten-
sible name (hence the ambiguity)."® Sutton-Smith musters these rhetorics™to
attempt to explain the reasons people play, and the cultural function of that
play."® His approach is broad and macroscopic, investigating play itself as a
cultural activity that serves multiple purposes, purposes which often compli-
cate one another.
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I'am discussing the thetorical function of procedural expression in the cra-
dition of representation rather than the tradition of play. This said, Sutton-
Smith’s chetorics may prove useful in contexrualizing procedural rhetorics
among the values of play. This is not an effort I will actempr here, but which

Salen and Zimmerman attempt in their text on game design, Rules of Play.
The two suggest The Landlord’s Game (the conceptual precursor to the popular
board game Monopoly) as an embodiment of Sutton-Smith’s thetorics of power
and progress. Unlike Monapoly, The Landlord’s Game opposes land monopoly,
instead advocaring the single rax proposed bjf economist Henry George. As

Salen and Zimmerman explain:

Despite che strong similarity between The Landlord’s Game and Monopoly, there are
distinct (and wonderfully incongruous) differences in the rhetorics each evokes. While
the play rhetorics of progress and power apply to both games, The Landlord's Game
was distinctly anti-capitalise in its conception, The game's conflict was not premised
on property acquisition and the accumulation of monopolies, but instead on an unrav-
eling of the prevailing land system. Because properties in the game could only
be rented, there was no opportunity for domination by a greedy land baron or
developer.'”

Withouc realizing it, Salen and Zimmerman helpfully clatify the difference
berween Sucton-Smith's rherorics of play—the global, cultural roles for explot-
ing themes like ownership and property—and the procedural vhetoric of a
game—rthe local acgument The Landlord’s Game makes about taxation and prop-
erty ownership, Salen and Zimmerman do not actually apply Sutton-Smith’s
thetorics of play, a gesture that shows how macroscopic the latter’s approach
really is. On the one hand, they admic that progress and power “apply”
abstractly vo both The Landlord’s Game and Mongpoly. On the other hand, their
analysis relies not on these higher-level categories, but on the specific func-
tion of the rules of each game, for example rental as colleccive equity versus
ownership as individual leverage. When Salen and Zimmerman say that there
are “distinct . . . differences in the rherorics each evokes,” they refer not to
Sutten-Smith’s cultural rherorics, but to the procedural rhetorics of che two
specific games, The Landlords Game and Monopely. In face, Salen and Zim-
merman’s analysis of the procedural rhetorics of these games is quite marure,
revealing the way the rules of the games make fundamentally different
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arguments about land ownership, despite having apparently similar boards
and gameplay dynamics.

The difference between rhetorics of play and procedural rhetoric should
now be clear. Sutton-$mith’s rhetorics of play characterize broad cultural con-
texts, while procedural rhetorics express specific patterns of cultural value.
Despite their invocation of Sutton-Smith as a figure at the incersection of
thetoric and games, Salen and Zimmerman are actually invoking the more
ordinary netion of thetoric as persuasive and expressive discourse. Alrhough
they claim to “take the word ‘rhetoric’ from Brian Surton-Smith’s remarkable
treatise The Ambiguity of Play,” really they take the word from its more general
classical and modern roots, applying it to the analysis of games."” There may
be value in applying Sutton-Smith’s rhetorics of play ro specific procedural
rhetorics, perhaps for comparative anthropological purposes. But as Salen and
Zimmerman unwittingly demonstrate, the more useful intersection between
rhetoric and play is one that unpacks the particular rules of a particular game
in a particular context, not the more general intersection berween modes of
play in general. This distinction mirrors the one that separates representa-
tional discourse from sociological discourse. Clearly cultural contex influences
the creation of and interaction with games. But the games we create can also

support, interrogate, or oppose those cultural contexts.
Persuasive Games versus Serious Games

Topics like taxation, deforestation, and globalization are not the usual subject
mateer of videogames; furthermore, the games about these topics discussed
above are very arcane, so much so that I doubt many readers would have
chanced upon all three before. Procedural rhetoric is not limited to such anom-
alous specimens; in the following pages I discuss numerous commercial games
that have enjoyed great market success. But one often uses persuasion in the
context of domains like economics, business, and politics. As it happens, an

entire subdomain of videogame development has erupted around such topics, .

known as serious games. What, if anything, differentiaces persuasive games from
serious games?

Interrogating the relationship between seriousness and play is nothing new.
Dutch anthropologist Johan Huizinga struggled with the ambi guous link
between seriousness and play in his classic study Homo /udens. On the one hand,
Huizinga notes that play “is che direct opposite of seriousness.”'® Bur on
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further investigation, he argues that “the conttast berween play and serious-

ness proves to be neither conclusive nor fixed.”'** Huizinga notes that one can

“play seriously,” thart is, with great devotion and resolve,'® but seriousness
does not seem to include the possibility of play, making the latter of a “higher
order” than seriousness.'*® Despite this status, play helps constitute social and
cultural functions of great gravity, according to Huizinga, including religion,
politics, and warfare. Huizinga remains conflicted to the end on che interre-
lation between play and seriousness. As such, it is not surprising that schol-
ars, business people, and developers thought they had fallen upon something
new in “reuniting” seriousness and play. J

An early example of the new collusion of seriousness and gameplay comes
in Clark C. Abt’s 1970 book Seriows Games, which addresses the use of analog
games (board games, role-play, etc.) in education, science, government, and
indusery. In his first chapeer, titled “The Reunion of Action and Thought,”
Abt offers a definition of serious games: “We are concerned with serfour games
in the sense that these games have an explicit and carefully thought-out edu-
cational purpose and are not intended to be played primarily for amuse-
ment.”*” Abt quickly admits thart this does not mean thac serions games “are
not, or should not be enterraining,” but the message is clear: serious games
are created under the direct influence and guidance of external institutional
goals.

When the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars unearthed
the moniker “serious games” as the name for their new videogame initiative,
they did so without direct reference to Abt’s proposal thirty years earlier.
Rather, che name arose fairly spontaneously. Wilson Center Director of Fore-
sight & Governance David Rejeski and consultant Ben Sawyer were trying to
title a white paper Sawyer had written for the center. The two had a subti-
tle—"Improving Public Policy through Game-Based Learning and Simula-
tion"—but they wanted a snappy title to entice readers. Rejeski had been
reading Michael Schrage’s 1999 book Serious Play: How the World's Best Com-
panies Simulate to Innovate, a call for businesses to foster play as an agent for
innovation."*® Schrage cites Abe in his book, and Rejeski, perhaps influenced
by conscious or unconscious memory of that reference, suggested “Serious
Games” as a title.*” Since chen, Woodrow has founded and funded the Serious
Games Initiative, an ad hoc networking and knowledge-sharing group with
a thriving membership."® Its primary activities include collecting resour-
ces, facilitacing contacts between government/industry and developers, and

Procedural Rhetoric




running meetings and conferences on its core topics, including the Serious
Games Summit, a large biannual conference {on whose advisory board I
happen to serve). Interestingly, the Initiative’s goals read very similarly to
Abt’s 1970 definition: “the goal of the initiative is to help usher in a new
series of policy education, exploration, and management tools utilizing state
of the art computer game designs, technologies, and development skills.”"!
Mirroring Abt’s goals with nondigital games, the Initiative seeks to couple
videogames to the needs of modern institutions. Their mission statemenc asks,
“How can we quickly expand the application of computer-based games to a
much wider range of key challenges facing our government and other public
or private organizations?” Abt’s “carefully thought out educational purpose”
and the Serious Games Initiative’s focus on “government and other public
or private organizations” both suggest that serious games are crafted in the
service of officials, especially officials of governments or corporations. The lan-
guage used to advertise the Serious Games Summit confirms this sentimenc;
under a header reading “Gaming for your Industry” follows a list of insticu-
tional interests: education, government, health, military, corporate, first
responders, science.'*

If the notion of “seriousness” is what distinguishes this group’s efforts from
other types of videogaming, it is worth briefly interrogating the term and its
relationship to their endeavor. Serioxs is a word with many meanings, and it
should no longer be sufficient merely to oppose it to entertainment, the major
mover-and-shaker in the videogame marketplace.

Serions can mean solemn, implying emotionlessness and sobriety. One might
think of the drill sergeant, the librarian, or perhaps even the IRS agent as an
agent of this type of seriousness: she shot me a serious look and I reconsidered ety
itemizations.

Serious can mean weighty, implying consequence and demanding consider-
ation. One might think of authority figures like teachers, parents, or religious
leaders using this meaning of the term when addressing the particularly

foolish (not serious) plans of pupils, offspring, or followers: Dox’t tell me to calm

down, som! Marriage is a sevions commitment,

Serions can mean grave, implying severity and foreboding. One might think
of officials making statements abour unthinkable acts of war, disease, or suf-
tering: Two of the five miners vemain hospitalized in sevions condition.

Serious can mean highbrow, implying intellectualism and profundity. One
might think of academics, artists, curators, and more generally snobs
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insistent on segregating weighty matters from light ones: Jamer is a serious
artist, be doesn’t make that pap-culture drivel.

All of these ways of understanding serioas have something in common: they
rely on a point of reference that affirms che seriousness of a subject in relation
to some nonserious alternative. Solemnity responds to behavior outside a
known, desired code of conduct; weightiness responds to behavior thought to
lead to crucial and perhaps irreversible decision; gravity suggests an opposite
and always undesirable condition; and snobbery isolates worthwhile pursuits
from insignificant ones. Furthermore, these meanings suggest that seriousness
is often deployed in the service of institutions: governments, corporations,
healthcare systems, religious beliefs, cultural communities, and so forth.
Seriousness implies actions that support the goals and progress of these
institutions.

