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Abstract 
 

Although pervasive throughout cultures, societies and ages, the concept of play is 

remarkably under-recognised as a valid theoretical tool. The relationship between 

art and play is an obvious one, but rarely does play enter the domain of writing on 

art history or aesthetics. Such an omission is increasingly difficult to sustain as play 

becomes an ever-more irrepressible cultural and artistic force. It has not only 

taken flight in the massive phenomenon of games, but in art practice and in 

particular digital media art. In effect play seems to have gained a new relevance in 

the so called information age. This dissertation takes this relevance as the 

springboard for the interrogation of the play concept in contemporary art. This 

dissertation is first and foremost focused on play as a defining feature of 

participation with digital media art.  

 

Play is a slippery concept but contrary to popular opinion it is not entirely 

frivolous, inconsequential or relegated solely to the realm of childhood. Classical 

play historians such as Johan Huizinga have acknowledged the polymorphology of 

play and its tendency to be meaningful across a range of human – and indeed 

animal – pastimes and practices. Historians such as Peiter Geyl1

 

 have criticised 

Huizinga for taking play seriously, but in doing so they all too brashly dismiss the 

alterity and subversive potential of play. Play can be identified as the driving force 

of games or chasing a balloon in the wind, but it also defines relationships of all 

kinds – from those in war, politics and sex. Play can be serious as much as frivolous 

and it can function as a critical and subversive tool for not only the practice, but 

also the experience of art. 

The intent of this dissertation is to critically engage the elements of art, play 

and digital media in order to make a significant contribution to art history, play 

theory and cultural theory. This will be undertaken with attention to both the 

action (or physicality) of play with art, referred as the mode of participation, and 

the aesthetic and communicative nature of the artworks themselves. The artworks 

selected for discussion function variously, they: invite playful engagement from 

and indeed play the participant/s; reflect upon the nature of participation by 
                                                           
1 See, Geyl, Pieter, ‘Huizinga as Accuser of His Age’, History and Theory, Vol. 2, No. 3, 1963, pp.238-
239 



establishing situations of intercorporeality and intersubjectivity; question and 

challenge issues within the contemporary socio-political terrain, as well as incite 

wonder and defy expectations of participation with digital media. Particular modes 

of participation are established by these artworks, which position them in 

distinction to traditional media works, a tension within which play acts as a 

reconciling element.   

 

Play is both a cultural and counter-cultural force becoming all the more 

significant and pervasive through digital media and here it will be interrogated in 

terms of its relationship to art and digital media with specific attention to the 

player and the nuances of participation. The uniqueness of this endeavour lies in 

fostering an approach to play from an art-historical perspective and drawing 

media and games theory into a closer conversation with art. This will establish a 

stronger perspective from which to approach burgeoning artistic practices that 

create, work through, explore and deconstruct new digital media. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Investigations into the Concept and Practice of Play  

 

 

Play, in all its aspects, gained renewed attention amongst late-20th century 

artists attracted to the new digital media. Their approaches both affirmed and 

subverted traditional notions of play. Play is not new to art but it has never been so 

prolifically taken to as in the digital era. In retrospect this seems predictable for 

several reasons. First, play is an obvious way to explore the possibilities of 

unfamiliar territory. Second, play is one of the ways non-conventional 

engagements with art can be facilitated. Third, digital media was overwhelmingly 

marketed and experienced in the form of games. In all of history, games have never 

been so pervasively played and prolifically/globally extended as in the last 

decade,1 or indeed, so framed by consumerism. Historically, play has been a 

metaphor for the creative process itself, but with increasing means and velocity 

over the last century it has been explored in often quite literal ways in the relation 

between artwork and viewer/participant. This thesis interrogates the conceptual 

issues that developed from the nexus of digital media art and play, many of which 

raise profound philosophical questions of meaning and being. 

 

While interest in the language and aesthetic of play is only one of the 

multifarious directions taken by digital media, it is an important one. Arguably, 

play is particularly suited to digital media. However, play is also an important 

element in all art practice. Indeed, as a metaphor of the creative process it is 

foundational, even though traditionally the concept of play has consistently been 

assumed to be a frivolous or surface phenomenon, a childish endeavour. This 

assumption will be questioned in the following pages, where instead, the 

potentiality of play as a potent aesthetic strategy with the ability to move beyond 

the frivolous to meanings of greater complexity, will form the alternate 

assumptions under investigation.  

 

                                                             
1 The broad magnetism toward play is, of course, part of broader cultural swings loosely positioned 
under the banner of postmodernism: the culture of the remix and sampling in music; the 
proliferation of multi-media in contemporary dance and theatre; hacking and culture-jamming; 
alternate reality gaming; flash mobs and so forth. 
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The assumed frivolity of play is not to be thrown out in the trash however, for 

it can be recycled as a point of entry into the art, as a loose surface that leads the 

player into denser folds of meaning and experience. Take the example of Japanese 

artist Takehito Etani (Fig.1): when he places a surveillance camera diagonally 

above his head to attain the third person perspective he is not only appropriating 

the point of view familiar to the video game, but also articulating a more specific 

commentary on mediated experience.2 His wearable technology of surveillance 

puts him in a position of other to his observed self. In literalising the idea of the self 

as avatar, he objectifies subjectivity and as such tackles the conceptual quagmire of 

a point of view not located in the body. While wedded to corporeality, such 

technology takes the artist away from his own corporeality relative to the primary 

sensory node of vision, but it brings him all the more presently within his body 

through the simple fact of negotiating an altered perspective, a disembodied sense 

remotely attached to the body. Paradoxically, while the technology speaks of 

detachment it also speaks to the locatedness of perception in the body. Etani still 

                                                             
2 E, Takehito, The Third Eye Project, 2002 

FIGURE 1. Takehito Etani, The Third Eye Project, 2002 
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acts through his body, a body made strange through technology. The simple, 

habitual act of drinking, for example, becomes complicated by the techno-sensory 

displacement; the mouth is no longer below the eyes. A new language of motor 

skills and control needs to be learnt. The interface is visually ludic but it also 

frustrates intuitive play action by its very somatic and cognitive unfamiliarity. The 

structure of play is here evidenced as appropriated for artistic ends, where the 

artist himself becomes performer, player of an alternate experience enabled via 

digital technology.  

                                                                                                                                                               

Through Etani’s example the traditional frivolity associated with play is 

disrupted and it is evident that the aesthetic of play is not simply a dynamic of the 

work because it can be appropriated and subverted by the work. Another 

significant point highlighted by Etani’s piece is that despite the immateriality of 

data the experience of play in digital media art is often a literal phenomenological 

experience. Etani is the player whose senses of touch, sight and physicality of 

movement are engaged in novel ways. This piece and others urge us to consider 

directions for new technologies in alternate discourses; as either critiques of that 

very technology or counter-directions to notions of technology as an alienating 

force in our lives; counter to views of theorists such as Leo Marx, who argues that, 

“To satisfy the imperatives of technological society, men are called upon to endure 

an intolerable curbing of their spontaneous, erotic and passional selves".3 This 

rings true if we reduce technology to instrumentality and align it with specific 

imperatives of control, command, security, surveillance; the characteristics of 

predictability, rationality as well as associations with science and the military-

industrial complex. These terms evoke discourses which are not always at ease 

with the position and practices of artists.4  

 

While artists make use of the tools of the times to create art inevitably couched 

within the times, they also explore the potential for the tools to work differently 

and therefore to critique, directly or indirectly, and dislodge predominant 

discourses and associations. Etani takes the surveillance technology to become 

                                                             
3 L Marx, The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America, Oxford 
University Press, USA, 1999, p.178  
4 Ironically, the Nine Evenings of experiments in art and technology were held in an old artillery 
museum 
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self-surveyed, literalising the logic of the panopticon. He also takes it to obscure 

and impractical heights. From the very outset of computer art some artists were 

cognisant of the technocratic weight borne by computing technologies, and aware 

of the alternate potential to work along different paths; paths on which there were 

found contrary associations, such as play, unpredictability and attention to poetic 

qualities. Early electronic and digital artists not seduced by the hype, called 

attention to more mindful, ethical and imaginative uses of technology: ways of 

applying technology which did not forget that embodiment is the ground of being, 

that community precedes commodity, that sustainable relationships and 

connections between people uphold a culture and society. They imagined a playful 

world in which technology does not follow the doctrines of militarism or the 

linearity of Hollywood, but instead celebrates unpredictability and non-linearity. 5   

 

In 1966 the Nine Evenings of Experiments in Art and Technology endeavoured 

to embody this spirit of play, with for example, Robert Rauschenberg’s Open Score, 

sonic tennis game. In this piece, the familiarity of tennis was launched into 

ambiguity and made strange by the technological addition of microphones used to 

amplify the sound of the ball against the racquet; each hit extinguished one of forty 

eight lights until the game ended in utter darkness. The game structure was 

appropriated and subverted by art to create poetic affects within a pre-determined 

plan. The application of playfulness is seen in other early endeavours, such as 

Myron Krueger’s Videoplace (1972), with his hopes to make technology more 

palatably responsive, or the proto-cybernetic works of Chilean artist, Enrique 

Castro-Cid that join “dissimilar systems into playful semi-automatic games in 

which the human operator can be seduced by an element of unpredictability while 

charged with the impression of a strong purpose”.6 These twin characteristics of 

unpredictability and determinism are seductive because of their inherent 

contradiction. Works of art created through digital media that involve the 

participant interactively often use the language and aesthetic of play to generate 

such an experience (of purpose and unpredictability/contingency). Art viewers 

                                                             
5 Yet it was certainly not all successful, see J Burnham ‘Art and Technology: The Panacea that 
Failed’, in The Myths of Information: Technology and Postindustrial Culture, Woodward K (ed), 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1980, pp.200-218 
6 J Burnham, Beyond Modern Sculpture, George Braziller, Inc., New York, 1968, p.350 
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become art players who may be unaware that they are in fact also played by the 

art. 

 

To emphasise firmly, one of the grounding assertions of the following 

dissertation is that this combination of play and art with digital technology is one 

of the ways in which technology becomes more palatable, less rationalised, more 

accessible, less alienating, more open to difference and spontaneity, less limited by 

inflexible protocols. In many ways this is a romanticised view which posits play as 

a utopic concept, associated with the innocence of childhood, freedom and carefree 

indulgence. But this is not the limits of play. It is a concept defined by 

epistemological pluralism. In contrast to the utopia of play as ‘limitless freedom’, 

there is play strictly contained by the game, delimited by rules. Put another way, 

metaphorically and dialectically play may be articulated on a spectrum between: 

 

- Paidia and  Ludos 

- Pre-rational and Rational 

- Upside-down World and Official Culture 

- Labile and Phallic. 

 

These nodes, an echo of one another, are a way of pointing to both the broadness 

and specificity of play. In paidia play is free-form, imaginative, a child left to her 

own devices, in ludos it is enclosed by pre-determined constraints called rules.7  In 

pre-rational terms play is “a manifestation of power in its “natural”, unashamed, 

unmediated form, ranging from the sheer delight of emotional release to raw and 

arbitrary violence”.8 In rational terms play is subsumed by reason, separated “from 

both unmediated or “innocent” power and raw violence.”9 The upside-down world 

then, speaks to carnival inversions, amorality, irony, grotesquery and counter-

conventional excess, as against the order, hegemony, discipline and control of 

official culture.10 The upside-down world maintains a vital relationship to official 

culture in a similar way as chaos does to order, chaos theory demonstrates that 
                                                             
7 Paidia and Ludos are concepts developed by R Caillois, Man, Play and Games, translated by M 
Barash, University of Illinois Press, USA, 1961 
8 M I Spariosu, Dionysus Reborn: Play and the Aesthetic Dimension in Modern Philosophical and 
Scientific Discourse, Cornell University Press, New York, 1989, p.12 
9 Ibid. 
10 See M Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World,  translated by Hélène Iswolsky, Indiana University Press, 
USA, 1984 



6 

 

“instability and disorder are not only widespread in nature, but essential to the 

evolution of the complexity of the universe.”11 Each is reliant on the other. Labile 

and Phallic are sexualised metaphors for the expression of play. Labile is 

understood to mean the subversive and flexible qualities of play in contrast to 

agonistic discourses based on power and authority. The labile play inversions and 

subversions of the carnival create the ground for the reassertion of the phallic 

official order. The interconnected nature of these nodes draws play into a 

dialectical dynamic of tension and release, enslavement and liberation, where play 

is not constrained to one or the other but incorporates both. This might be one of 

the reasons why play is so often discussed as a slippery concept, as not only 

ambiguous but ambivalent in essence. Upon consideration of such concepts in 

terms of play it becomes apparent that the most interesting ideas emerge at the 

points of tension and intersection rather than the points of dichotomisation. 

Indeed, the present analysis will, in part, be concerned with how such nodes of 

play are evident in digitally inscribed media, and how the tension between them 

unfolds in the digital media art and the hybrid manifestations of computer games 

and art as discussed in the following chapters. 

 

In regard to the art of focus in this dissertation, play is evident as part of the 

artwork’s structure (hardware, software, interface), its aesthetic (audio-visual 

content) and language (communicative dynamics set up with the participant). 