Such a conception of seriousness is coincident with Abt's use of the
term in relation to board games and the Serious Games Iniciative's use of
the term in relation to videogames. Serious games are videogames creaced to
support the existing and established interests of political, corporate, and
social insticutions. To apply chis principle to the industry domains of the
Serious Games Summic proves a simple rask. Educational games translate
existing pedagogical goals into videogame form; government games cranslace
existing political goals in videogame form; health games provide doctors
and medical insticutions with videogame-based tools to accomplish cheir
existing needs; military games help armies and soldiers address existing
global conflices with new, cheaper, and more scalable simulations; corporace
games provide executives with videogame-based tools to accomplish their
existing business goals; first responder games offer simulated views of already

known methods of response to natural disaster or terrorist incidenr; and

science games provide appealing videogame-based rools to clarify known prin-

ciples and practices.

Such goals do not represent the full potential of persuasive games. If per-
suasive games are videogames that mount meaningful procedural rhetorics,
and if procedural rhetorics facilitate dialectical interrogacion of process-based
claims about how real-wotld processes do, could, or should work, then
petsuasive games can also make claims that speak past or against the
fixed worldviews of institutions like governments or corporations. This
objection—which bears some resemblance to Socrates’ opposition to sophis-
tic and technical rhetoric in the fifth century BCE—suggests that persuasive
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games might also interrogate those institutions themselves, recommending cor-
rectives and alternatives.

If we wanted to retain the term serions games—a questionable goal—then
two other meanings stand out as potential ways of understanding the phrase.
First, serious can imply care and attention to detail, especially as such care leads
to reflection: [ will give your ideas serious thought. This meaning is related to
weightiness, but carries the sense of open discourse, of the possibility of finding
new structures of thought not immediately given by a current worldview.
Second, and more esoteric, serious can imply substance, a window onto the
underlying structure of a thing. This use may be limited to informal discourse;
a sentiment like dude, that is a serious cheesecake implies that the specimen pre-
sented offers a fundamental insight into the nature, even the apotheosis of the
thing in general.' "Serious games” in this sense—a sense commensurate with
what I intend persuasive games to mean—would deal with the exposition of
the fundamental struccure of existing situations intended to invoke support,
doubt, or debare about their validity or desirability, or universality. These are
not games in rhe service of governments, corporations, educational insticu-
tions, and their kindred but games thar challenge such institutions, creating
opporrunities to question, change, or eliminate them.

The notion of the serious as the underlying structure of a system is par-
ticularly compatible wich cthe concept of procedurality. Procedural represen-
ration depicts how something does, could, or should work: the way we
understand a social or material practice to function. I connect this idea to
contemporary philosopher Alain Badiou's notion of the situation, a “struccured
presentation” of a maltiplicity, a particular oncological arrangement.' Badiou
applies transfinite set theory to philosophy, understadding being to mean being
@ member of. The gesture of including a concept in a situation is akin to the
set-theoretical notion of belonging, which Badiou names the connt-as-ome. '
I have previously correlated the count-as-one with the unit operation, the
gesture of conceiving of a particular process as an encapsulated concepe.'%
Badiou further understands sicuations to have a szare, the logic by which the
elements in a situation are counted as one—-or the reasons why che structure
is organized in the way it is.'¥ It is the srate that is commensurate with “seri-
ousness” as the narure of a ching, the reasons that make it whar it is. Badiou
furcher articulates a concepe called the evens, which offers a chance to disrupt
the state of a situation and reinvent it, wholly anew, under a different organ-

izing logic, a topic I will retutn to in chapter 11.'%
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Despite the possibility of rescuing serious games under the definition I have
just offered, T do not want to preserve the name. Instead, I would like to
advance persuasive games as an alternative whose promise lies in the possi-
bility of using procedural rhetoric to support or challenge our understanding
of the way things in the world do or should work. Such games can be pro-
duced for a variety of purposes, be they entertainment, education, activism,

or a combination of these and others. The concept of serious games as a counter

movement apart from and against the commercial videogame industry elim-
inates a wide variety of games from persuasive speech. It is a foolish gesture
that wrongly undermines the exptessive power of videogames in general, and
highly crafted, widely appealing commercial games in particular. As I will
show in the following chapters, many games carry messages, make arguments,
and ateempt meaningful expression. This should not surprise us; indeed, all
media resonate on a variety of registers. I want to encourage developers and
critics to pay more mind to cthe way such messages, arguments, and expres-

sions are constructed through procedural rhetorics, in videogames of all kinds.
Persuasive Games versus Persuasive Technology

Since the late 1990s, Scanford University experimental psychologist B. J. Fogg
has been advancing a concept he calls captology. The simple definition Fogg
gives on his research group’s website is chis: “Captology is the study of com-
puters as persuasive technologies. This includes the design, research, and
analysis of intetacrive computing products created for the purpose of chang-
ing people’s atticudes or behaviors.”'* Pogg's research has produced a book
entitled Perswasive Technology: Using Computers to Change What We Think and
Do." Given the scrong similarity between the phrases persyasive technology and
persuasive games, | would like to address the differences between my approach
and that of Fogg.

The most important distinction mirrors che difference between persuasive
games and serious games. Just as the Serious Games Initiative implicates
videogames in the service of existing goals, so captology does for computer
technology in general. Caprology, says Fogg, “does not include ... unin-
tended outcomes; it focuses on the attitude and behavior changes intended by
the designers of interactive technology products.”'”' Admittedly, this under-
standing is fac closer to my goals than that of the Serious Games Iniciative;
Fogg does not appear to explicitly correlate captological persnasion with
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institutional ideologies. However, furcher interrogation shows that captology
is not fundamentally concerned with altering the user’s fundamental concep-
tion of how real-world processes work. Rather, it is primarily intended to craft
new technological constraints that impose conceprual or behavioral change in
users.

To this end, Fogg suggests seven types of persuasive technology rools,
which T list, define, and exemplify below.

Reduction—“using computing technology to reduce complex behavier to

simple tasks,” exemplified by the capitoladvantage.com website, which sim-
plifies political participation by presenting a user with contacr information
for all of his elected officials based on zip code input,'*?
Tunneling-—"leading users through 2 predetermined set of actions, step by
step,” illustrated by the registration or electronic payment systems on many
websites.'>

Tailoring—"providling} informarion relevant to individuals to change their
attitudes or behaviors or both,” as by scorecard.org, which provides informa-
tion about polluting institutions local to a user based, again, on zip code
inpuc, "

Suggestion—"an interactive computing product thac suggests a behavior
at the most opportune moment,” such as roadside speed-monitoring radar
systems, which display a driver’s speed as he passes.'”
Self-Monitoring—*"{a} type of tool that allows people to monitor their atti-
tudes or behaviors to achieve a predetermined goal or cutcome,” for example,
digital heart-rate monitors.'*®

Surveillance—“compuring technology that allows one party to monitor
the behavior of another to modify behavior in a specific way,” such as
Hygiene Guard, a system that monitors hand washing in the retail service
indusery."”’

Conditioning—"a computerized system that uses principles of operant con-
ditioning to change behaviors,” such as Telecycle, an exercise bike which,
when pedaled to a targer speed, clarifies the image on a television screen in

front of the cycle.*®

Perhaps these tools offer valid ways of using technology to alter behavior. Bur
not one of them deploys thetoric; instead, all of Fogg's techniques use tech-
nology to alter actions or beliefs without engaging users in a discourse about
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the behavior itself or the logics that would recommend such actions or beliefs.
Some techniques are more obviously guileful than others, such as the
hand washing surveillance system or the website registration system. The
approaches that do admit user awareness assume thac the user has already
understood and accepted the larger reason that the technology inscribes. For
example, a self-monitoring technology like a heart-rate monitor assumes an
understanding and acceptance of the relationship between cardiovascular exer-
cise and long-term health. Thus, while captology does not explicitly align
itself with che setvice of existing social, political, or corporate institutions, its
formal structure—as ractics given a particular, established situation—only
allows persuasive technology to work in the service of existing material ends,
rather than the reasons one would want to pursue those ends.

More strongly, caprology appears to rely only on psychological, not dialec-
tical user responses. This is not surprising given Fogg's background as an
experimental psychologist, but he seems generally dismissive of the tradition
of philosophical rhetoric, which aligns persuasion with logical argument and
discourse. In the nearly three hundred pages of Persuasive Tehnology, Fogg
devortes only a half-page sidebar to the subject of rhetoric, dismissively labeled
“A Brief History of Persuasion Studies.”"”” In this sidebar, Fogg exposes his
opinion that psychological methods are inherently more desirable than philo-

sophical ones:

Today the formal study of persuasion continues to be advanced, primatily through
research in social psychology, which began during che eatly part of the 1900s. Inspired
largely by the U.S. government's need to persuade cirizens to support war efforts, social
psychologists established ambitious research programs to determine what caused
people to change their actieudes and bebaviors. Larer, marketers and advertisers built
on the insights gleaned from social psychology, systematically investigating how influ-

ence works and often applying their findings to help corporations prosper.'®

The lack of irony and scrutiny in the discussion of government-funded social
science studies for covert manipulation suggests that Fogg is perhaps unaware
of the ideology he himself inhabits: one in which existing power structures
always devise ethical and desirable goals. Fogg himself is caught in a world-
view that limits his understanding of computational persuasion, one driven
partly by corporate and government grant funding for his own research.
Despite Fogg’s suggestion that captology acronymizes “computers as persuasive
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technologies,” the phrase itself conjures the sense of czprare, of arrest and incar-
ceration by an authoricy. A better name for Fogg’s work would perhaps be
manipulative technology.