These points, combined or distinct, can incite a playful orientation from the 

participant, or at the very least direct and shape her experience of the art. The 

orientation of the participant in a given play structure might be said to slide 

between focus and distraction, escape and engagement – characteristics which are 

both supported and subverted in the experience of play-centric digital media art. 

For example the idea of escape into a play structure as art could be radically 

destabilised by the insertion of a jarring political commentary, drawing the player 

out of the ‘game-space’ in order to consider the realities of the world beyond. The 

association of play with art is not new, but fresh interpretations of this relationship 

become relevant as new art media are created and worked with, with their 

capabilities pushed, explored and deconstructed. The combination of art, play and 

                                                             
11 D L Kiel, W,Elliott, Euel, Chaos Theory in the Social Sciences, University of Michigan Press, 1997, 
p.2  
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technology is a fertile field of practice, which in many senses is still finding its 

identity in the world of art. This dissertation intends to work towards a clearer 

establishment of the groundwork for the conceptualisation of this burgeoning 

practice. 

 

 

Inventory of Chapters 

 

In the first place, certain preconceived ideas of play need to be considered. 

Play is often perceived as the antithesis to seriousness and work. It takes part in a 

notable conversation between religion and childhood. How play has been 

perceived at a given point in time has been largely relative to its relationship to 

these discourses. The protestant work ethic may have denigrated play, but in 

Plato’s time it was elevated. In the 19th century play became relegated to the 

sphere of childhood while today it is complicated, because the major medium of 

play is also a medium of work. This dissertation will take traditional theories of 

play as its starting point, reinterpret, rearticulate and resituate them with the aim 

of drawing out their contemporaneous currency in light of digital technologies and 

interfaces that have emerged since the early 1960s.  

 

The ideas of Johan Huizinga, Roger Caillois and Brian Sutton-Smith form a 

platform from which a concept of play through digital media can be drawn. Each of 

these thinkers commit to an analysis of play and how it functions for humanity. To 

my knowledge, prior studies of the intersection of play and digital culture have not 

given substantial attention to the legacy left by Huizinga and Caillois in particular. 

Huizinga establishes the majority of the foundational and enduring characteristics 

of play, upon which Caillois builds with greater attention to games. Sutton-Smith 

takes a wide view of play in order to deconstruct interpretations of play in a 

system of ‘play rhetorics’ to which various theories ascribe. Certain key 

characteristics and dialectics of play persist throughout time, whereas others wane 

or take on new meanings. The idea of ‘digital play’ is discussed as play that has 

been enabled through technologies of numerical representation, through the 

digital media of post-industrial society. As an expression of play, the digital 

instantiates its own structures, its own dynamics with players and while much of 
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this borrows from the traditional/conventional world of play and art, new 

meanings are formed as contextually responsive to and symptomatic of changes in 

the contemporaneous society, technology and culture. Digital media art is 

evermore prolific and relevant to the wider art-world and play-orientated works 

participate in a dialogue within this context. It is particularly notable that games, 

as conduits of play, have never been appropriated, created and deconstructed by 

art so much as they are in this so called information age - a fact which brings play 

into the fold of art all the more presciently. 

 

Interactivity is a crucial characteristic that is broadly applied to define both 

play and digital media. It is a concept that has become radically over-determined. 

Everything is interactive now. Interactivity has become a cliché that connotes little 

of substance and much of technological idealism. But to deny it altogether would 

be to deny a fundament of being. Interactivity is the essential element of survival, 

without interaction with its environment, or with others of its kind, any living 

organism would simply perish.  Furthermore, because of the reliance on two-way 

communication, on feedback, interactivity is a fitting term to describe engagements 

with data structures and digital media art and perhaps no other word is more 

suitable. However, this does not mean that all digital media art is interactive, or 

even that all so-called interactive art is interactive. Chapter Two, with attention to 

the ideas of Spiro Kiousis and Sheizaf Rafaeli, will tackle this enigma of 

interactivity.  

 

The concept of quasi-interactivity will be discussed to describe those digital 

media works which present a façade of interactivity but do not engage the 

participant in an experience of reciprocal feedback. In addition, the concept of 

interpassivity, developed by Robert Pfaller and expanded by Slavoj Žižek will be 

examined, not as an alternative to interactivity so much as a mirror, an accomplice. 

Interpassivity describes situations in which our senses of self, subjectivity and 

agency are decentralised and displaced onto an other. It describes a process of 

passive transferral where the other may be another person, a speech act, object or 

an avatar on which we locate our passivity, activity or enjoyment at a remove. 

Interpassivity is a substitutive act about presence in absence. In this context full 

interactivity is an optimal ideal that is more often realised through rather that with 
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digital media. The corollaries to interactivity function to clearly demarcate it 

within a field of possible modes of play participation.  

  

Once clearly defined it becomes possible to apply the concept of interactivity 

more specifically as an interpretive tool for play. This is necessary for the challenge 

of unpacking the allegation that all art is interactive and indeed that all art involves 

play. This position is held by Hans-Georg Gadamer, who locates play and thus 

participation, as the mode of being of art. Crucial to this is the idea that the 

participant both plays and is played by art in a to-and-fro dynamic. Concepts of art 

as an experience of interactivity, play and being played, will be discussed in 

Chapter Three with attention to the hermeneutics of Gadamer. The nature of the 

relationship between art and play will be demarcated and more fully nuanced as a 

magnetic relation or marriage of sorts. Gadamer argued that we play art by 

engaging with it, by giving it our time and attention and it in turn plays us, by 

affecting us in some way, drawing us in and potentially stirring emotional 

responses. When in the grips of the mesmerising detail of a Pieter Breugel painting, 

or an optically compelling Papunya Tula painting, we might ‘lose ourselves’ to the 

visual stimuli and thus, be played by painting. I will argue that non-digital or 

traditional media art forms, such as painting and sculpture, play the viewer in a 

generic interactive manner through a technological one-way, broadcast-style mode 

of communication. They transmit information and they do not accept anything in 

return, except in our imagination. This is where participatory digital media art is 

open to fresh consideration in terms of the play concept and in terms of a 

phenomenological engagement with art. The art discussed instantiates a literal - in 

addition to imaginative - two-way dynamic, an actual feedback between 

participant and art, where the art is not static, but animated and yields to a 

response: visually, kinaesthetically, audibly. This argument will be fully nuanced in 

Chapter Three where key concepts on the connections between art and play and 

the potential distinctiveness – and similarities - between participatory digital 

media art and traditional modes of art will be fleshed out.  

 

The discussion will proceed around the idea that in a direct, literal, 

phenomenological sense the player of digital media art is staged by whether an 

interface to an artwork is familiar, alternate, explicitly ludic or body-centric. A 
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discussion of the role of the interface in shaping the play experience/shaping the 

type of interaction will be the aim of Chapter Four. This chapter and the following 

will ground the discussion in specific case studies. Chapter four will articulate the 

nature of play with digital media - in a McLuhanesque sense - as partly defined by 

the structure of the media itself. In the examples given, the body of the player will 

often be placed in surprising positions, to partake in unusual actions, to become a 

part of unexpected situations with art. All too often, still, digital play is reduced to 

the ubiquitous media of keyboard, mouse, monitor, joystick and game-pad, a 

situation which is radically challenged in certain areas of digital media practice, 

especially those with novel approaches to interface design and application. The 

immersive ideal of the interface melting into transparency is not the aim in the 

works discussed in this chapter, where instead the interface is an aesthetic focus in 

and of itself, which might even hinder, rather than facilitate efficient or ‘user-

friendly’, ‘intuitive’ engagement with the data-space. This furthers the idea 

developed by Gadamer and discussed in the preceding chapter that the given 

structure of the play influences the way the player plays and therefore inverts to 

play the player. Chapter Three is also re-articulated and developed in the question 

of how much control and liberation we have when we play. What is the 

relationship between control and complicity, between liberation and enslavement? 

How is it impacted and demarcated by the particular interface?  

 

Chapter Five will engage a consistent thread throughout the thesis: the idea 

that play and seriousness are not so distinct as is easily assumed; that play can 

shift its predominant association with frivolity; that through seriousness play is 

enabled to both function subversively and approach issues of consequence. This is 

not play at the other extreme aligned with technocracy, but rather as a flexible 

concept of liminality. The artistic means through which play becomes serious are 

in the emerging hybrid genres of art-games and game-art. The seriousness 

embedded within these projects can function to draw the player from a play-space 

to a think-space. This can be provoked and occur through the subversion of and 

challenge to traditional computer game conventions (counter-actional strategies). 

When standard game conventions are thwarted, the game has a different identity 

and orientation. This practice of art-games and game-art may not always 

successfully provoke reflection, yet it nevertheless marks steps toward thinking 
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about play differently, to thinking about play as a viable conceptual, socially and 

politically relevant tool for artists. The flexibility of play may be optimised to turn 

play back on the player, not in a frivolous but a more serious sense, to lead to 

reflection rather than simply reflex-action. Critical to this dynamic and many of the 

other artworks discussed throughout the dissertation is the idea of ostranenie, 

developed by Russian critic Victor Shklovsky12 to describe a technique of 

defamiliarisation in literature and art.13 This is especially evident in the previously 

mentioned alternate interfaces and in art-game and game-art projects, where the 

course of the play is made counter-conventional and therefore runs counter to 

generic participant/player expectation in a process of ‘making strange’. In this final 

chapter the relative success or failure of strategies applied by artists will undergo 

investigation; the potentiality of play will reach its apotheosis in the stretching of 

its boundaries to the point of redefinition or even dissolution.   

 

 

Art and Media 

 

The work of the artists to be discussed spans the globe, with the majority from 

Europe, Australia and America: there is simply a greater concentration digital 

media art spilling from these parts of the world, although the intent is certainly not 

to deny the work accomplished beyond these shores. The artworks selected for 

discussion do not point to a comprehensive survey of play-centric digital media art 

but rather run along significant paths within this sphere. They are primarily 

created from the mid-nineties through to the first decade of the twenty-first 

century and come together through an aesthetics and language of play evidenced 

in the structure of the interface, the content of the work and/or nature of the 

engagement for the participant. A ludic orientation and impact of computer gaming 

is undeniable: the artworks discussed appropriate the aesthetics, conventions, 

languages and interface structures of games, they modify existing games or use the 

game-space as public space. The media range from simulations, to net-based, 

video, telepresence, responsive environment, mixed reality, augmented realty and 

installation. All are based in digital media, reliant on digital media for their 

                                                             
12 V Shklovsky, “Art as Technique” (1917), in L T Lemon and M Reis (eds), Russian Formalist 
Criticism, University of Nebraska Press, USA, 1965 
13 This concept is given clarity by Bertolt Brecht with his ‘Verfremdungseffekt’ (alienation effect). 
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manifestation and continuing existence. This is why they are referred to as digital 

media artworks, rather than say; ‘new media’—which are not always so new; 

‘electronic media’—which does not account for the radical impact of data 

technologies; or ‘media art’—which is too non-specific and refers back to the 

earliest manifestations of media. Digital media locates the art in technologies of 

numerical representation, where, as argued by Lev Manovich, under the cultural 

layer there is a data layer calling the shots. The term ‘traditional media’ is used to 

demarcate art created via non-digital means, reliant on conventional means such 

as painting, sculpture, printing and so forth. It is important to remain aware 

however, that the analogue and the digital are not diametrically opposed: despite 

the binary assumption, digital media artworks are often intermixed with analogue 

media: it is more about fluid continuities and multi-directional continuums, rather 

than sharp breaks with the past. An additional significant clause is that digital 

media now have a significant past, have their own traditional media through digital 

media and this only reinforces the notion of continuums. This terrain will be 

particularly teased-out in the discussion of the relationship between traditional 

and digital media and the respective modes of participation. 

 

 

Discursive Context 

 

This dissertation represents research spanning a range of ideologically diverse 

theoretical positions: from the more traditional theories of play, such as Huizinga’s 

cultural analysis and the hermeneutics of Gadamer, to contemporary philosophy, 

such as the psychoanalytically fuelled theories of Slavoj Žižek and what can 

broadly be called ‘digital media theory’ or ‘communications theory’ and more 

specifically game studies. There is a conscious choice not to incorporate game 

theory into the discussion, nor probability, nor mathematics. The orientation is 

toward the more specifically cultural aspects of the field, toward art history, rather 

than the mathematical demarcation of games according to such considerations as 

rationalising strategy and calculating outcomes. Such an approach to play is 

certainly valid but not significantly relevant to be drawn in to the current 

discussion. Beyond game theory the concept of play is already broad in scope and 
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the intent of the current study is to encompass the broadness of the topic and keep 

the field open to a range of possible interpretations and future directions.  

 

The concept of play and the desire to understand its role as a mode of participation 

with digital media art is the primary ground from which this dissertation springs. 

It does not begin with a strident claim and continue with a mission to prove that 

claim. This is largely because of the inherent poly-morphology of play itself. The 

dissertation is approached as a conversational interrogation of the concept of play 

and its relationship to art and digital technology with attention to the player. The 

conversation aims to arrive at not one but plural, tightly interconnected 

conclusions, with the intent to distil the key points of relevance: the identity of 

play; the enigma of interactivity; the nature of participation with art as play from 

traditional to digital media; the significance of the interface in shaping the play 

experience and the idea of play in art as counter-conventional subversion. The 

discussion is, further, driven by specific questions upon which each chapter hinges: 

 

1. How has play been perceived over time and how does this relate to how 

play is perceived today? 