On a less critical note, persuasive technology differs from persuasive games
because the former does not deal fundamentally wich procedurality. Fogg does
discuss the use of simulations in persuasion, including nods to videogames
{principatly as examples of conditioning, “keeping the player playing,” the
broader context of which coin-drop is an example), but the majority of his
examples rely on presenting data to the user (tutning zip codes into lists of
data) or mirroring the resulc of sensor input back to the user (the speed check

).'®" Reduction and tunneling might provide useful

or the heart-rate monitor
frames for procedural rhecorics, but Fogg does not explicitly align them with

procedural representation; as is, his examples all exhibit low process intensircy.
Black and White Boxes

As a final note of clarification, T would like to say a few things about the func-
tion of computer code in my analysis of procedural rhetoric. If computational
expression is fundamentally procedural, and if computational procedural
expression is crafted through code, then what is the role of code in the prac-
tice and analysis of procedural rhetoric?

Since each figure and form of a procedural rhetoric in sofiware and
videogames must be constructed with code, it might seem impossible to
analyze or discuss them without digging into the code itself. Verbal rhetoric,
after all, has identified dozens of figures for the authorship of spoken and
written arguments with an eye toward persuasion. Is che same not possible for
procedural rhetoric? I believe that it is, but nevertheless none of the analyses
you will read herein cites or extrapolates code.

Code is not usually available in compiled software like videogames.
Software subsystems are closely held trade secrers, and one simply cannot
“open up” The Sims or Grand Theft Auto I to look at the code running
beneath. In software development and testing, there is a name for this dis-
trinction. To watch a program’s effects and extrapolate potential approaches or
problems (in the case of testing) in its code is called black-box analysis. Such
analysis makes assumptions about the actual operation of the software system,
assumptions that may or may not be trne. To watch a program'’s effects and

identify actual approaches or problems in its code is called white-box analysis
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{or sometimes, glass-box analysis). Such analysis observes the effects of the
system with a partial or complete knowledge of the underlying code that pro-
duces those effects. Some white-box analysis can be performed withour direct
access to code. Examples include architectural descriptions from conference
presentations abouc development techniques, as have been made about The
Sims, or commonalities in documented subcomponents, as could be done for
the RenderWare engine at the heart of Grand Theft Auts. 1 have previously
discussed the way early arcade console games' use of common hardware com-
ponents, and first-person shooters’ use of common game engines, each influ-
enced che design of multiple games built on the same platform.'® Publicly
documented hardware and software specifications, sofrware development kirs,
and decompiled videogame ROMs all offer possible ways of studying che soft-
ware itself. Such study can shed important light on the material basis for
videogame experiences. An understanding of code supplements procedural
interpretation. In particular, a procedural rhetorician should strive ro under-
stand the affordances of the materials from which a procedural argument is
formed. For attorneys, this means understanding the legal code and judicial
process. For computational crivics, it means understanding the affordances of

hardware, software frameworks, and programming languages.'® This type of

expertise is a subset of both procedural criticism and procedural rhetoric, and
it 1s a worthwhile course of study in both fields. But such resources are hardly
guaranteed for every compurational artifact.

This lack of visibility concerns some critics. Part of Sherry Turkle’s criti-
cism of Sim Ciry had to do with the simutation’s black-box nature, which she
saw occluding its position on such matters as tax policy. “Opening the box,”
in Turkle’s opinion, would allow players to see how the simulation runs, pro-
viding better abilicy to critique. The problem with this objection is that the
player can see how the simulation runs: this is, in no trivial way, what it means
to play the game. Turkle’s real beef is not with Sim Cizy, buc with the players:
they do not know how to play the game critically. Understanding the simu-
lation at che level of code does not necessarily solve this problem. Even under-
standing the simulation via some intermediary system poised between the
code and the existing interface—some have proposed “policy knobs” that
could alcer the simulation rules of a game like $im City—does not guarantee
an understanding of making and interacting with arguments as processes
rather than words. Rather than addressing this problem from the bottom up
through code literacy, we need to address it from the top down through
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procedural literacy, a topic I will return to in chapter 9. Part of that practice
is learning to read processes as a critic, This means playing a videogame ot
using procedural system with an eye toward identifying and interpreting the
rules chat drive that system. Such activity is analogous to that of the literary
critic interpreting a novel or che film critic reviewing a film—demanding
access to a computer program’s code might be akin to asking for direct access
to an author's or filmmaker’s expressive intentions. Despite the flaws of twen-
tiech-century critical theory, one notion worth keeping is that of dissemina-
tion, the irreversible movement of the text away from the act of authorship.'®
“Simulation authors,” says Gonzalo Frasca, “do not represent a particular
event, but a set of porential events. Because of this, they have to think about
their objects as systems and consider which are the laws that rule their behav-
iors. In a similar way, people who interpret simulations create a mental model
of it by inferring the rules that govern it.”'®* In such simulacions, says Frasca,
“the goal of the player would be to analyze, contest and revise the model’s
rules according to his personal ideas and beliefs.”

Persuasive Games and Procedural Rhetoric

As examples like Tax Awoiders, Po.N.G., and Congo Jones and the Raiders of the
Lost Bark suggest, procedural rthetoric is not auromatically a part of
computational expression, and a grear deal of atcention is required to con-
struce coherent—Ilet alone effective—procedural rherorics. In the three
sections that follow, I will consider approaches to and examples of procedural
rhetorics in three domains, namely, politics, advertising, and education. I have
chosen these fields for several reasons. For one pare, they are areas I know some-
thing about—I have worked professionally in all these areas, 1 have done aca-
demic research and writing in all these areas, and I have created videogames
in all these areas. For another parr, these represent typical domains for dis-
cussions of thetoric and persuasion in general, and thus are low-hanging fruic
for procedural rhetoric and persuasive games. For yet another part, they offer
clear goals and referents in the matetial world. Exposure to procedural
chetorics in politics, advertising, and education should plant the seeds for the
interrogation of other, perhaps more subtle expressive domains. And finally,
together these three areas cover a broad swath of human social experience,
areas that have become largely broken in contemporary culture, and areas I
believe videogames can help restore, and not just in small parc.

Chapter 1
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most don't have a computer monitor as large as their television to facilitate
proper visual feedback from a safe distance.

But che constraints of exergame feasibility do not occur in a vacuum. In
U.S. homes of the last sixty years, living-room designs have assumed certain
lifestyle considerations. One or more adults are expected co rise early in the
morning, shower, shave, eat, and commute to work. Kids leave even earlier
for school, so thar the house is left unoccupied for much of the day. Upon
return from work or school, those households lucky enough to avoid dys-
function might enjoy a meal together before relaxing—not working up a
sweat—in front of the television. As telecommuting and home offices become
more common, many professionals struggle already to find proper space to
devote to work at home, even further reducing the space available for avoca-
tional activities like television, pleasure reading, and videogaming, let alone
health-conscious activities like aerobics, workout devices, or exergaming. For
better or worse, the large majority of suburban U.S, homes with the time and
money to afford videogame consoles and exergaming software and hardware
are simply not designed to support it; physical exertion is something rele-
gated to the neighbothood sidewalk, the local gym, or, more commonly,
nowhere at all.

When combined with easy access to long-term credit, the postwar work
ethic we short-handedly call “The American Dream” encounrages families to
buy homes that they can only afford by spending increasingly longer hours ac
work. Larger homes require us to move deeper into the suburbs, requiring
ever-longer commutes across increasingly crowded urban sprawl. Working
and commuting for longer hours reduces the time we have with our families
and ourselves, leading to a downward spiral of less and less physical activity
of any kind. Thus, no marter the efficacy of any of the rhecorics of exergam-
ing, the most important one may reside in the complex social, political, and
material structures that decermine the spaces we occupy. Exergames reveal the
incongruence of work and exercise or leisure, and the prevalence of the ideo-
logical strucrures that push us to work more and move less.
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Purposes of Persuasion

When we make claims intended to persuade, how do we know if they were
successful? As a goal-oriented acrivity, persuasion might only seem useful if
it actually persuades, chat is, if the targets of the persuasion change their
minds or change their actions. Aristotle’s notion of a final cause explains the
reason something is made or done; for example, one might walk in order to
get healthy.' When applied to rhetoric, final causes involve a persuasion to

"* Bach of Aristotle's types of persuasive

“right judgment, action, or belief.
oratory has a different final cause; forensic oratory strives for justice, deliber-
ative oratory strives for public benefit, and epideictic oratory strives for honor.’
All of these domains might fall under the purview of procedural rhetoric as
well. Computer simulations are used with increasing frequency in courtrooms,
where they serve as forensic persuasion. JFK Refoaded, discussed in chaprer 4,
might take on a very different persuasive tone if it had been designed for che
kind of conspiracy trial depicted in Oliver Stone’s film JFK. Many of the
public policy games also discussed in the first section persuade on the delib-
erative register. And the advertising and learning games discussed in the final
two sections persuade on the epideicric tegister.