2. If interactivity is a defining characteristic of play what does this mean for 

digital media art in a culture in which a vague understanding of interactivity 

is ubiquitous? 

3. The concept of interactivity has been theorised as defining the experience of 

traditional art, is the experience of participation with digital media art any 

different? 

4. One important distinction with digital media art in comparison to 

traditional art appears to be the interface, how does the interface shape the 

play experience and how does it distinguish, if at all, digital from traditional 

media? 

5. What is the relationship between play and the game in digital media art and 

how does it manifest in practice? 

 

These core questions demarcate the field of enquiry based on the concept of 

play, the action of playing (with art) and the critical potentiality of play. Play and 

digital media art are co-conspirators in a game to entice the traditional art viewer 
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into alternate relations with art. Play, like art, is a realm in which the unpredictable 

can flourish; in which subversions to dominant culture and ideology can be 

communicated through accessible means; in which difference can occur 

spontaneously and in which utopian ideals can thrive in the moment. Play 

therefore makes for a fine marriage to art, which warrants critical enquiry and 

comprehension because this ‘marriage’ has been tainted over time through the 

incessant association of play to insignificance and banality. It is strongly contended 

that this situation needs to be re-dressed, especially since play, as an irrepressible 

cultural and counter-cultural force, is becoming all the more significant through 

digital media. 
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CHAPTER ONE   

Play and Games: Three Perspectives 

 

The wheel of play reveals to us the possibility of changing our goals and, therefore, 

the restructuring of what our culture states to be reality.14 

 

Victor Turner, 1986 

 

We are all looking for interesting uncertainties… we are all addicted to 

contingency. And that is where our ability to learn in an open-ended manner and 

also our ability to be creative comes about.15 

 

 Ken Moji, 2008 

 

 

1.1. Play: Historical Perspectives and Cultural Manifestations 

 

Introduction 

 

By the turn of this century a developing concept, practice and ethic of play was 

increasingly intermingling with the experience of digital technology and 

interactions with the world via technological interface. Today, the eminence of 

technological tools, toys and devices in post-industrial culture is irrepressible as 

more and more activities and experiences are translated into code and transmitted 

via the interface. Communications, entertainment, politics, business, art, work and 

leisure are all adopting a pixelated face. What does this mean on a global scale? 

What does this mean in terms of how we engage with the world and other people? 

What kinds of perceptual experiences are enabled by such shifts? And how does 

the art of this time appropriate new mediums of expression and respond to 

changes evidenced by increased digitisation? These are just a drop in an ocean of 

                                                             
14 V Turner, ‘Brain, Body and Culture’, Performing Arts Journal, Vol.10, No.2, 1986, p.31   
15 K Mogi, ‘The Contingent Brain’, Keynote Address, International Symposium on Electronic Art, 
National University of Singapore, 25th July 2008 
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questions that have arisen and been debated over the last two decades. The 

present analysis will be part of these debates with specific recourse to the concept 

of play. I will argue that play is a defining paradigm within current digital media art 

today, and bears significant continuities, in addition to as significant discontinuities, 

with traditional understandings of play and art. Play, as we have known it, is 

changed through its integration with digital technology; it acquires a 

supplementary identity and significance which will be discussed in terms of how it 

is reflected in the digital media arts of this period. The experience of art as play 

both changes and remains the same. Any given culture’s choice of play - its mode 

and content - reflects and reveals relations and systems peculiar to that culture. 

Play, even in its traditional forms, is a product of today’s information culture which 

significantly defines engagements with and communications through the digital 

domain and thereby demands critical attention.  

 

Historically, the concept of play has wavered between radically opposed 

meanings, purposes and associations at different junctures, places and times. Yet it 

has also maintained integrity in the process and this feature allows us to recognise 

it as play. Play, like speech and art, is a universal human activity and play is also 

discernible in animal behaviour.16 Hence, in order to discern the particular identity 

of play today it is important to first have an awareness of its prior meanings, 

associations and understandings, in addition to the threads of continuity 

maintained over time. There are defining tensions inherent in all types of play, 

between frivolity and seriousness, meaninglessness and profundity, orderliness 

and chaos, the sacred and the profane (with a wealth of possible combinations in 

between). These tensions continue to characterise play – both in historically 

specific and broadly defining terms. Sutton-Smith affirms that “…play can be both 

heavy and light, ritualistic and playful, earnest and frivolous. There is an ever-

changing heteroglossia of voices, and the realm is not polarised but always fluid.”17 

Play is paradigmatically denigrated or elevated, “associated alternatively with the 

freedom and exuberance of innocent exploration and with serious competition and 

the exercise of power”.18 These ongoing themes traverse the spectrum of play 

                                                             
16 There are many researches who explore the role and significance of animal social play behaviour, 
for example see: M Bekoff, Social Play Behaviour, BioScience, Vol. 34, No. 4, April 1984, pp.228-233 
17 B Sutton Smith, The Ambiguity of Play, Harvard University Press, USA, 1997, p.128 
18 B Edwards, Theories of Play and Postmodern Fiction, Garland Publishing, New York, 1998, p.18 
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theory – in addition to play practice - and its manifestation across time and 

cultures. 

 

A dichotomous way of conceiving play has therefore been fundamental to its 

definition down the ages. The most often cited oppositions to play are work and 

religion, and their corollary, seriousness. Play and work/religion have been 

defined in contradistinction to each other since the beginning of written records, 

that is, since Greek and Hebrew times. Ancient texts remember a Golden age in 

which this dichotomy did not exist. In the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve were 

freed from work and forbidden to engage in serious thinking or eat from the tree of 

the knowledge of good and evil. Eve, tricked by the serpent, ate from the tree with 

Adam and they were each punished for their transgressions. Eve was to suffer 

painful childbirth and Adam was to suffer painful toil of the land, no longer privy to 

the fruits of the playful garden paradise. In more recent times the Protestant 

doctrines - Calvinism, Lutheranism and Puritanism - denigrated play in favour of 

an emphasis on work for the purpose of servitude to God, as if Eden is no longer 

available to mankind. This view was vividly expressed in the so-called Protestant 

work ethic, which defined play as the enemy of work, as the ‘devil’s handiwork’ 

and “work became sacred de facto, as the arena in which one’s salvation might be 

objectively demonstrated.”19 It could be argued that the Protestant trivialisation of 

play has continued through to today as the work ethic’s most lasting achievement.  

 

However, the secondary status of play to both work and religion is simply the 

result of the paradigmatic privileging of one term at the expense of the other and 

vice-versa. Hence the dichotomy is easily reversed - for this reason more profound 

theories of play incorporate it and work it into a dialectic. Theorist Mikel Dufrenne 

argues that if work is “self-determined; so that, no longer forced, experienced as 

duty or punishment, but free, it might be experienced as play. For if play implies 

work, work can include play.”20 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi sings the same tune with 

his theory of flow as a state of effortlessness in the concentration, achievement and 

overcoming of challenges; flow is no stranger to play and through this concept play 

                                                             
19 V Turner, ‘Liminal to Liminoid, in Play, Flow and Ritual: an Essay in Comparitive Symbology’, in 
From Ritual to Theatre: the Human Seriousness of Play, New York, 1982, p.38 
20 M Dufrenne, ‘Art and Technology: Alienation or Survival?’, in Woodward Kathleen (ed), The Myths 
of Information: Technology and Postindustrial Culture, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1980, 
p.170 
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is conflated with work and polarised in relation to apathy, boredom and worry.21 

These are contemporary views against a background of Ancient Greek and Hebrew 

thinkers who tended to view work as a curse. Aristotle framed work as a waste-of-

time and elevated leisure22 as a way-of-life (though play was rigidly subordinated 

to reason). Along a similar trajectory, Plato elevated play along social and moral 

lines (verbal contest, dialectic, educational and controlled play forms) ‘noble 

pastimes’ above ‘mere recreation’ and other subordinated forms of pleasure 

through play. Plato applied the concept of play with serious intent and made the 

now famous claim that man is ‘the plaything, or puppet of the gods’;23 thus folding 

the concepts of play and seriousness into one another. For Plato humans both play 

and are played and work is done for the sake of ‘serious play’. In a similar vein, 

Mihai Spariosu observes that play is “the noblest and only true seriousness”.24 

Johan Huizinga went further:  

 

The need for a comprehensive term expressing ‘not play’ must have been 

rather feeble, and the various expressions for ‘seriousness’ are but a secondary 

attempt on the part of language to invent the conceptual opposite of ‘play’… 

The play concept as such is of a higher order than seriousness. For seriousness 

seeks to exclude play, whereas play can very well include seriousness.25 

 

Huizinga continues to remark that; “all play…can be performed in the most perfect 

seriousness”26 and “the contrast between play and seriousness is always fluid.”27 

This opposition, therefore, is significantly put into question. This will become 

further apparent through discussion of the contemporaneous formulation of 

‘serious play’ explored in chapter five.  

 

                                                             
21 See: M Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: the Psychology of Optimal Experience, Harper & Row, New York, 
USA, 1990 
22 The term and concept of leisure is used retrospectively here, as it is an invention of the industrial 
age. 
23 Plato, Laws, Book VII, pp.803-804 
24 Spariosu, Dionysis Reborn, p.128 
25 J Huizinga, Homo Ludens; A Study of the Play Element in Culture, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
London, 1949, p.65 
26 Ibid. P.37 
27 Ibid. 
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     Huizinga defines play as a sacred activity and Brian Sutton-Smith notes that in 

many societies - in connection with games - play has taken on a sacred hue. Both 

religion and play, Sutton-Smith asserts;  

 

take participants beyond their present circumstances, one through prayer, 

meditation, song, or rapturous transport, the other through ecstatic play in the 

game. In both there is the experience of being possessed by something other or 

greater than the self.28  

 

One of the main reasons for the denigration of play is its association with the 

concept of fun. Fun is a prime motivator of play which Huizinga describes as the 

‘essence of play’ and explains that it “resists all analysis, all logical explanation.”29 

The fun element of play, like play itself, has an intuitive logic – it is about pleasure, 

feeling surprised and alive within the moment - and drives the experiential nature 

of play. It also emphasises the utopian slant of play. Utopias, a preoccupation of the 

modern period and especially the twentieth century, have their potential 

unleashed in play through the role of the winner. Fun is had by the other players 

too; it is their motivation for commitment to the play, though losing is not always 

so much fun. Fun also has a more sinister side, it becomes tainted and play ceases 

when it is applied in the colloquial sense of ‘making fun’, or ‘poking fun’ at others. 

In this situation it is fun for one of the parties involved, but not necessarily the 

other, for it has a cruel taunting aspect and if the taunting is not mutually engaged 

in as play, then false play is the negative outcome, the dystopia. In its predominant 

positive formulation, however, fun is associated with light-hearted frivolity, thus 

readily pitted against the seriousness of the work ethic. 

 

As aforementioned, the spheres of work and religion and their interconnection 

with seriousness are not necessarily diagrammatically opposed to play/fun. They 

are complicated/unsettled and this occurs not solely through play/fun but also 

through the ludic constructs through which play is primarily enacted. The term 

game reflects the ubiquity of play in its applications, it is etymologically derived 

from the Gothic term Gaman, meaning participation/ communion and this reflects 

                                                             
28 Sutton Smith, The Ambiguity of Play, p.85-86 
29 Huizinga, Homo Ludens, p.21 
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one of the primary roles of games as social incubators. Like play, the term game 

cannot be contained by a singular definition, which as is well known led 

Wittgenstein to posit the notion of ‘family resemblances’ - connecting a plurality of 

definitions and kinds of games by a similitude in characteristics.30 In this context 

games are the conduit of play, structures which enable the organised, rule 

determined, manifestation of play. Elliott M. Avedon and Sutton-Smith define a 

game – in elementary terms - as follows; 

 

an exercise of voluntary control systems in which there is an opposition 

between forces, confined by a procedure and rules in order to produce a 

disequilibrial outcome.31 

 

In terms of digital play, Dempsey et al. then define a game as; 

 

a set of activities involving one or more players. It has goals, constraints, 

payoffs, and consequences. A game is rule-guided and artificial in some 

respects. Finally, a game involves some aspect of competition, even if that 

competition is with oneself.32  

 

In other words a game is a construct with rules, played out in a segregated space 

and time which combines the elements of participation and communion with 

competition and contest, whose outcome is not intended to be equal. This 

succinctly frames a game in Darwinist terms (and indeed, frames Darwinism in 

game-terms). Computer games and play-centric digital media arts bear both 

continuities and discontinuities with traditional understandings of play and games. 