A statement is persuasive, in Aristotle’s words, “because there is someone
whom it persuades.”® But precisely how do we know if and when a procedural
“statement” has persuaded someone? In classical rheteric of the ideal {orm,
persuasion entails deliberation, which yields action through reasoned assent.
Interlocutors might indicate success directly: “you have persvaded me.” In
such cases, the persuasion is immediate, determinate, and directly known to




the oraror. A court of law is perhaps the besc example of this sort of certainty.
The defendant offers his defense, awaits the jury’s deliberation, and then cer-
emonially receives notice of the success or failure of cthe persuasion. Deliber-
ative rhetoric follows suit, albeit less powerfully, by means of the democratic
process. We carry over this method of measuring persuasion in modern polit-
ical elections, but the myriad forms and instances of persuasive propositions—
speeches, posters, television advertisements—~occlude the individual successes
and failures of individual tactics. Epideictic thetoric usually covers the praise
or censure of something, or commonly, semeone; this is the domain of the cer-
emonial harangue. Such cases often mirror the deliberative and the judicial,
the orator making an appeal to an audience to trust or discruse another human
agent. All of these modes of persuasion enjoy the benefit of direct access to
the subjects of persuasion: the law court, the agora, and the private sympo-
sium support public interjection and challenge. In religious rhetoric, preach-
ing that leads primarily or exclusively to conversion (missionary sermon)
provides equally simple evidence of persuasion: the persuaded agent’s accept-
ance of Christ as savior and subsequent acceptance of the initiation rituals of
a parricular sect. This type of persuasive outcome is not unlike that of che law
court or the public forum, in which some marterial and measurable gesture
affirms cthe interlocutor’s acceptance of the orator’s argument.

In these cases, the ability .to determine whether someone has been per-
suaded is clear. The object of the persuasion is held accountable, even held
hostage for a response. The jury may not complete its duties without answer-
ing for the effectiveness of each candidate’s persuasion. The same goes for the
electorate, who cannot aveid responding to the relative persuasiveness of each
of a set of candidates. The only gestures that avoid such accounting are absten-
tion. Buc even then, individuval abstention is not enough; the entire body of
jurors or voters must opt out in order to avoid answering the call of persua-
sion. In such a case, the group is no longer commenting on the persuasive-
ness of a candidate or a defendant, buc on some inherent problem in the
method by which they have been asked to judge him.

Videngames—especially serious games—have been implicated in a similar
logic of accountability. The value of a videogame in any particular sicuation
is always related to a method of measurement that already implies players’
support of the system that produced the videogame. Consider commercial
games, which are judged primarily by two measures. First, a commercial

game’s success is judged by aggregate reviews in magazines and websices like
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Metacritic.com. Metacritic.com compiles reviews from other sources and rakes
a weighted average to arrive at a “metascore” for the product.’ These scores
are taken seriously by buyers and publishers alike; Electronic Arts Chief
Creative Officer Bing Gordon has argued thar EA brass use Metacritic as a

thermometer for the short- and long-term success of their ritles.® Second, a

commercial game’s success is judged by its financial performance. Products
thar sell well are generally accorded more cultural and artistic relevance than
those that do not. Games share these criteria with other commercial enter-
rainment goods such as fiim and books, for which quality is often, and ques-
tionably, elided with marketability. Where niche markets make claims for the
qualicy of such a produce, the artiface is usually relegaced a special “cult scatus”
outside normal commercial success. Cult movies, comics, books, and video-
games ate rarely mass-marker successes, and chus che commercial industries
that produce them literally do not account for cheir impact. The very use
of the word auft to describe such works speaks to their isolation from gener-
ally accepted practice, just as a religious cult’s beliefs are misplaced from the
norm. Cult veneration is often characterized as daft or even dangerous, even
it those in the mainstream pursue similar accivities wich equal zeal. Com-
mercial games thus foreclose any judgment save that of the market. And
market numbers are literally counted and compared, just like jury votes or
ballots.

Serious games impose a diseinct but similar strategy to determine their
success. In the case of the subject areas I have discussed in the previous chap-
ters—politics, advertising, and learning—each has its own logic thar stands
in for the marketplace. Politics seeks to establish policy positions that support
the political agents and constituencies who advance chose positions. Ideclogy
supports these claims by forming a foundacion for the goals of political struc-
tures. Advertising seeks to produce image-markets that support che agencies
that produce advertising. Media buying supports this infrascructure by
forming a foundation for the goals of advertisers. Learning seeks to reproduce
structures of knowledge. Schooling supports the infrastructure of work and
the economy by aligning the goals of education with those of institutional-
ization and production.

Earlier I argued that the serious games movement in its current form sup-
ports and extends the closed goals of such institutions. Seriousness helps create
an opposition to triviality, positioning the goals of government, business, and
educational institutions against those of entertainment. Ironically, as the use
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of Metacritic as an example demonstrates, commercial {enterrainment) games
relate leisure to business, to the exchange of disks and bits for capital. Serious
games replace the cycle of capiral with the cycle of political regimes, the cycle
of industrial production, the cycle of insticutionalized social goals. Just as the
commercial industry has no means to accept financially unsuccessful products
and thus must relegate such titles to the realm of cult, so the serious games
industry has no means to accept disruptive products that challenge the very
operation of the institutions it hopes to serve.

Where commercial videogames. cite financial success as a primary measure
of success, serious games cite other, less familiar factors. If big business is
measured by the amount of money it brings in, and if the logics of institu-
tions like government and educarion take the place of capital in serious games,
then the latter must measure success by the amount of reinforcement a game
generates for a sponsoring inscicution. Consider David Michael and Sande
Chen's explanation of the differences between commercial and sericus games

development:

Modern education is built around the concept of mastering (and/or memorizing) des-
ignared content, progressing through a number of school levels (primary, secondary,
college, etc.) until finally graduating with a diploma or degree. Even outside the field
of education, corporate and military training works within a similar structure, Mare-
rial is presented to the students/trainees, and their mascery of thar matetial is tested
in various ways before they ger credit for learning the material.

For serious games to be considered a useful ool to educators and trainers, they
must provide testing and progress tracking. The results of the testing musc be rec-

ogaizable within the context of the educarion or training.’

This analysis clearly argues that serious games must support the goals of edu-
cators to prosper. Education, argue Michael and Chen, is built around demon-
strable mastery of presented marerials, tested within the frame of behaviorist
reinforcement, and capped by “credit”—a monerary metaphor that symbol-
izes the player/learner’s “earnings,” namely a diploma or other token of value
within the sponsoring insticution. The refusal to parcicipate in chis educa-
tional economy simply does not count as learning. Michael and Chen also
make it clear that serious games must be “useful” to educators and trainers.
The output of such games must be accounted for on the balance sheets of these

institutions. This motivation itself is driven by the desire for serious games
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to grow into a {financially) mature industry like commercial games; the
obvious way to accomplish this feat is to support to the goals of institutions
thar can pay handsome sums for services.

Despite their eatlier appeal to behaviorist testing, Michael and Chen
further clarify chat serious games offer the possibilicy of moving beyond the
written test, instead demonstrating “processes, interacrions, systems, causes
and consequences,” a claim that resonates with the type of persuasion I have
calted procedural rhetoric.’” However, the two clarify chat such methodologies
impose additional requirements. Citing Clatk C. Abt’s original 1970 notion
of serious games, Michael and Chen adopt the former's criceria for judging the

“usefulness” of such a game:

active involvernent and stimularion of all players;
sufficient realism to convey the essential trurhs of the simulation;

clarity of consequences and their causes both in rules and gameplay;

repearability and reliability of the entire process.”

The first and last criteria are the most telling. To be useful, a serious
game must scimulate and involve #// players, not merely a subset of players.
In the case of a school or business, this means that all students or employees
must find commensurate value in such a game; otherwise it loses value in
direct proportion to fragmentation of the audience. Just as commercial games
strive to appeal to the greatest possible number of buyers, so serious games
should strive to appeal to the greatest possible number of learners. In this
case, the monetary value of commetrcial success is transferred to the sponsor-
ing organization, for example, che number of students that will be taught
chemistry to srate expectations or the lowered opportunity cost of a game-
based corporate trainer. Addicionally, the outcome of such a game must
be repeatable and reliable, not merely in part but throughout the “entire
process.” In other words, the gameplay session must maintain a tight cou-
pling with the institution's existing processes, so that its support of those
processes is ensured. “Realism” and “clarity” help convey the “essential truths”
of this coupling.

Michael and Chen offer strategies by which serious games developers can
ensure that their projects meet these expectations. Developers are advised to
include “exrensive, detailed logging of all player choices and actions” to allow
postplay correlation of in-game to out-of-game actions. Presumably, any
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actions that do not produce or forward desirable institutional activity must
be excised from gameplay—or, at the very least, developers should amplify
those in-game actions that maximize institutional goals. Furthermore, argue
Michael and Chen, serious games “are expected to auist teachers, not replace
them. Serious games, therefore, need to be integrated into the educacion
process.”"” That is to say, serious games are tools of the institution, by which
it leverages its existing purchase outside the domain of games to drive the
gears of progress. The educator ot trainer guides the player’s advancement to
ensure that he doesn’t “misplay” the game and thereby consider insights or
outcomes outside the purview of desirable, condoned learning. In these cases,
serious games may even bind with ocher measures of institutional success. For
example, serious games in educational contexts often help students prepare
for written tests. Serious games for corporate training often incegrate with
learning management systems (LMSs), rechnology infrastructures thac
automate written assessment, typically via Web-based interfaces.!' Inevitably,
serious games depend on accountability to authorities.

Assessment

The type of overall accounrability of which serious games partake is usually
called assessment. Used in a variety of learning cheories, assessment generically
refers to the process by which a ceacher or some other authorivy figure evalu-
ates someone. Bducational theorists often disagree about the best methodolo-
gies for assessment. Popular approaches include Bloom’s taxonomy of six levels

12 . . . . .
of competence;"” rubrics, or anchors for quantitative and qualitative perform-

ance; indirect measures, such as exit surveys; and benchmarks, or quantitative
comparisons. In every case, assessment entails the comparison of a student’s
actual performance with expected, desired, or forecasted performance. Serious
games directly adopt this understanding of assessment. For example, in his
technical book on developing serious games, Bryan Bergeron offers the fol-
lowing software development—specific definition of assessment: “Assessment
involves comparing the goals established during the requirements specifica-
tion stage of development with measurable behavior changes in players after
gameplay.”"?