Though artificial in so far as they are simulations and engagements in pretence, all 

games nevertheless reflect and incorporate aspects of the world to varying 

degrees. In synchronicity with the concept of play, most games are generally 

framed and understood as activities for the purpose of entertainment and 

amusement, aligned with frivolity and/or framed as a ‘waste-of-time’.33 Play is the 

                                                             
30 See: L Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, translated by G E M Anscombe, Wiley-Blackwell, 
Oxford, 2001, pp.27-28  
31 B Sutton-Smith, E M Avedon, The Study of Games, J Wiley, New York, 1971, p.7 
32 J V Dempsey, L L Haynes, B A Lucassen, M S Casey, ‘Forty simple computer games and what they 
could mean to educators’, Simulation & Gaming, Vol. 33, Iss.2, 2002, p. 157 
33 This excludes professional games, whose ambivalent position will be discussed ahead. 
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defining identity of games. Games are devoid of actual meaning/existence without 

participation/play (except on a conceptual level). Any given game is a field of 

potentiality waiting to be sparked into play by a player. This co-dependant 

relationship points to the fact that games too, dovetail with seriousness and 

therefore any exclusive relegation to the realm of frivolity is mistaken. This serious 

face of games is discernible in the spheres of politics, war and human relations – 

where their metaphorical presence is strong. Some games also bear the weight of 

both individual and collective consequences which may be incredibly serious. As 

aforementioned, Sutton-Smith compares games to religion and it is clear that most 

games maintain some of the fundamental elements of work (repetition, striving to 

an end point, goals, overcoming obstacles and concentrated effort). Furthermore, 

the repetitive effort needed to progress or overcome obstacles in computer games 

is not coincidentally referred to as grind. The relationship between play, games 

and their assumed antitheses is therefore one of over-lappings and inversions. 

 

There is a wealth of literature on play and games, from pre-Hellenic thought, 

through Plato and Aristotle, to Pascal, Kant, Schiller, Nietzsche and Heidegger, to 

name a mere few. However the theorising of Johan Huizinga, Roger Caillois and 

briefly Brian Sutton-Smith are bodies of thought which will be brought to the fore 

in this dissertation as specific to the discussion of play, games and play theory in 

the industrial/post-industrial nexus of the twentieth century. They will be of 

primary focus in the current chapter, both exclusively and in combination (where 

they touch at points of theoretical intersection). Huizinga – a seminal proponent of 

play theory - discusses the play concept in and of itself and posits play as 

subservient to, as well as independent from culture, as a key function of culture. He 

delineates the play concept in culture as intrinsic to civilisation, law, war, art, 

poetry and philosophy, but beyond and in distinction from the spheres of 

rationality, causality and logic. Caillois introduces a structural logic to Huizinga’s 

analysis and picks up the pace in terms of the analysis of games as fundamental to 

the experience of play. Play (games) is then slotted into a two by four grid: the two 

key axes of ludus (ordered play) and paidia (spontaneous play) contain the four 

categorical archetypes of agon (contest), alea (chance), mimicry (imitation) and 

ilynx (vertigo). Play is delineated as open-ended and spontaneous or structure-

based and rule-bound, organised or unruly. Sutton Smith then diverges from these 
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two approaches. He comes from an educational background and approaches play 

from a more Darwinian, sociological and historical perspective. His book, The 

Ambiguity of Play, adopts a birds-eye view of the multifarious theories of play 

through the discussion of seven rhetorics of play; progress, fate, power, identity, 

the imaginary, the self and frivolity. It discusses the sociological function of play 

and games and critiques the wealth of surrounding literature. Each of these 

theories will be approached in terms of their relevance to this dissertation’s 

subject of digital play and the intersection of play, games, art and technology. They 

will be taken as individual perspectives for the sake of presenting a rounded 

understanding of play. Ultimately, the ground for an understanding of what the 

concept of play means and what games are when technologically mediated, will be 

established.  

 

 

PART 1 

 

1.2  Johan Huizinga: The Magic Circle of Play and Beyond 

 

The early to mid-twentieth century Dutch historian – and one of the most 

influential play theorists to date - Johan Huizinga (1872-1945), is aware of the 

difficulties in theorising play.34 He tries to grasp what play is, in and of itself by 

tracing the concept back to early Hindu, Greek and Germanic civilisations and 

situating it as the defining function of culture; “civilisation is, in its earliest phases, 

played…it arises in and as play, and never leaves it.”35 For Huizinga, play is 

universally innate; humanity may be Homo Sapian and Homo Sacer but it is also 

significantly Homo Ludens: ‘man’-the-player (a view derivative of the 18th/19th 

century theorist Friedrich Schiller, for whom play was the noblest activity of 

reason.36). In Homo Ludens: a Study of the Play Element in Culture,37 play is 

understood broadly, as that which infuses all aspects of our being-in-the-world; 

 

                                                             
34 Huizinga claimed to be concerned with this topic from 1903 onwards. 
35 Ibid. p.199 
36 See M Spariosu, Dionysis Reborn, for a detailed analysis. 
37 Huizinga intended for the subtitle to be ‘a Study of the Play Element of Culture’ in place of “a 
Study of the Play Element in culture” which persisted as a revealing misconception on the part of 
the publishers. 
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It adorns life, amplifies it, and is to that extent a necessity both for the 

individual – as a life function – and for society by reason of the meaning it 

contains, its significance, its aesthetic value, its spiritual and social 

associations, in short, as a culture function.38 

 

The three dimensions (at the least) from which play issues forth for Huizinga are: 

the agonistic, contest – associated with war, the ludic, exuberant, fanciful – 

associated with games; and the diagogic, pastime – associated with leisure – 

occurring exclusively or in combination. In these dimensions we can already 

discern tensions between seriousness (agonistic) at one extreme and frivolity 

(diagogic) at the other. Huizinga focuses on the former and situates the agonistic at 

the peak of this triad as “one of the chief elements of social life” dating back to the 

‘agonal’ period of the 6th century B.C. Contrary to this, it is arguable that the other 

dimensions bear equal relevance to an understanding of play in more recent times. 

Today an over-inflated diagogic/leisure industry in developed countries and 

games, both material and virtual, persistently occupy the spotlight in societies 

across the globe. One element is not necessarily dominant over any other, it is a 

case of alteration, where individual dimensions gain specific epochal significance 

at particular moments in time; as for example the frenzied demand for the Aibo 

dog and Tamagotchi electronic pets - ludic techno-fads of the early 21st century.  

 

Huizinga’s skeletal framework for the analysis of play is based on fundamental 

principles that circumscribe play as: 

 

1.  A free activity                                                                                                                     

2.  For itself and serving no external goal                                                                            

3.  Existent outside the scope of ‘ordinary life’                                                                    

4.  Operative within fixed boundaries of time and space with its own sets of rules            

5.  Labile in so far as ‘ordinary life’ can reassert itself at any time  

6.  Oriented toward the formation of social groupings39 

 

                                                             
38 Huizinga, Homo Ludens, p.26 
39 Ibid. pp.7-16 



24 

 

Most of these points continue to maintain authority in play theory whereas others 

wane or occupy a more unstable position. They are by no means absolute or 

irrefutable and have morphed over time as different cultural manifestations have 

become relevant. Nonetheless, they continue to inform ideas about play and 

endure as important considerations for any research into play, including the 

present endeavour. Therefore the following pages will contain a discussion of each 

of these points – in and of themselves and in specific relation to the idea of digital 

play. These concepts will then continue to drive the remainder of the discussion to 

be supplemented by the ideas of Caillois and Sutton-Smith. 

  

1. A free activity 

 

Huizinga maintains the view, that play is freedom. In the play context the 

loaded concept of freedom may be translated as both the sense of triumphing over 

fate within a delimited structure (interconnected with escape) and more 

importantly, as derivative of the ability to exercise choice. There are at least four 

spheres in which play is defined by the concept of freedom through choice. For the 

first sphere, play is extrinsically dependant on the autonomous decision to play. All 

play is defined by the choice to take part in the as if structure, being forced or 

ordered to play is an instant negation; “[p]lay to order is no longer play: it could at 

best be but a forcible imitation…”40 Once this invisible contract to play has been 

affirmed then the original choice/freedom to play is supplanted intrinsically by the 

second sphere, namely the choice to uphold structure/order within the play itself. 

The rules of a given type of play are upheld for the purpose of maintaining play 

within consensual boundaries. This draws attention to a central paradox of play, 

which is discussed by psychologist Lev Vygotsky in terms of a child at play: 

 

…in play it adopts the line of least resistance – it does what it most feels like 

doing because play is connected with pleasure – and at the same time it 

learns to follow the line of greatest resistance by subordinating itself to rules 

and thereby renouncing what it wants, since subordination to rules and 

                                                             
40 Ibid. p.26 
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renunciation of impulsive action constitute the path to maximum pleasure in 

play.41 

 

Themes of constraint and control, paradoxically, delineate play freedom to such a 

degree that the realm of play can be regimented and disciplined to an even greater 

extent than the out-of-play realm. There is nevertheless flexibility for choice within 

the act of play and this is defined as the third sphere of choice/freedom; the 

choices made within the parameters of the game itself. Games are defined by a field 

of available possibilities, some optimal to the success of an individual player or 

collective, others detrimental. Play opens a realm of potential paths where choice 

defines the strategy that determines the outcome. 

 

Finally then, the all-encompassing, determining fourth sphere of 

choice/freedom involves the negotiation of play in terms of facticity - contextually 

within a social, cultural, political and ideological terrain. This is particularly 

emphasised when the structure of play becomes overarching and dominant; bound 

up with rite, ritual and ceremony, tied into tradition and thereby linked with 

cultural obligation. There are many traditions that link play and ritual, wherein 

play and seriousness conjoin. Indeed, any play-form can become invested with 

ritual. Certain types of play are also assumed to maintain moral superiority over 

others, which are consequently denigrated and subordinated. In post-colonial 

terms the coloniser takes the moral high ground over the colonised and 

implements the desirable moral norm by the elevation of particular games and 

play forms at the expense of others that existed prior to colonisation (as will be 

clarified later). These contexts of play as ritual or as imposition may then 

positively or negatively impact on the prior three spheres of choice. In other 

words, play can become contaminated by the extraneous curtailing of freedoms 

and imposition of dominating interpellations, structures and requirements, or 

alternatively, enhanced by the introduction of potentially unfamiliar but 

intriguing/exciting play forms. New games and indeed all games are often 

reflective of a particular arena of ethics and ideology and function to uphold an 

ethical benchmark, but they are not necessarily ‘imposed from above’. Digital play 

                                                             
41 L S Vygotsky (author), & M, Cole, et. al. (eds.), Mind in Society : The development of Higher 
Psychological Processes, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1978, p.99 
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can be considered as a transcript of the current arena of ethics in its content whilst 

being intrinsic to cultures of expectation. As choice/freedom is exercised, it is 

nevertheless exercised within both internal and external limits, social, ideological 

and peer constraints – on how, what and with whom we play; “there can be a free 

for-itself only as engaged in a resisting world.”42      

 

The themes of freedom, choice and control are volatile in terms of digital 

culture as a whole. In digital play the idea of freedom through optation maintains 

consistency with traditional play. As with board-games there is also an innate 

structure; a player’s choice within the structure is limited to the capabilities of the 

program and usually exercised in terms of a following of prompts: the player’s 

actions are shaped according to what is made available by the program. In a game 

such as the groundbreaking Doom (1993), for example, consenting to play involves 

consenting to respond to the program and press the right combination of buttons 

for appropriate action within the context, thus validating the experience. This 

situation is especially heightened in Doom, where there is a near constant 

onslaught of diabolical enemies, or more appropriately Tetris, where movements 

are tightly constrained. This is in contrast to games such as Spore, the Grand Theft 

Auto (GTA) series, or the Half Life series, where – for the most part - time is 

provided to allow the player to stop and think about actions (though there is still a 

limited scope of action delineated by a desirable combination of buttons for 

progressive navigation through the game-narrative). What these examples 

demonstrate is that computer game structures, like traditional games, enable both 

open play – giving the player a diversity of possible actions and choices, e.g Spore – 

and closed play – tightly limiting the actions to minimal pre-set options e.g Tetris.  

 

A burning question in this context is: is, are there any significant differences 

that could distinguish digital from traditional play in terms of the theme of 

freedom/choice? Theorist Wendy Hui Kyong Chun explores one difference which is 

applicable, although her discussion is specific to the coupling of control and 

freedom in digital culture as a whole. Through the idea of a shift from Foucauldian 

disciplinary to Deleuzian control societies, Chun unpacks the role that control has 

                                                             
42 J.P Sartre, Being and Nothingness: an Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, translated by Barnes 
Hazel E, Routledge, London, 1943, p.483 
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in specific relation to the internet and argues that a twinning of freedom with 

control is unique to information technologies. Through digitisation a more 

pervasive form of control becomes possible as; 

 

Digital language makes control systems invisible: we no longer experience 

the visible yet unverifiable gaze of the Panopticon, but a network of 

nonvisualizable digital control.43 

 

By another token, we might also simply subject ourselves to controls in the form of 

play, where play discreetly invades our very being and we are played to a point of 

excess. Huizinga warns of the perils of excessive play and today they are succinctly 

exampled by addiction to games such as World of Warcraft and Everquest. This has 

lead to the opening of rehabilitation clinics44 and the alleged administration of 

Electro Shock Therapy.45 Play is intoxicated with the compulsion of addiction to 

then become intoxicating to the player. This calls forth the question of whether or 

not it is still play. If the game leads to self-destruction where is the fun? Is it simply 

masochistic? Freedom/choice, in this sense, is the mask of control; much like a 

rhetoric of safety that masks a state of increased surveillance.  

 

Chun argues that users/players are repeatedly given an impression of control 

through digital technologies. The advertisements for game controllers testify to this 

surface appeal; “You need the best in hardware to keep you in control…Grab 

control of your game now! …Flight Controller's highly ergonomic shape gives total 

game control.”46 Even familiar terminology such as my documents, my computer, 

your preferences and home, gives users the impression of maintaining power, 

freedom and familiarity as they/we are directed by prompts and left helpless and 

confused in the face of a crash. In play structures this idea of being played rather 

                                                             
43 W Hui Kyong Chun, Control and Freedom: Power and Paranoia in the Age of Fiber Optics, MIT 
Press, Massachusetts, 2008, p.9 
44 Such as the Smith and Jones Wild Horses Centre in Amsterdam. 
45 In Western China, 2009, Electro Shock Therapy was allegedly part of treatment for internet and 
gaming addiction by Dr. Yang Yonxin in the Shandong Province. See: Sheridan, Michael, “China’s 
parents try shock tactics to cure net ‘addicts’”, The Sunday Times, June 7, 2009, retrieved 14th 
October 2009, http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/world/article6445982.ece 
46 Advertisements for Game Controller’s, retrieved 12th November 2006, 
http://windowsmarketplace.com/results.aspx?bCatId=482&SortBy=RATE&Order=D. 
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than simply playing is at the heart of the dynamic.47 This is touched on by media 

theorist Jill Walker’s article; How I was Played by Online Caroline48  - ‘you don’t play 

the game. It plays you’49 she concludes - and in Julian Stallabras’ article Just 

Gaming: Allegory and Economy in Computer Games – “Games demand that the 

players hone their skills to make the body a machine”.50 As an echo of Plato, Kostas 

Axelos then argues that, “The whole man is both player and toy no matter what he 

does [sic]”51. Chun challenges these views when she highlights the risk taken by 

Deleuze of “unintentionally fulfil[ling] the aims of control by imaginatively 

ascribing to control power that it does not yet have and by erasing its failures.” 52 

Chun calls for an insistence on the failures of technology. When considered in 

terms of compulsive play this reminds us of the shortcomings of the technology to 

provide a fully immersive experience.53 It is also a call to acknowledge the agency of 

players; their choice not to be coerced into a damaging structure and their choice 

to stop playing. This line of thought is expressed by Foucault’s formulation of the 

subject in his later writings, where he revisited his thesis in Discipline and Punish 

to position the subject as not necessarily at the whim of controls imposed from 

above, but rather as a thinking subject capable of calling relations of power into 

question.  

 

Choice, freedom and control in play remain consistent and relative to the play 

medium. There is an ontological relationship between play and freedom/control, 

whereby the type of play enabled by the given play medium defines the type and 

degree of freedom/control through the structures of choice. This relationship is 

contextually, ideologically and technologically mediated and on one level imbued 

with Darwinian overtones - whereby most game structures demand a winner, a 

survivor, and that is the primary point of the play, the desirable embodiment of the 

                                                             
47 The concept of being played will be more thoroughly discussed in chapter three with attention to 
the thought of philosopher H-G Gadamer. 
48 J Walker, ‘How I was Played by Online Caroline’, in Wardop Fruin, Noah., Harrigan, Pat., First 
Person: New Media as Story, Performance and Game,  MIT Press, Cambridge, 2004, pp.304-309 
49 Ibid. 
50 J Stallabras, ‘Just Gaming: Allegory and Economy in Computer Games’, New Left Review, Vol.198, 
March/April 1993, p. 85 
51 A Kostas, Planetary Interlude, Yale French Studies, V. 41, 1968, p.7 
52 Hui Kyong Chun, p.9 
53 A Hutchison, Guest Lecture, University of Western Australia, 27th September, 2007 
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game player - a game without a winner is a source of confusion.54 In terms of this 

freedom/choice/control dynamic, digital play maintains significant parallels with 

traditional play, although when it comes to factors such as space, time, identity and 

community, clear distinctions become apparent.  

 

2. For itself and serving no external goal 

 

It is debateable whether the practice of play, as an activity, is entirely for itself 

and serving no external goal. A look into the broad spectrum of the applicability of 

play makes it difficult to confidently affirm that it is trivial, non-functional, 

unproductive and non-utilitarian. Huizinga maintains that approaches to play that 

garnish it with a ‘use-value’ “attack play direct with the quantitative methods of 

experimental science without first paying attention to its profoundly aesthetic 

quality.”55 This ‘aesthetic quality’ of play is primary for Huizinga and through this 

quality he curiously admits to a productive role for play. Play is understood by 

Huizinga as an entity intertwined with aesthetics. In this guise it finds its 

productive character in the development of culture. The play element manifests 

itself within aesthetically orientated cultural phenomena and culture, in fact, arises 

in the form of play. Huizinga builds upon this line of thought to remark: 

 

Even those activities which aim at the immediate satisfaction of vital needs – 

hunting for instance – tend, in archaic society, to take on the play form. Social 

life is endued with supra biological forms in the shape of play. It is through this 

playing that society expresses its interpretation of life and the world.56  

 

In such play forms, the aesthetic action is the location of play. Through this action 

the relationship between play and ‘vital needs’ is very close and therefore, the 

relationship between play and productivity is also close. Is the productivity above 

located in the creation of a ‘hunting culture’ and ‘social culture’? Is the productivity 

of digital play then productive of a ‘digital culture’ through aesthetic engagement 

in digital play forms? And does digital culture follow Huizinga’s thought to arise in 

                                                             
54 Keeping in mind that there are games that ‘never end’ but instead have achievable goals as ‘minor 
wins’ marking advances throughout, such as Ultima Online for example. 
55 The aesthetic quality is thought by Huizinga to be the primary quality of play, see Huizinga, p.20 
56 Huizinga, p.66 
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play? The aesthetics of digital culture, most evidently apparent in computer games, 

mobile technologies, social media and digital media arts demands participation in 

the shape of play. Digital devices are colloquially referred to as ‘toys’ and follow the 

basic premises of play. The Macintosh ‘i-phone’, ‘google-phone’ or other such 

devices, for example, absorb the individual in a feedback dynamic with the screen, 

create a realm unto themselves, with their own sets of rules both outside of and 

folding back upon ‘ordinary life’. The multi-functionality of such devices can 

collapse the seriousness of the work-sphere into play, as tools that may be used 

with the utmost bureaucratic seriousness, or ultimate frivolity.   

 

There is extensive debate over the issue of unproductivity in relation to digital 

play. Art too, battles with the prejudices that surround the label unproductive, 

which is still too often paired with ‘irrelevant’ and ‘futile’ (pre-rational). In relation 

to computer games, many theorists argue for their pedagogic potential. Paul Gee, in 

his book What Video Games Have to Teach Us about Learning and Literacy, argues 

that the experience of playing games translates to something outside of the game 

itself; in terms of skills, knowledge and/or approach to being-in-the-world. This 

then falls into Sutton-Smith’s discussion of the progress rhetoric of play, whereby 

play is a signifier for future gain (beginning with the adult encouragement of 

specific types of play in children). The dominant stereotypes of computer gaming 

are counter to the progress rhetoric and situate digital play as a ‘waste of time’, 

primarily engaged in by the inarticulate, anti-social, obsessive, pimply, adolescent, 

male game player. This issue of the ‘use-value’ of digital play will be more 

thoroughly discussed in relation to the ideas of Caillois: suffice to say that it is 

contentious and under constant negotiation. 

 

In terms of the broader sphere of games, Jesper Juul reminds us that one can 

make a living playing games, that games have negotiable consequences, whereby 

consequences are ‘optionally assignable on a per-play basis’ and can have an 

impact beyond the game sphere.57 Consequences might be serious. For example 

the Chicken Run in the film Rebel without a Cause – where two players drive cars 

toward the edge of a cliff and the first to exit before the car careens over the edge is 

                                                             
57 See, J Juul, Half Real: Video Games between Real Rules and Fictional Worlds, MIT Press, 
Massachusetts, 2005 
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the chicken; the severe consequence is simply that by unlucky circumstance one of 

the players is unable to exit and thus seals his severe fate. By another 

interpretation play can also function as a language and aesthetic for generating 

meaning and for political ends. The concept of serious play to be discussed towards 

the end of the thesis will shed light on this debate through the demonstration of 

how the alterity of play can be used as a vehicle to provoke thought, debate and 

function as a transmitter of knowledge – via its particular aesthetics and language. 

In this interpretation the aesthetic action of play becomes a means to situate play 

as relevant beyond the edge of the magic circle (to serve an external goal).  

 

 

3. Outside the scope of ‘ordinary’ life  

 

This idea that play is ‘outside’ ordinary life - a ‘temporary world within the 

ordinary world’, within fixed boundaries of space and time - is a consistent thread 

running throughout traditional theories of play. It reinforces play as pretence. Play, 

claims Huizinga, is “an intermezzo, an interlude in our daily lives”58, an ‘integral 

part of life’, but ‘different’, defined as ‘time-out’. In terms of digital culture this 

‘outsideness’ of play can be aligned with the techno-mirage of immersion; “the 

illusion of being submerged in a virtual world.”59 The term illusion itself is 

derivative of the term illudere or inludere which translates to ‘at play’. When 

engaged in a digital play realm there is a feedback between oneself and the visual 

information on the screen, or in the simulated environment, but true immersion is 

more myth than reality. As argued by theorist Andrew Hutchison; ‘even Char 

Davies’ virtual reality works, Ephemere and Osmose, belie the full experience of 

immersion by the hindrance of heavy and cumbersome head-mounted displays, 

distracting one from full absorption into the worlds presented.’60 This leap to a 

‘temporary world’ relies on a suspension of disbelief by the player and a 

willingness to learn the modes of navigation/the language of play that pull them 

away from the awkwardness of the apparatus/making them oblivious to the 

structure as they abandon themselves to the world/s presented.  

                                                             
58 Huizinga, Homo Ludens, p.27 
59 M Heim, ‘The Essence of VR’, in The Metaphysics of Virtual Reality, Oxford University Press, New 
York, 1993, p.112 
60 A Hutchison, Guest Lecture, University of Western Australia, 27th September, 2007 
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Play as ‘outside-ness’ defines it as the domain in which everyday rules are 

suspended, in an unbuttoning, a process of unplugging from the daily routine. 

Understood as such, play becomes aligned with notions of distraction (from the 

non-play world) rather than attention, temporality and transience rather than 

permanence and escapism rather than direct involvement with the world; all 

characteristics thematically associated with digital culture that point to an almost 

innate magnetism between play and digital virtuality. Nevertheless, within worlds 

of play degrees of attention, involvement and permanence, relative to the duration 

of the game (or attention span), certainly re-assert themselves. Furthermore, 

whilst play might be an outsideness, it might also be an insideness. This is a result 

of the internal dynamics set into motion, coupled with the world unto itself created 

by being in play.61  

 

Another way of thinking through such terrain is via Turner’s concepts of the 

liminal and the liminoid. For Turner the concept of the liminal as ‘threshold’ is 

associated with the pre-rational, whereas the liminoid is aligned with the 

rational.62 Accordingly; “Optation pervades the liminoid phenomena, obligation the 

liminal. One is all play and choice, an entertainment, the other is a matter of deep 

seriousness, even dread, it is demanding, compulsory.”63  Both forms of liminal or 

liminoid society structures, operate in terms of a work-play continuum that 

manifests differently in each. According to Turner the tendencies are that, “one 

works at the liminal, one plays with the liminoid.”64 This can be understood in 

                                                             
61 In Australian Aboriginal art, ‘outside’ art is defined as that which engages with the public realm, 
while ‘inside’ art engages with the secret-sacred. It is difficult to disengage the sacred and the 
profane in Aboriginal culture. Inside and outside deals with dreaming (as dreaming is in 
everything), but there are aspects of dreaming which are dangerous and a form of higher 
knowledge which are restricted and secret (inside). See Chapter 5, “Inside and Outside:  the Yolngu 
System of Knowledge”, in H Morphy, Art and an Aboriginal System of Knowledge, University of 
Chicago Press, 1992, USA. 
62 Turner delineates the term liminal to refer specifically to ‘thresholds’ or forms of play, which are 
particularly prevalent in smaller scale populations, apparent in ritual-bound ‘tribal’ structures. 
Concurrently, he also designates the liminal to the secular structures of today; such as secret 
societies, university fraternities and secular drama, for example. The term liminoid is subsequently 
applied to large scale populations and ‘Western cultural phenomena’ (such as manifestations of 
digital culture). Liminoid is more like a commodity, part of the capitalist ethos; as compared to the 
loyalty structure of membership to a club/group that defines liminal. The liminal is associated with 
community, whereas the liminoid, individuality. The liminal in large-scale societies is reduced to a 
metaphor, with the liminoid as primary. 
63 V Turner, ‘Liminal to Liminoid, in Play, Flow and Ritual: an Essay in Comparative Symbology’, 
p.43 
64 Ibid. p.55 



33 

 

terms of smaller pre-industrial societal structures where work and play were 

integrated in rituals, rites and religious beliefs, as well as the transitional proto-

industrial period, where leisure was as yet undefined, and work was defined by 

greater collectivism then integrated into the family unit with irregular ‘time-out’. 