Assessment always requires an appeal to an existing domain. An assess-
ment equates one form of symbolic accion with another form of symbolic
action through some mediating measurement. In sericus games, gameplay (a
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form of procedural symbolic action)} is compared with desirable behavior
within an institution, via material measurements like wricten tests or job
performance.

it is worth noting that assessment has another, related meaning: chat of val-
uation in general and raxation in particular. One assesses the value of a house
or a diamond just as one assesses the importance of a business problem. The
word derives from the Latin assidere, which literally means #2 sit by, bur which
took on the medieval meaning of levying tax. In modern times, we still use
the term in relation to taxation; for example, a locality assesses properties at
a certain rate. In its Latinate sense, assessment can also imply hostility,
besiegement or blockade, and this meaning assuredly informs our notion of
assessment as taxation. Taxes are levied in exchange for permission to pass, to
carry on.

Assessment is thus fundamentally related to material exchange and eco-
nomic return, A sovereign or a government provides protection and services
in exchange for tax. A corporation provides job and industry training in
exchange for the performance of job duties. A public school provides educa-
tion in exchange for the immediate demonstration of progress toward defined
social goals. Often, unspoken demands ride on the heels of such exchanges.
Taxpayers have only limited control of their government’s use of such moneys.
Employees must adopt the goals and values of their employers. And studeats
must ascribe to the implicit social program of institutionalized education. In
many cases, the alternatives are dire. Failure to pay taxes leads to monetary
penalties or audits; habitual penalty leads to incarceration. Failure to support
one’s employer leads to dismissal; habitual dismissal leads to starvation.
Failure to embrace rhe educational system leads to social stigma; habirual
rejection leads to ignominy.

In most cases, political, corporate, and educational institutions rely on one
basic form of assessment, derived directly from the estimation of monerary
value for taxation: numerical measurement. This goal motivates Michael and
Chen’s recommendarion that developers store the details of players’ every
choice and action. If every action is stored, then the game can output any type
of numerical repore, from average score to average player velocity. Quantita-
tive assessment is pervasive in serious games and educational technology in
general. Such darta are the foundation of educational assessment; we give stu-
dents percentile grades, which we calculate based on weighted correct and
incorrect responses, which we in turn render correct or incorrece by virtue of
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a pencil mark in a particular numeric index on a cest form. We count aca-
demic progress by grade level, in numerical order, with progress incremented
in convenient thythm with the calendar. We judge our sons and daughters
and their furare college careers by standardized test scores, numbers that have
become metaphors for potential. We count college credit by units, and we
understand academic effort as a function of the relative number of units
assigned to a course. We assign times and durations to intellectual pursuits,
each class meeting lasting as much time as the last and the next. We choose
our neighborhoods based on the performance ratios of local schools, which in
turn win their funding by the same measures of performance. No Child Left
Behind amplifies education’s focus on numerical measurement in the hope of
increasing “accountability” by calculating school performance from the net
assessments of their students.

In politics, newspapers cover Gallup polls that numerize public opinion.
Results are broken down into districes, demographics, interest groups, and
every other category imaginable. On election night in the United States, we
watch as districts, counties, and states report their results, which are converted
into the scrip of electoral votes, then further accrued to establish a winner.
Would-be poliricos measure success first by how many petition signatures they
obtain to get on the ballot, then by dollars raised to run their campaigns, then
by public opinion polls, next by exit polls, and finally by raw tallies of votes.
Public policy is frequently equated with financial expendicure, and budget
figures serve as proxies for moral value. Political consultant Frank Luncz, dis-
cussed in chapter 3, pays ordinary people to come to his offices to provide
fodder for new message development. Subjects watch recorded interviews and
continnously adjust a handheld dial to indicate their relatively positive or neg-
ative response to the speaker at a given time. Luntz’s “message development”
team mines the data and cross-references it with the words and phrases uttered
at corresponding time-codes, accepting and rejecting possible terms based on
numerical assessment.

In advertising, viewership is measured synecdochically, in “eyeballs.”
Decades ago, Nielsen Media Research concocted the system of television
ratings, which bases the value of a show on sampling and viewer logs. The
mote viewers, the more valuable the advertising space on the show. Thanks
to Nielsen’s monopoly of the advertising metrics market, marketing value has
become direcely correlated to Nielsen’s algorithms of viewer share. Value in
other marketing media remains principally tied to viewership——the number
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of cars that pass a billboard, the number of commuters on a subway platform,
the number of subscribers to a magazine. Like pollsters, marketers correlate
these against demographics, matchmaking for che largest number of macch-
ing eyeballs. The Internec has been celebrated in marketing circles for its
abilicy to increase accountability in advertising; now banner ad views could
be tracked against click-throughs, showing the number of ad viewers who
became website viewers. Coupons, website clicks, and direct mail responses
correlate viewership to purchases, producing new measures of response rates
and “handraising.” Promotions and contests collect consumer information,
filling databases with ever-increasing numbers of records, which in turn bear

new direct response mailers and email offers.

When applied to videogames, numerical assessment seeks to account for

player gestures, immediately and indelibly, in the service of the sponsoring
agency’s known and predefined goals. Bergeron, Michael, and Chen urge
serious game developers to first define fixed goals for a game and then corre-
late the numerical outpur of play against these goals. The undeniable empir-
ical result is the efficacy of the game. When compared with other, known
methods for achieving the same result, one can determine the game'’s return
on investment (ROI), the relative cost benefit of achieving the desired results.
Once again, performance is collapsed into financial expenditure.

Consider the type of advergames discussed earlier. Games with weak pro-
cedural rhetorics like Ms. Match are created in the image of popular casual
games to produce high numbers of plays and high time-per-play. In accor-
dance with Michael and Chen's advice on recorded metrics, the site that
houses the game can measure the number of times the page and game have
been loaded as well as the durarion of play. Furchermore, through cheir
Kewlbox.com portal, the creators are able to leverage multiple plays per user
session across several of their advertising clients, thus providing increased
numerical metrics. Likewise, in-game ad network Massive has parcnered with
metrics firm Nielsen to create measurement tools for in-game ad placemencs."*
Through a normal Internet connection, Nielsen can record player time in front
of a Massive-placed ad, as well as the location of thac player and ad in the
game ot game level, as well as addirional geometric details such as the angle
of view between the player and the ad image. Such metrics allow the adver-
tising industry to continue to justify advertising value through quantitative
measurement. Advertisers continue to extend this model. In early 20006,

Montréal-based First Person Plural (FPP) announced their intention to use
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games as a source for darabase marketing. The group plans to release a driving
game called HumanLimit for free, tempting players with the promise of a $1
million prize."” FPP would collect registrations for future matketing as weli
as sell ad space in the game’s urban environment through a system much like
Massive’s. Once again, we have an example of a game striving for resules
through immediate, numerical evidence.

Other games attempt to account for their success through psychological ot
physiological metrics. Consider the educational/healthcare game EyeSpy: The
Matrix, a conditioning game for self-esteem.' In che game, players are pre-
sented with a 4 X 4 grid of faces. One face in the grid is smiling; the rest
frown or scowl. The player is instructed to click on the “smiling/accepring”
face as quickly as possible. The researchers who developed the game conducted
interviews and measurements with a control group and with players of the
game and published research claiming that self-esteem can be enhanced via
the randomized, smiling faces of The Matrix."” The game, they argue, pro-
duces implicit self-esteem merely through exposure to the smiling faces, And
Red Octane’s pro-DDR campaign claims that Tanya Jessen lost ninety-five
pounds using the game as her only means of exercise.'®

In setious games, performance is always assumed to correlate with numer-
ical progress, and numerical progress is often ried directly or indirectly to the
accrual of or reduction in capital. Furthermore, such a performance assessment
is usually assumed to bear interest very rapidly, perhaps even immediately
after a session of the game is completed. The institutions that fund and use
serious games—the military, government, educational institutions, healthcare
institucions, and corporations—impose such demands. For these institutions,
persuasion implies the production of assent as rapidly as possible. Bur as I
have argued, procedural rhetorics can also challenge the situations that contain
them, exposing the logic of their operations and opening the possibility for
new configurations. Accounting for such results is impossible from within the
framework of the system a procedural rhetoric hopes to question; the currency
of such a system is no longer valid. If we want to know how persuasive games
persuade, we need to find another model.

Deliberation

When we created The Howard Dean for Iowa Game, the campaign stood at the
peak of its success using grassroots outreach. Convinced thar all their work
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could drive registrations, contributions, and furcher commitments to volun-
teer, the campaign asked us to include links to such activities in the game
itself. These links registered click-throughs to a metrics server, which the cam-
paign used to track the performance of a variety of campaigns. When I ralk
to the press about political games like The Howard Dean for Iowa Game or Dis-
affected!, they inevitably ask how many people played the game, or how long
they played, or if we correlated gameplay with registrations or contributions.
They ate hoping for information like chac stored by the metrics server. But
the most interesting results che game produced had nothing to do with the

number of plays, clicks from the game to the website, or contributions gen-

erated. Rather, those came from conversations about the game’s procedural

thetoric itself.