Western industrial capitalist structures gradually led to the separation of work and 

play. Play was designated to the realm of children, the working classes formed and 

the concept of leisure arose. Now in so-called late capitalism the continuum is 

shaken again, as the onset of digitisation brings play forcibly into the fold of 

communications technologies. According to Joseph Levy, it is “play, not work [that] 

has become the major source of personal dignity and identity in post-industrialist 

society”65 and for Julian Stallabrass, “the computer produces in the player a 

simulacra of industrial work” with “the autonomy of each action, its repetition, 

precise timing”.66 The simulacrum of industrial work seems apparent relative to 

multiplayer gaming arcades, where monitors are gridded in rows, screens glowing, 

heads down to the grind; individuals ‘plugged in’, engaged in an activity of choice 

not necessity, a source of personal success and dignity.67  

 

It is apparent that the concepts of play and work are today defined by 

inversions and displacements, the liminal and liminoid collapse into one another, 

both freedoms and controls are experienced: pockets of carnival and patterns of 

rigidity, similar to but not the same as times past. When defining play as either 

liminal or liminoid, there is a risk of excessive rigidity. Indeed, its manifestation in 

digital culture has put such concepts to the test. Engagement in digital play makes 

it easy to designate an affinity between the concepts of work and play and to 

understand them in the same ball park (rather than as opposites framed as 

mutually distinct and competing for hierarchy). Digital play (or any play) can also 

be an inversion of work – or the shadow of work. This takes into account a 

similitude in characteristics between the two, but also acknowledges 

discrepancies. For example the element of chance in play can be seen as an 

inversion of its signification in work; where a high degree of predictability, risk-

management and future foresight - ‘future proofing’ - is privileged. The 

                                                             
65 J Levy, Play Behaviour, Krieger Publishing Company, Florida, USA, 1995, p.185 
66 Stallabras, p.102  
67 See for example, the games arcade in the Iluma shopping complex, Singapore. The question of the 
lack of necessity is shaken when players are actually working within the games, such as the famed 
‘gold-diggers’ of China. 
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intermixture of work and play, the liminal and liminoid in the digital realm point to 

the greater inversion – though not necessarily exclusion - of work within the play 

sphere.   

 

Though limiting, the concepts of the liminal and liminoid maintain relevance as 

metaphors for thinking about the interface and cyber identities. The interface is 

the boundary between the actual and the virtual; between our-selves and our object 

of engagement, in other words, the point of access to – and ‘control’ of - that which 

is represented in the screen. It is a threshold construct par excellence and the vital 

component of any digital play structure:68 An inadequate interface makes for an 

impoverished play experience. The generalised ideal is to have the interface as 

discrete as possible, ‘invisible’, to maximise the directness of the experience 

(though as chapters four and five will demonstrate, this ideal is open to 

subversion). Then in terms of cyber-identities/avatars the liminal/liminoid 

constructs are useful for thinking about the process of the individualisation of 

boundary identities that are played and worked through. Avatars are the vehicle 

for how agency and personal identity are negotiated in a digital terrain of 

anonymity. This is particularly applicable in relation to multi-user-domains 

(MUDs), but many computer games and art works also demand identification with 

a given avatar as a surrogate self/screen persona. Turner elucidates on the nature 

of virtual experiences and their innate liminal/liminoid qualities, stating that 

participants are separated from; 

 

normal, everyday, and quotidian reality enough to place them betwixt and 

between the indicative real world and the subjunctive world of the virtual 

experience. In a sense, they have a foot in either world: their physical self who 

sits before the computer, and their constructed self who resides within the 

virtual environment.69   

 

                                                             
68 The construction and function of the interface and how it affects players/participants will be 
discussed at length in the following chapters as a fundamental component to the experience of 
digital play. 
69 S Morrison, Betwixt and Between: On the Design of Developmental Virtual Liminal Experiences, 
1996, retrieved 24 November 2004, 
http://www.fragment.nl/mirror/various/Morrison_S.1996.Betwixt_and_between.html. 
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In echo of Sherry Turkle, material space is then, ‘just another window’ on the 

world, its uniqueness defined by the in-escapeability of corporeality. Play also 

becomes just another perspective on the world, operative according to particular 

consensual structures limiting movement from without and defining movement 

from within. In this sense Turner’s observation is not so rigid but calls for 

flexibility when thinking about the outsideness/insideness of digital play (or any 

play, for that matter). It brings to the fore the idea that digital play is not 

necessarily hermetic, but potentially osmotic (as is demonstrated by the fluidity of 

the play/work/seriousness dynamic and artistic practices such as Mixed and 

Augmented Reality). This idea is more readily apparent in society at large with the 

virtualisation of currency, the paper-less office, or even the proliferation of Reality 

TV shows as a playful, yet perverse grasp at the real; the production and 

preservation of the illusion of reality and authenticity in a realm of simulation and 

spectacle which merely reminds us of our ‘lives lived somewhere between reality 

TV and TV reality’. In ‘techno-speak’ the claim is that ‘reality is becoming more 

virtual, virtuality more real’, but it is merely the fact of negotiating a different kind 

of reality/virtuality that has been confronting: a context in which the play concept 

is in the front line and inevitably subject to inversions and displacements. 

                                                                                                                         

 

4. Within fixed boundaries of time and space with its own sets of rules 

 

Play is distinct from ‘ordinary’ life both as to locality and duration…All play 

moves and has its being within a play-ground marked off beforehand either 

materially or ideally, deliberately or as a matter of course.70  

 

The titles ‘play-time’ and ‘play-ground’ are indicative of this segregation of space 

and time as fundamental to the understanding of play. Rules, the other essential 

element in this delimitation exist to provide context for the actions within the 

playspace and impart meaning and relevance to the play, “All play has its rules”.71 

Space, time and rules specifically position play as that which is delimited within its 

own dimension - Huizinga’s ‘magic circle’, or an ‘insidedness’ - requiring a unique 
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language of definability (a pen and eraser are inert objects until circumscribed by 

laws of play to become a bridge traversed by a car). These structures also couch 

the main premise of Lev Vygotsky’s research into play, with the claim that play is 

the creation of imaginary situations with constraining rules. But unlike Huizinga, 

the creation of rules for Vygotsky have a greater developmental function in terms 

of control and self-discipline as well as preparation for a life bound by laws. In 

Huizinga’s vision the boundaries of play are fixed and veritably separate from the 

world beyond play. This view overly idealises play and neglects the relationship 

between different types of play and play forms, which can be malleable (paidia) and 

osmotic (margins within centres ad infinitum), as well as fixed (ludos).  

 

In terms of games Hans-Georg Gadamer remarks that; 

 

The particular nature of a game lies in the rules and regulations that 

prescribe the way the field of the game is filled.…The playing field on which 

the game is played is, as it were, set by the nature of the game itself and is 

defined far more by the structure that determines the movement of the 

game from within than by what it comes up against – i.e., the boundaries of 

the open space – limiting movement from without.72 

  

Gadamer recalls the concept of the magic circle which becomes the outer-rim of 

the field, protecting the content of the game from external - everyday - elements 

like an invisible shield. The content is defined by the rules and regulations which 

conjoin to maintain the nature of the game. The internally generated limitations of 

a given game are thereby sustained to support the game, the in-play, as if sphere 

(though they may feel largely inconsequential in the actual act of play). The 

limiting of movement from without prevents interruption or invasion of the space-

time of play by the space-time of not-play, the extraneous. Yet a situation can arise 

in which two incommensurable play forms collide and one play form becomes an 

extraneous element, a foreign body and deviates into the form of another. For 

example, if a streaker transgresses onto a football pitch, the two forms of play 

come to a head and the football game-play is veritably halted. The invisible shield of 

the playing field is pierced as a result of the infraction of the boundary definition 
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delineated by the internal rules. To add to this, an intricate structure of power 

relations exists between play forms; certain games maintain a particular 

association to status, whereas others have less repute. Therefore a particular 

socially elevated play form may become subordinated to a generally denigrated 

play form - the boundaries of the second engulf the first - such that a collective 

game of football may be momentarily subordinated to the individual play of the 

streaker who morphs the spectacle from football, to a short-lived game of catch. 

This is an example of paidia negatively infringing upon ludos, the pre-rational 

contravening and inverting the rational. But the two are not necessarily strictly 

antagonistic; the limiting of movement from without may be rescinded in place of 

inclusivity. The space-time of individual play forms can therefore actuate as 

complementary and maintain an affinity - such as the minutiae of conversational 

play (paidia) in combination with a board game (ludos). Whilst these examples are 

all play, they take shape as different configurations of play that can exist both 

individually and mutually exclusively within a complex structure of power 

relations with other play forms - they are internally structured in terms of systems 

of inclusion and exclusion, whose boundaries can be discriminating or inchoate.          

 

The play apparati of digital play are highly specific in nature, synthetic 

products of a post-industrial world, based upon data configurations, but they can 

also work to critique and subvert the very technology and systems that define 

them. Pretence pervades the specifically virtual play space, as it does traditional 

play. Digital play necessarily exists within the fixed and segregated time of data-

space; engagement is realised in physical space but represented in immaterial 

space, in which play is demarcated within a game structure or other art or net-

space (global time) conducive to play. Many digital worlds enable the exploration 

of virtual polygonal space through the course of the play, “temporal progress is 

mapped onto spatial projection”.73 A computer game can be spatially understood 

as a virtual game-board whereby the rules are defined by the code, to be rigidly 

fixed like in Tetris, or enable greater degrees of flexibility through the randomness 

built into a given program. Such flexibility provides the player with a plethora of 

possible outcomes and the illusion of infinite choice/possibility, the illusion of 

omnipotence within the virtual space delimited by code. Seemingly paradoxical, 
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the programmatic pattern and structure supports and allows for randomness 

(pattern is rescued from sterility through the intermixture of randomness to 

enable play freedoms).74 A digital media artwork may also follow this game-board 

analogy but more readily has the potential to diverge and enable a ‘confusion of 

boundaries’ through the possibility of the incorporation of a wider range of 

elements (immersive spaces, indeterminate rules, unpredictable 

responses/functionality and so forth), than the stock-standard game conventions 

demanded by profit margins. 

 

In the space-time dynamic, the relationship of play to time displays historical 

as well as conceptual complexity. Traditionally the industrial conception of time, 

places an emphasis on discipline, precision and efficiency; as became apparent in 

changes in societies following the aftermath of the invention of the mechanical 

clock. The clock made it possible to delimit play as against work as time out. The 

clock, and the electric light-bulb to follow, were technologies supportive of a socio-

cultural setting that implied guilt around play and pressure concerning the choice 

of how to spend time in addition to fear of wasting time, being ‘unproductive’. This 

is only exacerbated by play’s specific relationship to time. There is an apparent 

dilation of time when one is immersed in play. This relationship is then associated 

with the theme of speed and the evaporation of time, evidenced in the colloquial 

association of the flight of time in combination with fun. This seeming relativity 

decrees that tedious work time can feel endless in contrast to the colossal abandon 

of time felt when actively socialising or immersed in a game. The theme of speed, 

itself, is prominent in digital culture and indeed a recurrent theme in any 

technological revolution, as McLuhan states; “The principal factors in media impact 

on existing social forms are acceleration and disruption”.75 With digital play there 

is something inherently disturbing about the time dilation, the teeming hours that 

can so easily disappear, ‘eyes glued’, playing computer games. Edward Hayot 

writhes in the embarrassment of spending inordinate amounts of time in the 

Massively Multiplayer Online Fantasy Role-Playing Game (MMORPG), Everquest; 

 

                                                             
74 This directly recalls Katherine Hayles’ analysis of the shift from presence and absence to pattern 
and randomness as fundamental to the information revolution. See Chapter Two of K Hayles, How 
We Became Post-Human, 1st edition, University of Chicago Press, USA, 1999 
75 M McLuhan, Understanding Media: the Extensions of Man, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1964, 
p.103 
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And so the hours disappear, and you lie; you don't go into work because you 

“had stuff to do at home”; you cancel or refuse invitations to dinner, you 

spend much less time watching TV (a good thing, presumably)... but you 

can't really tell most people how you're spending your hours. 76 

 

To add to this, digital networks in themselves invade time with extraneous 

malfunctions, inexplicable errors, crashes and participation in compulsive 

banalities; such as choosing the right font, layout or colour combinations for a 

given document. Digital play is manifest in virtual space, but it consumes time, 

insistently, voraciously and unforgivingly. 

 

 

5. Labile in so far as ‘ordinary’ life can reassert itself at any time 

 

This point is self-evident. In terms of digital play one can always be jolted back 

into actual, ‘normal’ existence, the boundaries that contain play - seemingly so 

stable when one is in the act of play - are so easily susceptible to bursting, thus 

creating a void, engulfing play. And as already argued, there is an osmotic 

characterisation of play clearly exampled in digital play by the fold of real-life into 

gaming and recent phenomena such as Alternate Reality-Gaming (ARG) and Mixed 

and Augmented reality in art. Within play, however, there is a consensual desire to 

maintain the play-space, stay within the state of the game and maintain the 

illusion, the suspension of disbelief. This is why the spoil-sport and the sore-loser 

are viewed with such disdain;                                               

 

the spoil-sport shatters the play world itself. By withdrawing from the game 

he reveals the relativity and fragility of the play-world in which he had 

temporarily shut himself with others…Therefore he must be cast out for he 

threatens the existence of the play-community.77 

 

The sore-loser then emerges as someone who taints the end of a game with a sour 

attitude or even exercises the potential to not only disrupt, but irreparably 

                                                             
76E Hayot, ‘Moving to Norrath’, in Printculture: A Daily Blogzine on Culture, Politics and Academic 
Life, retrieved 7th January 2005, http://www.printculture.com/item-73.html. 
77 Huizinga, Homo Ludens, p.30 
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sabotage the state of play in the acknowledgement of the inevitability of loss and 

consequent stubborn refusal to continue. In this case the sore loser negates a basic 

tenant of gameplay in the refusal to cooperate in solidarity and maintain the game 

and/or comprehend that; “The pleasure of the game is inseparable from the risk of 

losing.”78 The manifestation of such a state of frustration once the game is over 

retrospectively taints the play of others with a projected disagreeable demeanour. 