In chapter 4, I argued thart digical democracy has failed to represent polit-
ical issues through compuration, favoring encyclopedic artifacts like blogs
over procedural ones like videogames. Videogames facilitate player consider-
ation of rule-based systems, but blogs facilitate open discussion. Conveniently,
Dean’s campaign unfolded the same year weblogs came into their own as a
popular medium, and we were fortunate to be able to watch players unpack
their experiences with the games in both mass media publications and blogs.
Responses were mixed, from “Half-assed mind-control experiment™?® to “I
have yet to decide if it’s creative or creepy” to “it is too incredible for words
to describe.”?! These qualitative responses were both endearing and amusing,
even the harshly negative ones. The more significant responses attempted to
understand our procedural representation of grassroots outreach in the contexe
of the broader campaign.

While many bloggers weighed in on their love, hate, or ambivalence for
the game, others interrogated its rules and atrempted to relate those rules to
the meaning of the campaign. Wrote critic Justin Hall, “It’s the arcadefaction
side of a real-time strategy game, resource gathering through fast clicking.
But there’s no resulting overview, no political resource allocation game.”*
Game journalisc David Thomas took Hall's observation further in his own

review.

The score in the game is simple—the more people you recruit to che Dean side, the
better. . . . You recruit, and while you do it, you get lictle pro-Dean messages flash-

ing around the corners or your screen. . . .
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And in a few.cute minutes of play with a simple set of games, politics is revealed
for what it is—a caw game of numbers. The Dean game shows thar his campaign
is no different than Bushs. No differenc than any other in recent memory. The
political process has been hijacked by analysis and planners looking at demo-
graphic dara and figuring out how to build landslides of word-of-mouth influence,
What Dean says doesn't matter in this game, nor in the real world. It's simply
the calcnlus of mobilization. Get enough waves of volunteers recruiting volunteers
and you have the perfect Amway pyramid—multi-level marketing your way to the

presidency. ¥

Unlike many of the comments we tracked, Thomas's criticism ceases to tra-
verse the game’s surface and begins to interrogate the meaning of its rules.
Politics, argues The Howard Dean for lowa Game, is a numbers game. Like
advertising, like education, like the very notion of assessment addressed above,
the game privileges warm bodies over public policy. In such a scenario, polic-
tcal action is postponed. Hall makes an apology for the strategy, noting its
credibility as a campaign strategy: “The Howard Dean Jor Towa Game does
remind us thac the political process is made up of rote rasks performed by
dedicated followers—the earlier in the process the better. So as a political edu-
cation project, it is rudimentarily successful—recruit early and ofcen.” But
Thomas worries that the strategy never ends, the candidate never Stops cam-
paigning to begin governing. On the one hand, Thomas's critique atracks the
Dean campaign in particular; its focus on grassroots outreach and recruicment
overwhelmed any semblance of discourse about the candidate’s political issues.
His progressive supporters overran Dean’s record as a moderate in the small,
tural state of Vermont. The image of Dean as a rural centrist with a com-
mitment to public and social works was replaced by one of his coastal, urban
followers: the latte-swilling, Volvo-driving leftists whose aggregate political
persona replaced that of Dean. On the other hand, Thomas's appraisal sug-
gests that it is not just Dean for whom amassing human wealch has replaced
policy, but all politicians. Thomas continues, “the Dean for Iowa game tells
us everything we need to know abouc the campaign. It’s about votes, not about
issues. It’s about recruitment, not about people. It’s about building momen-
tum, not about being right.”** Such is the procedural rhetoric of politics: one
amasses supporters in support of nothing more than support itself, Political

justice becomes, in Alain Badiou’s words, “the harmonization of the interplay

of interests.”?’
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How might we measure David ‘Thomas’s interesting reading of the cheto-
ric of The Howard Dean for Iowa Game? Again the imps of numerical proof rear
their horned heads. We might consider the influence of Thomas’s syndicated
newspaper column. We might count che readers on Thomas's buzzcur.com
website, where the article was originally published. Pethaps we might count
the number of replies in the comment thread attached to the article, or perhaps
even the number of unique voices in that thread. Or, Google-like, we mighe
count the inbound links, taking reference as a measure of value. But such
measures impose the very criticism Thomas mgunts against politics upon his
own reading;: issues, debate, and consideration are dismissed in favor of sym-
bolic wealch.

The real promise of Thomas's response to the game’s argument would come
from discursive, not numerical analysis. What do he and his readers do with

this new perspective on Dean’s campaign, or on campaigns in general? Do
they abandon all pretense of faith in the democratic process? Do they move
for revolution? Do they challenge the candidate to forgo abstraction in favor
of policy? And moreover, is this type of response a success or a failure in

persuasion?

The persuasive goal of The Howard Dean for lowa Game, we should remem-
ber, was to motivate fencesitter supporters to participate in the campaign.
Thomas himself seems to self-identify as one such target: "I, like a lot of other
people, have been thinking maybe Howard Dean wouldn’t be such a bad guy
to be president. The ‘Aghting centrist” aces like he just wants to do the right
thing. And in American polirtics, that’s a rare and possibly mythical beast.”
If the only type of support valid for persuasion is che contribution of money
or volunteer time, then certainly Thomas was not persuaded. But if increas-
ingly sophisticated interrogation of the candidate and the campaign ofters
sufficient evidence of 2 progression from curious, possible supporter to inguis-
itive, prospective supporter, we need not consider the videogame a persuasive
failure. Rather than producing assent, which can be measured with a yea or
nay, the game produces deliberation, which implies neither immediate assent
nor dissent.

There are precedents for styles of thetoric that muster deliberation as evi-
dence of persuasion. Modes of Judeo-Christian rhetoric outside of missionary
sermon are less easily compared to the classical modes of evidence. Old
Testament covenant speech follows a fixed partern: “first, to strengthen the
authority of the Lord by reminding the audience of whar he has done; second,
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to add new commandments; and third, to conclude with a warning of whart
will happen if the commandmencs are disregarded.” Such rhetorical acts are
less easily mapped to the classical model—their primary purpose js to rein-
force the covenant with God, which in curn guides evetyday behavior in rela-
tion to prophetic caution. In Christian homiletics, propositions carry calls co
duty or repentance, usually making appeals to the truth of scriprure as a
message “seized by the soul” and then deliberated and accepted through the
study of scripture.”® Here persuasion is held in suspense. In some form, che
homily petsuades when the parishioner agrees to accept it as a proposition for
duty or repentance. In both the Catholic and Protestant church, homily often
leads to a direct call to commitment or repentance in the form of prayer or
contrition. Such actions could be construed as evidence that the homily has
persuaded its audience. Bue che subsequent {and particularly Protestant) call
to hermeneutics, or the interpretation of scriprure, complicates matrers.
George A. Kennedy correlates Christian hermeneutics to Aristotelian dialec-
tic: both involve che discovery of new material to advance as propositions in
arguments.” But homily is advanced unceremoniously. A clerical authoricy
explicates a scriprural passage for che congregation, including how to make
use of it in daily life. The call to hermeneutics helps individual patishioners
make petsonal sense of the homiletic elucidation. Homily and sermon both mean
“conversation” or “being together” in Greek (outhio) and Latin (sermi) respec-
tively, bue the incercourse does not take place between the congregation and
the cleric; rather the set of possible conversations is framed by the homily.
Hermeneurtics helps the patishioner specify the general homiletic rule to his
particular situation.

Preaching in general and homily in particular take an important stance on
the measurement of persuasive success by relinquishing measurement in favor
of interrogation. The purpose of the cleric is to open a conceptual space
for the parishioner, in relation to which che latter might reconfigure his per-
sonal life. Classical persuasion privileges consideration, debate, and response,
but it typically closes such debate once the matter is decided. Unlike classi-

cal persuasion, homily enforces a set of constraints—one would not be wrong
to call them rules—rhat are intended to structure thought and action for the
object of the persuasion. Homily itself is verbal, not procedural, bur never-
theless a procedural system founds its verbal rhetotic—in this case the system
of belief delineated in scripture. Religious thoughe in general offers an unusual
precedent for the conscious expression of a rule-based system. In this case, per-
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suasion is perhaps never perfected, but rather continuc?usl_y unfolding o.ver
time, challenged and readdressed as new “conversarions” wich an underlying
stem. -
" In religious rhetoric, a procedural system is deliberately codiﬁ-ed in arti-
facts, traditions, and texts. We call ascription to such a- syste_rn faith, a devo-
tion to this system. Alain Badiou uses the term figefity in a different way. lj“or
any situation, fidelity is a set of procedures that “separ-ate out e ch.ose which
depend on an event.” The event, we should refall, is the chsn.lptlv? recof-
figuration of a situation, one that has the potential to break entirely from irs
previous structure. Badiou’s notion of fidelity is modeled after amorous rel_a—
cions, not religious faith. The relationship of love stamfls in relétion to a dis-
ruption in the lives of che lover and the beloved. Love “founds itself upon an
intervention.”®" Fidelity to this event comes only in the subsequent px.'()tec—
tion of its consequences. Marriage, for example, as an emblem f)f ﬁc!ehfy_to
love, exists as the ongoing commitment to understand two preVI?us lndnfud-
ual lives as one pair of intercwined lives. The gesture that establishes a sm%-
ation, what Badiou calls the count-as-one and which 1 ‘ha\lr‘e calle(ila unic
operation, sets the rules for a fidelity. Or as Badiou puts it, What- allows us
to evaluate a fidelity is its resule.”*” It is measured by the production of new
gestures that can be included in the situation. Fidelity helps us und_erscand
the uniqueness of Badiou’s concept of the event; the even‘t is not. an isolared
instance, but rather is something that always subsumes its participanes. As
Peter Hallward clarifies: “A chird person looking in on a lovingl couple may
be charmed or irritated, but is unlikely to share in che expenence-of love
itself.”™ In turn, new events may erupt, reconfiguring the .situamon and
demanding a new fidelity. One might think of che birth o-f a child as an_evenr
that alters the fidelity of a couple in love, requiring fidelity of 2 new kl.nd.
Badiou resetves the name szbject for beings transformed by an event into a
relationship of fidelity. The event is disruptive, reconfiguring che structure of
a situation. Within Badiou’s vocabulary, we might then argue that proc-edm—'al
rhetorics make claims about the structure of a situation, in the hopes O.f 1nf5p}r—
ing a disruptive event. But events and the subjects. they produce are mcll-nfldi
ual, and no one relationship exists becween the logic of system (e.g., po 1-t1u:fsl.f
campaigning} and a singular agent {(e.g., the citizen). M?reover, t.he evex'lt icse
is unthinkable within the current structure of a situation. Ba(l;hou 'arucula.tes
a trace of this potential event within the configuration of a su:uaflon, which
he names the evental site.”* The evental site is “an abnormal mulciple . . . the
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minimal effect of structure which can be conceived; it is such thar it helongs
to the situation, whilst what belongs to it in turn does not.”** This odd mul-
tiple is a wormhole into other situations; like a rift in space-time, Badiou
locates the evental site “on the edge of the void.”* The evental site can belong
to multiple situations simulraneously withour inconsistency, and it gives pat-
ticipants of a situation perspective that can lead o disruption. Peter Hallward
artempts to simplify the concept thus: “An evental site is . . . an element of a
situation thar, as inspected from a perspective within the sicuarion, has no
recognizable elements or qualities_of its.own {no elements in common with
the situation).””” Hallward offers clear examples as well. The participants of
anti-Semitic situations do not conceive of individual Jews buc only of an
“indistinct gap in the normal social fabric.””® Likewise, participants of homo-
phobic situations do not see gays as “particular men and women engaged in
particular relacionships,” but only as a singular element in an otherwise het-
erosexual siruarion.*

The evental site takes on special status in relation to the situation. It is the
place where “radical innovation” emerges.”’ Acrually changing the situation
requires an event, but motivated recognition of the situation’s structure can
take place at the evental site. Procedural rhetorics couple particularly well
with Badiou’s ser-theoretical ontology. Badiou understands situations as
arrangements of elements, founded by the gesture of the count-as-one. The
count-as-one explains the situation’s state. I have extended this understand-
ing of state in the concepr of the unit operation, which refers not only to the
organization of elements in a situarion, bur also to the logic by which the sic-
uarion operates.

Persuasive games expose the logic of situations in an atternpt to draw
players’ attention to an evental site and encourage them to problematize the
situation. Videogames themselves cannot produce events; they are, after all,
representations. But they can help members of a situation address the logic
that guides it and begin to make movements to improve it, David Thomas's
response to The Howard Dean for Iowa Game traces this gesture in a surprising
way, one that both undermines the campaign’s intencions and supports them
in a new, more sophisticated way.

Previously, 1 have argued that videogames represent in the gap between
procedural representation and individual subjectivity.*' The disparity between
the simulation and the player’s underscanding of the source system it models

creates a crisis in the player; 1 named this crisis simulacion fever, a madness

Chapter 11

332

. - Lo 42
through which an interrogation of the rules that drive both systems begins.

The vertigo of chis fever—one gets simsick as he might get seasick—motivates

criticism.

Procedural rhetoric also produces simulation fever. [t motivates a player
to address the logic of a situation in general, and the point ar which it
breaks down and gives way to a new situation in particular. If we
adopt Badiou's terminology, a procedutal rhetoric. persuades when it helps
discern the evental site of a sicuation—the place where current practice

breaks down. Players are persuaded when they enter a crisis in relarion to this
logic. Persuasion is related to the player’s ability to see and understand the
simulation authoc’s implicit or explicit claims about the logic of the situation
represented.

One can imagine several forms of procedural rhetoric. For one part, a per-
suasive game might attempt to foreclose the evencal site, reinforcing the exist-
ing logic of the sicuation. America’s Army is an example of such a game; it
hopes to represent and reinforce the value system of the U.S. Army and the
commutative nature of U.8. defense and military policy. For another part, a
persuasive game might attempe to unseat the existing logic of a situation,
highlighting one particular evental site. Diszffecsed! is an example of such a
game; it hopes to convert consumer dissatisfaction into introspection about
consumer practices. For yet another part, a persuasive game might sit ambigu-
ously between the support and ouster of an existing logic. T4 Howard Dean
for Iowa Game and Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas are examples of this type of
game; the former intends to support the current state of affairs abour cam-
paigning, but in select cases it actually undermines thar situation. The latter
intends to abstract race and social class more than close readings reveal it

to do.

Conversations

David Thomas's critique of The Howard Dean for Iowa Game and my own
reading of Grand Theft Awro: San Andreas show how the production of dis-
coutse can help crace the status of persuasion in procedural rhetorics. The
notion of reflection as articulated in the rhetorical goals of homily and artis-
tic practice offer a useful excension to acts of gameplay. Procedural rhecorics
expose the way things work, but reflection creates and prolongs this process.
Criticism is one aspect of the reflective process. But criticism requires formal
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discourse, often limiting itself to the academic and cultural elice. More
generally, persuasive games can produce discourse in the general sense, like
the blog conversations chat cropped up around the Dean game.

Henry Jenkins and Kurt Squire argue that Animal Crossing is architected
ro create such informal discourse:

At first glance, such simple Zame interactions as growing flowers may sound mundane,
but imagine your spouse's frustration as she discovers that you chopped down her
beloved tree for ficewood, or the simple pleasures of your besr friend leaving you a
note to please go to the fresh marker on Sunday morning for some produce she needs
to complete a quest. Families (of all types) live increasingly disjointed lives, but the
whole family can play Anima/ Crossing even if chey can rarely all sit down to dinner
together. When families do gather, the game offers common points of reference and
common projects to discuss. At its best, Amimal Crossing harkens back to the intense

social interactions that surrounded Monopoly, Risk, or Life.®

The game’s temporal serucrure—a persistent world directly bound to the
console’s system clock—creates rifts in the gameplay experience. Children, for
example, might miss high-value fish that appear regularly at night and chere-
fore after bedtime. A child mighe ask his parent to catch one on his behalf
and send it via the in-game postal service.™ This request mighe rake place
around the dinner table, as Jenkins and Squire suggest, where it could spur
additional, informal discussion about the game’s economic system. A parent
mighre ask what the child hopes to do with che spoils of such an expedition
or he might even ask for a commission for the trouble. Such discussions help’
tease out the procedural rhetoric in the game—an informal, local criticism:
they also help players share their ongoing relationship with the game’s’
ambiguous position on consumption and satisfaction.

In advertising, conversations are increasingly valued as well, but only when
.they can be mustered in support of existing goals. Consider Seth Godin’s med-
itation on the role of community in advertising:

What makes them [groups of people} a community is that they talk to each other.
They share ideas and adjust their biases and choices based on what other members of
the community do., . . . I've decided o occasionally use the word community instead
of market. That's because I think the best marketing goes on when you talk o a group

that shares a worldview and also talks about it—a community,*
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Just as Jenkins and Squire porcray their family of Animal Crorsing players,
Godin argues that communities use discourse to establish and refine their
beliefs. But the benefic of communities to advertisers comes from their demo-
graphic stability, not their discursive potencial. Put differently, for advertis-
ers the usefulness and benefit of communicies arises from leverage, the ability
to address a large group with a single message. Despite Godin's simplistic yet
clever linguistic dance, he uses commanity merely as a enphemism for maréet,
not as a disruption of it. The ability for a community to consider, refine, revise,
and reinvent itself bears fruit for advertisers only if such opinions found a large
enough collective to consume media-placed messages. Even a focus on niche
markets rallies around the same logic; wols like blog advertising or search
keyword networks simply replicate mass-market media advertising on a
smaller scale.

Comparte this approach co the revisionist demonstrative advertising of a
gamé like The Toilet Training Game ot SeaWorld Adventure Park Tycoon, which
mount procedural thetorics abour the operational claims of products and
services. Players contextualize these functional networks in their own social
context, where they subject them to uniquely individual consideration. In
some cases, these conversations mighe take place between multiple parties.
For example, consider a family reflecting on the applicability of a Jeep Com-
mander while playing X¢reme Errands. In other cases, perhaps most cases, the
conversation takes place internally; the player asks himself questions abour
the intersection of a product’s feacures with his own routine and values.

In educational technology, reflection is often measured through the quality
or content of conversations that take place outside of a computer-mediated
system like a videogame. MIT's Education Arcade created a game called Rer-
olution, which simulates life in colonial Williamsburg.*® Built as a modifica-
tion of the popular role-playing game Neverwinter Nights," Revolution gives the
player a particular social role, “from an upper class lawyer, to a patriotic black-
smith, to an African American house slave,” and allows exploration of the
social environment from these varied perspectives.” In contrast to most Rev-
olutionaty War hiscory curricula, the educational goals of Rewelution cover the
interrelated and often conflicting goals of eighteenth-cencury life.