Through the ignorance of the other players, the deviance of the cheat is more 

readily assimilated within the playspace, as the cheat maintains the illusion of play, 

subversively morphing the rules for the purpose of personal success. Nevertheless 

if the cheat is discovered, subversions revealed, the play world also shatters, for 

“as soon as the rules are transgressed, the whole play world collapses.”79 This 

suggests a rigidity rather than a lability – even as the act of play may be labile, it 

would seem that the work of the cheat does not make the game labile, indeed the 

need to cheat and the ‘rules’ against it suggest that the game is rigid and not labile. 

In this sense the game has all the character of a phallic rather than labile discourse, 

being one based on power not subversion. But it is labile if the cheat can bend the 

rules. For undiscovered, the cheat remains the fittest; in a position of power. It is 

also labile in so far as it is a forum of socialisation that demands a cooperation that 

is tenuously subject to individual choices, random interruptions and unexpected 

foul-play. In this we see the dialectical relationship between the labile and the 

phallic as well as other mirroring metaphors, such as pre-rational and rational, the 

upside-down world and the official order.                                                                                      

 

When it comes to digital play, a similar situation is evident. The sore-loser’s 

plight is still one of concentrated futility; limited to slamming the off-key in 

frustration, pulling the plug; or in an art context storming out of the gallery and/or 

refusing further engagement in the play. The cheat’s role is both heightened and 

limited in digital play. It is celebrated in an online community, with downloadable 

‘cheat notes’ for computer games, access to source code and back doors for the 

successful subversive navigation. The quintessential cheat of digital play is the 

famed hacker; framed in an aura of mystique the hacker decrees the rules of the 

play in a carnivalesque gymnastics of boundary bending. The limitations on the 

                                                             
78 R Caillois, Man, Play and Games, Translated by Meyer Barash, Thames and Hudson, London, 1962, 
p.173 
79 Huizinga, Homo Ludens,p.30 



41 

 

cheat’s reign come in the form of (official order) ‘anti-cheat’ software, spy-ware, 

security devices and sealed game structures yielding no access to source code with 

no provision of ‘cheats’ (but for the blog divulgence of experienced players). 

Furthermore, digital media art within a gallery space also - for the most part - 

negates the cheat’s mobility, by nature of its context and/or un-cheatable 

construction (unless it is net art). But essentially, the digital play sphere is not 

exempt from terminal disruption by the actions of the sore-loser and the cheat. 

Again while play is labile it also maintains a certain deterministic aspect; not least 

with digital play as subject to the availability of connectability, electricity and 

battery power; as a form of play - for the most part - presently based in, and 

maintained by, non-renewable resources. 

 

 

6. Promotion of the formation of social groupings 

 

Play is an activity which may be dually engaged in individually or collectively 

and according to Caillois, it is not unusual for play to shift from a solitary activity to 

a collective activity; “games of skill may quickly become games of competitive 

skill.”80 The potential of any given individual play to allow the player to 

demonstrate his or her abilities or pit them against another player – whether real 

or imaginary – is an essential part of play; “possessors of the same toy congregate 

in an accustomed or convenient place where they test their skill.”81 Marbles, 

basketball, darts or golf, for example, may be perfected in solitude for hours, before 

taken to a socially performative and/or competitive forum. In addition it is 

apparent that certain games have a tendency to sweep through cultures, to be then 

adopted and concentrate in particular groups as glue - a play paradigm - for their 

formation. The players might have nothing in common but their desire to play 

football or bingo. As a consequence, play forms can also function as a medium of 

socialisation for individuals who do have common interests and values, but limited 

social opportunities. The collectivising tendencies of play defines it as an activity of 

participation and communion or methexis, in Huizinga’s terms.  

 

                                                             
80 Caillois, Man, Play and Games, p.37 
81 Ibid. p.38 
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It is evident that digital play is intricately interlinked with digital culture as a 

play that can both promote the formation of new social groupings - collectivism - 

and the distinction from wider culture and society - individualism. So where 

exactly do the collectivising and individualising tendencies sit in terms of digital 

play? According to Sutton-Smith; “Of all the toys that are machines and that work 

by themselves and can be enjoyed in solitude for endless periods of time, the 

apotheosis is undoubtedly today’s video game.”82 This is palpably evident, like a 

book, computer games can be uniquely, individually, absorbing – as mourned by 

Hayot - hours, days, months can slip away in individual communion with the 

machine; trying to beat an immaterial - or globally present but physically absent - 

opponent. Computer games are often connected with the theme of alienation as 

symptom of and/or perpetrator. Indeed, one of the key critiques of technology 

since the industrial revolution has claimed that it has functioned as a force of 

alienation, provoking social and community disintegration. The extreme example 

of this, today, is what the Japanese refer to as the Otaku. Otaku is primarily a 

derogative term in Japan, derivative of the Japanese term for ‘household’. It refers 

to Japanese or non-Japanese people who reside in a state of Hikikomori – social 

withdrawal - and discard any grasp on the world outside of video games, Anime 

cartoons, or simply net-space; thus locating themselves in a perpetual, socially 

deficient realm of obsessive - for the most part digital - play. In Virilio’s somewhat 

exaggerated understanding, technologised societies are full of Otaku, individuals 

for whom there is no longer a world beyond the make-believe, the virtual or the 

screen; ‘the screen is our new horizon’83 he states. This is play as obsession, as 

pathological, contaminated and corrupted, as the dominant modus operandi, rather 

than the exception. This idea also mirrors the European construct prevalent during 

the industrial revolution, art-for-art’s-sake, which can be reframed as a post-

industrial techno-fetishistic construct - where play becomes autotelic: play for 

play’s sake as the limits of the world. According to Caillois, this kind of play 

attitude or ethic can create a risk situation in which play is polluted; “What used to 

be a pleasure becomes an obsession. What was an escape becomes an obligation, 

and what was a pastime is now a passion, compulsion and source of anxiety.”84 

Nevertheless beyond this extreme, digital play does allow for the formation of a 
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strong ‘gaming culture’ in a positive sense and connection amongst individuals and 

groups via social media85 across geographical divides. The uniqueness of this 

culture resides in the fact that unlike prior - still present - traditional formations of 

play cultures (chess groups, tennis clubs, bingo, football and so on), computer 

gaming culture can be both localised and globalised in the actual act of play, 

pushing the space-time dynamic beyond the local materiality. Likewise, digital 

media arts can address the local individual and a broader global collective. 

Traditional forms of art and games may reach global importance and spectacle, but 

they are only ever played at a local, material level. Digital games create 

transnational (cosmopolitan) communities whereas traditional games such as 

football are highly nationalised even though played globally.86 The social group of a 

computer game can converge privately, in a lounge room, publicly, in an arcade, or 

globally, in net space and/or through a multiplayer online game across the 

networked world. Communities can form in data space, never to meet in actuality: 

they play together apart. This is a play culture as both globally dispersed and 

locally concentrated, defiantly individual and classically communitarian - in 

distinction from traditional, pre-digital play cultures.                                                                                                   

 

A final point of relevance in thinking about play as participation is to return to 

Turner’s ideas of the liminal and liminoid. Turner characterises the concept of 

communitas as intrinsic to the liminal event, as a particular form of social being 

and community. According to Turner, communitas; 

 

…may be said to exist more in contrast than in active opposition to 

social structure, as an alternative and more “liberated” way of being 

socially human, a way of being both detached from social structure – 

and hence potentially of periodically evaluating its performance…87 

 

This is in accordance with many of the characteristics of play discussed thus far. 

Play is contained by the inclusive formations of communitas as a realm of 

                                                             
85 Such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, MySpace, Flicker, Blogging more generally, and so forth. 
86 Then there is the case in which very individualised games, such as tennis are beginning to move 
into the transnational sphere with recent stars appealing to people around the world, a fact which 
may be an effect of the digital domain. 
87 V Turner, ‘Liminal to Liminoid in Play, Flow, and Ritual: An Essay in Comparative Symbology’, 
p.51  
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exception which is in contradistinction to the exclusive tendencies of many social 

formations (though play is by no means absent from exclusive structures and in 

fact promotes them in many of its manifestations). Within societies, Turner argues, 

there is a constant struggle between ‘the forces of structure and the powers of 

communitas’ which oscillate at high tension. Communitas, as a liminal event 

succinctly applies to play as a detached form of outsideness that is also interlinked 

with the society in which it operates. Play is then framed as a space which allows 

for the possibility for reflection, alternative perspectives and detachment as well 

as understanding of the greater world within the worlds which are created in the 

play. A simple example is a digital media artwork which calls attention to its 

internal aesthetic dynamics and broader issues out in the world, or a computer 

game of tennis which enables knowledge as to the rules, skills and nuances of the 

actual game in the world. 

 

 

Some Qualifications 

  

In Huizinga’s key defining features of play, it is clear that there are consistent 

threads running through his thought which persist in - and enable a clearer 

understanding of - the concept of play in relation to digital technologies. Yet 

several qualifications need be made in regard to his theorising. These derive from 

the idea that Huizinga would have undoubtedly had mixed feelings toward the 

increasing fusion of play and technology and this view is entirely indicative of his 

time. Huizinga perceived the ‘onward and upward’ drive of technological 

progressivism and expansionism, with its ensuing rationality and scientific 

discourses, as discordant with the play element in culture and contrary to the 

aesthetics of play. In some respects Huizinga follows Heidegger, who argued that 

technology was the main protagonist in the erasure of an older form of Being in 

which our relationship to the earth and its objects has become one of domination 

rather than accord. In continuity with Weber, then, the triumph of rationality over 

tradition, of technocratic progress over community, is seen by Huizinga as the toxic 

fruit of the capitalist seed. Like Adorno, the technological rational is understood in 

terms of homogenisation and hegemony. This antagonism is reflected upon in C.P. 

Snow’s inflammatory 1959 Rede lecture, The Two Cultures, where the lack of 
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communication between the sciences and humanities is posited as a problem to be 

overcome. Although Snow’s position has been contested with good reason, these 

debates still bear relevance today as the uses of technology prove primarily 

detrimental to the natural environment. But at the level of artistic creation there 

are diverse interdisciplinary practices, not only digital media arts, but hybrid 

practices such as Bio Art which use the tools of science as artistic media and 

therefore not only challenge divisions - such as that between art and science - but 

also valuably contribute to the ethical debates.     

 

Huizinga’s distaste toward the manner in which scientific judgements viewed 

the world - from an entirely rationalised conceptual framework - is defined by a 

persistent antagonism toward the scientific approach to or conceptualisation of 

play. For Huizinga play is ‘attacked’ by science at the expense of aesthetics - 

science and aesthetics are pitted against one another. Contrary to Huizinga’s 

hopes, science today becomes an accomplice to play and the aesthetics of play 

surface through the language of code. This is a paradoxical merging of the 

rationality of science with the so-called senselessness and irrationality of play.88 

The tools and thought of science have nevertheless enabled the creation of a 

diversity of play forms initially derivative of cybernetics and embedded with 

notions of highly technologised post-industrialism in the developed world. Digital 

play is a product of technoscience and its consumption is defined in terms of 

cyborgian pleasures delimited by data. Ancillary to this is the resounding critique 

of digital media art, which claims that it is both limited and overwhelmed by 

technofetishism and the technology risks superseding the aesthetic. Huizinga’s 

view echoes within this critique and whilst one of the aims of digital media artists 

is often to de-technologise the computer and humanise the technology, this aim is 

repeatedly thwarted when their installations are still understood in the manner of 

computer thrills and science fair techno-gizmos. The challenge for many digital 

media artists is then to dislodge this stereotype and use the media technologies as 

artistic media rather than reify them and be limited to the provocation of cheap 

thrills. Digital media technologies have developed as both cross-disciplinary tools 

and contemporary art mediums and in resonance with Donna Haraway’s cyborg 

myth, digital play may be thought of as the “illegitimate offspring of militarism and 

                                                             
88 Huizinga, Homo Ludens, pp.22-36 



46 

 

patriarchal capitalism, not to mention state socialism” and as Haraway remarks; 

“illegitimate offspring are often exceedingly unfaithful to their origins. Their 

fathers, after all, are inessential”89 The point here is that whilst digital play is part 

of a technoscientific trajectory it has nevertheless developed within its own 

increasingly rich and diverse cultural landscape; offering different perspectives on 

emerging technologies from within. As a carnivalesque element of technoscience, it 

does not need to remain tied to the 3Ci - command, control, communication, 

information - ethos. Many digital media art works function as a critique of those 

very militaristic structures and origins90, demonstrating “pleasure in the confusion 

of boundaries and responsibility in their construction.”91 Nevertheless, these 

origins are not entirely shunned; the commercial computer game sphere maintains 

significant links with games appropriated for the service of science (Fold It, 2008) 

and funded or produced by the military-industrial-complex (America’s Army, 

2001), thus supporting the ‘official order’. The terrain is divided in the distinctions 

between computer games and play-orientated forms of digital media arts, there 

are points of antagonism as well as support of Huizinga’s thought.  