Ozxford University researcher Russell Francis deployed an wnusual tech-
nique in an attempt to characterize the learning outcomes of Revolution.
Because the game’s value comes from the interrogation of social hiscory,

Francis determined that multiple, intersected conversations about aspects of
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the game’s complex social system would be necessary. Francis started by asking
students to synthesize cheir in-game experiences by composing a diaty for a
game character. He then extended this approach to machinima, having the
students create and narrate short films about their characters’ virtual lives as
evidence of synthesis.”® Francis noted that the machinima diaries and their
constituent artifacts could become platforms for further learning or discus-
sions in email to friends, creating additional discourse,

Other researchers have attempted to build conversation systems directly
into their educational games. Mary Ulicsak et al. describe a game created at
the NESTA Futurelab called Savannah.® In the game, children take on the
role of lions in a virtual savannah. Mobile devices map the game world onto
the ropology of a school playground. Ulicsak ec al. explain the game
dynamics as follows:

Qut in the field children are confronted with the challenges faced by lions (hunger,
thirst, human and other hazards, the changing seasons). In the field, children play in
a pride of 6 lions and have to develop collective strategies for hunting and survival,
A separate space, the “den,” is an indoor site in which the children act as “game
players” rather than lions, planning strategies for field-play, and in which they have
access to advisors, an interactive whiteboard thar displays lions” movements in the

field, and paper and other resources.

In this case, a space for synthetic performance is architected into the game
itself, with reacher interaction and whiteboard/paper scratchings constituting
deliverables.

A similar situation rakes place in The Grocery Game, discussed in chapter
1. The game is actually played in the aisles of the supermarket, but the website
serves as a virtual clubhouse for its players. In addition to acquiring the latest
bulkfood and coupon lists, players use the site’s messageboards for encour-
agement. Many share their goals, including the things they are saving for ot
the reasons chey ate playing. Consider the following reports taken from the
game’s messageboards:

I...paid off 2 credit cards, still working on a few others and have saved up enough
for a down on a house. It won't be a huge house for our family of 7, but being able
to go from $1,000.00 a monch in rent to $400-3500 in a house note and being able

to live out in the country is worth ir.
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I used my savings to hire a housekeeper. So no matter how messy my four kids ger, I
know the entire house will be spotless at least once a week. For abour 60 seconds
... I saved more than enough to cover the costs by just lowering our out of control

grocery/Sam’s {Club}/Costco bills.*

Goals like these personalize the game’s procedural rhetoric—beat the food
rerail business model and keep the money in your pocker. But more impor-
tant, they help remind players that The Grocery Game itself is orthogonal to
the acquisition of capital; the goal is not to save money for additional con-
sumption, but to rethink cheir personal finances and financial goals after mas-
tering this logic.

Social scientists may note that such conversations could be measured using
qualitative analysis. The social construction of meaning is a common subjece
of qualitative research, especially in fields like sociology. Statistical validity is
downplayed or avoided entirely, and #» sizz research like ethnography helps
contextualize the meaning-making process in actual rather than ideal social
situations. By analyzing the conversations and syntheric artifacts produced—
Revolution machinima diaties or Savennab whiteboard strategies—a social sci-
entist or educational technologist might correlate player performance against
desired pedagogical goals. Most frequently, such research relies on field obser-
vations, participant interviews, and analysis of materials produced by subjects
of study. All of these approaches are potentially applicable to persuasive games,
especially games whose procedural rhetoric does not produce simplistic
numerical results.

But qualitative research too relies on an economy of return. Such research
often establishes commonalities berween individual instances through sam-
pling or induction. The common use of qualitative research in general and
ethnography in particular among anthropologists helps justify their particu-
lar interest in characterizing the general operation of social and culrural
systems. Researchers spend time—sometimes considerable time—with their

subjects, drawing inferences and establishing subjective accounts of social

dynamics. Sometimes these observations are correlated with known or desired
behaviots, such as the actual versus desired performance of pupils. But even
where predefined goals are set aside, qualitative research still accounts for its
observations in theoretical wholes. Based on ethnography, researchers draw
conclusions that neatly tie up their observations. A place for every social

gesture, and every gesture in its place.
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Assessment of all kinds demands accountability, assurance that money,
time, and commitment will rerurn value in like kind to the sponsoring insti-
tucion. Political institutions hope for assent and commitment. Advertisers and
businesses hope for commercial return. Educational insticutions hope for pre-
dictable and desired synthetic response. Like a neurotic or a codependent,
assessment always sticks around until it can be certain chat a result, positive
of negative, has come to pass.

Philosophy has offered numerous meditations on the vicious economic
cycle. Jacques Derrida argued that the true gift confounds economics because
it neither demands nor expects recompense.” Many gifts wear the guise of
generosity bur still demand some type of benefit in return, even if that benefic
comes from an unrelated form of real or simulated currency. The sacrifice, for
example, “proposes an offering but only in the form of a destruction against
which it exchanges, hopes for, or counts on a benefit, namely a surplus-value
or at least an amortization, a protection, and a security.”” Emmanuel Levinas
advances a secular conception of religion as an uncrossable separation between
the self and the other, “a link established between the Self and the Other, but
one that does not create a totality.”” This relationship founds ethics as well,
which is characterized by a respect for that infinite separation. In Badiou’s
conception of the situation, the event erupts when the elements in a multi-
ple (a set, in the mathematical sense) no longer suffice. A new situation is con-
structed ouc of the void (the empry set, @), which is always a member of every
set. Even if a procedural rhetoric produces such intense simulation fever

around an evental site that an event erupts, the evenc itself can never under-
stand its consequences,

Dertida drew a connection between the gift and what he called dissemina-
#on, a replacement for communicartion that admits char the source of a message
has no certain knowledge about its successful delivery. Literary expression
is disseminated; the reader interprets in the face of the inaccessibilicy of

the author—even if the author is physically present, the separation between
his and the reader’s subjectivity is impassable. Nevertheless, we continue to
read, interpret, and critique literature—or art, or film, or even videogames.
Assessment strives to close down expressive systems by accounting for
their outpur as a function of their design. Assessment helps afhrm the
institutions that strucrure our world, giving them evidence that their tactics
support existing strategies. In the eyes of these institutions, we are always on

erial, and “evidence” serves to prove our guilt or innocence. Assessment
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demands wholesale accountabilicy, in advance, for how something serves an
auchority.

But if procedural rhetorics challenge the logics of structures that contain
them, then the only way to address their success is through transformarion.
In Badiou’s ontology, the individuals who reconfigure situacions—for
example, by falling in love—never cease to pay tribute to this event. The new
logic chat rules cheir situation can never be assessed in the presenc, ar a single
moment in time, because it must always play our over time through a process
of fidelity. Once a procedural rhetoric advances a new logic that a subject inter-
rogates, it no longer remains possible to feign ignorance about chat logic. Like
love and revolution, procedural rhetorics petsuade through intervention, by
setting the stage for 2 new understanding unthinkable in the present.

Like literature, poetry, and art, videogames cannot necessarily know their
effects on individual players. As an expressive practice, procedural rhetoric is
intimately relaced to humanism. The bamanities were originally coextensive
with the liberal arts, which formed the basis of the classical trivium and
quadrivium, discussed earlier in relation to Dorothy Sayers' medieval classi-
cism. Today, we use the term more generally, usually referring to subjects con-
cerned with human culture, such as literature, history, art, philosophy, music.
These domains of human production create discourse—they express our joys,
anger, fears, confusion, affection, and hope. The humanirties atcempt to get to
the botrom of human experience in specific situations, to expose their scruc-
tures. Procedural media like videogames get to the heart of things by mounc-
ing arguments about the processes inherent in them. When we create
videogames, we are making claims abour these processes, which ones we cel-
ebrare, which ones we ignore, which ones we want to question. When we play
these games, we interrogate those claims, we consider them, incorporate them
into our lives, and carry them forward into our future experiences. When we
read books, watch cinema, view art, attend theater, listen to music, pore over
comics—and indeed when we play videogames-—ithese media influence and
change us. They contribute to the type of person each of us becomes, each
text, each film, each song, each game making a mark, a unique inspiration or
aversion. Humanistic approaches to cultural artifacts could be seen to trace

the procedural construction of human subjectivity-—the interlocking logics,
histories, and cultural influences recent and past thar drive our perspectives
on new challenges. As the name suggests, the humanities help us understand
what it means to be human, no marcter the contingencies of profession,
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economics, or current affairs. The humanities offer insights into human expe-
tience that we need when industries, militaries, governmenrs, game engines,
middleware, and all else fails. This is the knowledge that helps us to recover
from heartbreak, to make sense of tragedy, to understand betrayal.

Most importantly, these observations take place over time. In part, they
take place over the time of an individual’s life. Just as we return to books,
films, and art that have challenged the ways we understand the world, so we
return to videogames for the same reason—to renew our fidelity to cheir pro-
cedural rhetorics, or to revise our relationship to their claims based on new
experiences: And the cultural value of videogames goes beyond even the lon-
gitudinal experience of an individual life. Tv takes place over the course of
many lives, generations—entire eras of human experience. The videogames
we make and play roday may have meaning for us now, burt they also defer
that meaning for future players, who will experience chese artifacts in differ-
ent contexts. Meaning takes place on the historical scale,

We must recognize the persuasive and expressive power of procedurality.
Processes influence us. They seed changes in our artitudes, which in eurn, and
over time, change our culture. As players of videogames and other computa-
tional arrifacts, we should recognize procedural rhetoric as a new way to inter-
rogate our world, to comment on it, to disrupt and challenge it. As creators
and players of videogames, we must be conscious of the procedural claims we
make, why we make them, and what kind of social fabric we hope to culti-
vate through the processes we unleash on the world. Despite the computers
that host them, despite the futuristic and mechanical fictional worlds chey
often render, videogames ate not expressions of the machine. They are expres-
sions of being human. And the logics that drive our games make claims about

who we are, how our world functions, and what we want it to become.
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