 

To be fair, it is necessary to take a brief look at the climate in which Huizinga 

was writing; both for the sake of gaining a fuller understanding and to enable a 

clearer distinction between historical interpretations and manifestations of play 

and their contemporary counterparts. From the present point-of-view, the 

industrial revolution is seen as a complex period of concentrated change and re-

interpretations in cultural and societal norms and ways of being and playing in a 

changing world. Patterns of critical change and their impact on the sphere of play 

were evidenced by the rise of the middle classes; the development of the concept 

of leisure; greater entrenchment of capitalism and its coinciding values; the 

invention of childhood; the production of new technologies and forms of 

mechanical play and, the changing relationships between people and machines.  

 

From the outset it is clear that the industrial revolution inaugurated a shift in 

the conceptualisation of work and leisure. No longer part of the cycles of nature 

                                                             
89 D Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs and Women: the Re-invention of Nature, Routledge, 1st edition, New 
York, 1990, p.151. 
90 For example Eddo Stern’s piece, Fort Paladin (2003). 
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both became subject to factory time, mechanisation and the forces of 

industrialisation. The American engineer Fredrick Winslow Taylor had a defining 

role in shaping the understanding of the worker from the late nineteenth to early 

twentieth century.92 His ideas were largely influenced by Social Darwinism, which 

applied biological theories to socio-economical systems. Taylor privileged the 

implementation of hierarchical structures in the division of labour as well as in the 

treatment of human beings as mere entities of functionality. Taylor also introduced 

the stopwatch as a tool for the systemisation of the proficiency of the industrial 

worker93 no longer to work to the rhythms of nature, but rather to the rhythms of 

the machine, of mechanism. Such ideas played into the hands of capitalists such as 

Henry Ford, as well as Nazis and Stalinists - who each keenly put Taylor’s ideas 

into practice. The repercussions of these theories and practices were evidenced in 

the exploitation of the human body in a grave neglect for and devaluation of, 

human life. Huizinga’s position forms part of a backlash against Social Darwinism, 

Rationalism and the machine. His reactionary thought coincides with that of a 

generation felt betrayed by the consequences of industrialisation and capitalism - 

the elevation of production, consumption and accumulation. It becomes clear that 

for Huizinga capitalism thereby drowns the spirit of play as play is supplanted by 

the puerile activities of leisure and the proliferation of machines merely crystallise 

authoritarian relationships.  

 

Another quintessential event of the industrial revolution of relevance here is 

the invention of childhood.94 Childhood solidified as a distinctive social identity 

and valid sub-cultural formation during this time. The previous assimilation of 

children as cogs in Taylor’s mass machine gradually ceased in the industrialised 

world, as instead, children began to be ‘incarcerated’ in schools for the first time. 

Play began to be designated as innate to children, a ‘birthright’, something that was 

also necessarily grown out of – for the sake of work - or morphed into a ‘morally 

                                                             
92 M Davis, ‘The Stopwatch and the Wooden Shoe: Scientific Management and the Industrial 
Workers of the World’, Radical America, Vol. 9, no. 1, January-February 1975, pp.68-95 
93  It has also become a tool of modern sport and play. 
94 There is much speculation that there was little respect for children prior to these times, with 
evidence gleaned from the lack of representation of children in art or literature, in addition to the 
high mortality rate of children. However this evidence is tenuous and there is certainly an enduring 
lineage of children’s toys in the form of dolls, for example, dating back to the middle ages, non-
western cultures and ancient Greece. Yet it must be noted that dolls were also used for sacred and 
ritual practices. 
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acceptable’ past-time under the banner of leisure. Teddy Roosevelt, at the time 

president of the Playground Association of America, wrote; "If we would have our 

citizens contented and law-abiding, we must not sow the seeds of discontent in 

childhood by denying children their birthright of play.”95 The Play Movement of the 

late 19th century framed child’s play within the rhetoric of progressivism and 

individualism, in contrast to the more collective understandings of play in times 

prior to industrialisation (where play formed a continuity with adulthood). The 

newly industrialized urban layouts necessitated the invention of playgrounds, if 

only as a social requisite - as specific supervised and rationalized refuges within 

the grime of inner-city industry. Playgrounds took form as highly structured 

spaces guarded by recreation officers who had the role of directing the play. They 

were spaces designed to promote the ‘good morals’ and ‘appropriate conduct’ of 

the generations of the future, as socially and moralistically sound spaces, 

“playgrounds would reform the churning and potentially explosive social milieu.”96 

This history spills into the move toward the idea of parks as places for social 

reform; as regulated hubs of activity. The remnants of this concept have continued 

and morphed into today’s mass-multi-activity recreation mega-centres - with their 

machines for bodies, personalised training and regulated classes. Here play is 

coupled with discipline and control, subject to the systemisation of the times, to 

become a transcript of the times; morally circumscribed in the realm of childhood 

and morphed to a watered down form in the leisure of adulthood.  

 

Alongside such changes, the late 19th century was also witness to the fusing of 

industrial technology with the play concept. This is evidenced in the 

unprecedented mass-manufacture of not only play objects (dolls, miniature cars, 

toy trains etc…), but giant play oddities. Whilst the relationship of body to machine 

was primarily one of domination by machine - as is satirised in Charlie Chaplin 

films such as Modern Times - there is an undercurrent of mechanical play bubbling 

through the gaps in the hierarchical machinations. This age witnessed the 

gestation of play in the petri dish of mechanical devices; with all their rationalised 

                                                             
95 T Roosevelt, quoted in New York City Department of Parks and Recreation Website, retrieved 
24th January 2005 
http://www.nycgovparks.org/sub_your_park/historical_signs/hs_historical_sign.php?id=11631 
96 S Hardy & A.G, Ingham,  ‘Games, Structures and Agency: Historians on the American Play 
Movement’, Journal of Social History, Vol.17, No.2, Winter 1983, p.286 
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and bureaucratised derivatives.97 Seasonal carnivals were re-invigorated by a new 

technological element and permanent fairgrounds were created. Corporeal 

spinning machines defined the identity of these carnivals and new-born 

fairgrounds, from Luna Park to Coney Island; where the Ferris wheel and roller-

coasters dominated the horizon with their awe-inspiring wondrous might. The city 

space was animated with these entities of mechanical play, showy industrial icons 

of technological mastery and ‘progress’. Contrary to Huizinga’s view of the waning 

of play with the onset of industrialisation, Caillois reveals a very different view of 

these carnivalesque mechanical play contraptions; 

 

In their very atmosphere, they belong to the universe of play. In addition, the 

thrills they provide correspond point for point to the definition of play: they 

are brief, intermittent, calculated, and as discrete as games or successive 

encounters. And finally, they remain independent of the real world.98 

 

Huizinga is here displaced by the broader views of Caillois, who acknowledges the 

continuity of play alongside technological change. The Ferris wheel, invented by 

George Ferris in Chicago, was initially built in 1893 in reaction to the grandeur of 

Paris’s Eiffel Tower at the World Fair three years earlier. Yet today it still maintains 

a landmark position as an echo of the industrial age - a symbolic entity of play 

intertwined with ideals of technological progressivism, ingenuity and technocratic 

might. Parallel to the Eiffel tower - in a perpetual dual - the Ferris wheel today 

towers over Paris’ Champs Elysées. Beyond such mythic romanticisation of 

industrial technology coupled with play, however, the crucial point is that contrary 

to Huizinga’s hopes and prejudices, play does not cease with technologies of 

industrialisation. Play persists to be shaped by those very technologies, as it is 

today shaped by silicon-based technologies to take on yet another identity: an 

identity that also has a significant role in shaping the development of the very 

technologies it is made from.  

 

                                                             
97These are prime examples of play saturated in moral overtones; a playground attendant would 
survey the child’s play and intervene to direct morally superior types of play as a ‘grooming’ for 
adulthood.  
98 Caillois, Man, Play and Games, p.50 
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The play paradigms of carnival and fairground experience alluded to above 

recall Mikhail Bakhtin’s theorising on “the double aspects of the world and of 

human life”99 - the carnival/upside-down world and the established order. For 

Bakhtin play is intimately intertwined with the carnival of Rabelais’ time, as a non-

hierarchical levelling, a ‘second life’, a chaotic, all-encompassing outsideness in 

which life itself becomes momentarily “shaped according to patterns of play” (to 

then resume ‘normality’ the following day). This carnival play concept is neither 

entirely appropriate nor inappropriate here. A critical point about the aesthetics 

and language of play enabled by data technologies is that they are still only 

available and accessible to a relative minority. This has been dubbed the ‘digital 

divide’. Digital play is - by nature of the technology - veritably implicated as a 

significant element in the digital divide. It is arguable that ideals of democracy, 

hailed by the proponents of techno-utopia crumble as digital play is located within 

yet another esoteric sphere dominated by the techno-elite. But this is not a fixed 

situation, for the proliferation of the mobile phone, as an example, has been simply 

astonishing. Locals of the Harau valley in West-Sumatra still cook their dinners 

over a wood stove and bathe in the local river, but they will insist on owning a 

mobile phone, or even two. Such images are disruptive to the notion of a digital 

divide; it may be the case that those with access - technologically, geographically 

economically - are those with the choice to enter the realm of digital play, but those 

without access are not as numerous as they once were. Nevertheless, it remains 

clear that entry to the play sphere is not necessarily granted by class, so much as it 

is by means of access as well as knowledge (or what could be called, digital 

literacy). For Bakhtin, unlike for Huizinga, technology is not necessarily a limit to 

carnival/play, for he argued that carnival space-time is a suspension of the 

established order and hierarchy,100 that the carnival follows a logic of the inside-

out ({ l’envers) as an inversion of hierarchy (any hierarchy). In this context, 

assuming the existence of plural carnival elements in the play forms of digital 

culture, the aforementioned possibility of digital play to act as inversion within the 

normative realms of technoscience resurfaces. As such, digital play is re-affirmed 

as a realm of potentiality for carnivalesque subversion of the established order, the 
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100 Ibid. p.7-10 



51 

 

carnival nucleus of technoculture. This is concurrent with the themes of 

participation, lability, ‘freedom’ and delimitation in space and time.  

 

Though Huizinga’s position is certainly justified in many respects, final 

qualifications still bear mentioning. In Homo Ludens: the Play Element in Culture 

(synonymous with the opinion that play is universal) Huizinga expresses an 

idealistic view of a particular play culture. This is made apparent by comments 

such as the following;                                         

 

If ever an elite, fully conscious of its own merits, sought to segregate 

itself from the vulgar herd and live life as a game of artistic 

perfection, that elite was the circle of choice renaissance spirits.101 

  

Huizinga self-confesses to a lifetime of wrestling with antinomies of an intuitive or 

rationalist approach to history, of romanticism and anti-romanticism. But what 

appears to maintain consistency throughout his thought is the elevation of ‘noble 

play’ derivative of values based on Christian faith. Huizinga viewed both the 

Renaissance and Archaic world as the ‘Golden Ages of Play’ and tended to veer 

toward an elevation of aristocratic values, coupled with a general dismissiveness 

toward the democratic structures of his age, which he argued were, “in danger of 

being wrecked on the uncivilised behaviour of the masses.”102 George Steiner 

observes in his introduction to Homo Ludens that Huizinga “…takes a persistently 

selective and nostalgic view of civilisation.”103 Pining for a bygone age, he argues 

for the authenticity of isolated forms of play and “sets up rules for what counts as 

good life and good play.”104 In the concluding chapter of the book he mourns the 

culture of a pre-industrial time. He critiques the decline of society with the 

emergence of a democratic ideal and the increasingly collectivist, progressivist, 

rationalist and utilitarian structure of modernity. Alongside the backlash against 

capitalist values, Huizinga demonstrates a further backlash against the triumph of 

the work ethic, which after Weber would be associated with Protestantism and the 

Puritan ethic of self-denial, thrift and duty (which Weber formulated as the 
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underpinning of capitalism). ‘Neither Liberalism nor Socialism’ offers the play 

factor any nourishment claimed Huizinga. The all pervasive influence of and 

engagement in play in this context is framed as inevitably subject to radical 

decline. Paul Virilio upholds the idea that an accident coincides with every new 

technology and for Huizinga the accident of industrialisation and its technologies, 

is not the loss of limbs to factory machines, nor the derailment of trains, it is rather 

the collapse of play. He attributes the nineteenth-century slide of play into oblivion 

to the industrial age ‘donning of the boiler-suit’ and coinciding rise of “social 

consciousness, educational aspirations and, scientific judgements”.105 These 

thoughts maintain an echo of Luddism, as one particular response to the plethora 

of changes witnessed and experienced during the industrial revolution. They have 

resonated as problematic to many respondents, such as Pieter Geyl who reacted 

fiercely, couching Huizinga as an ‘accuser of his age’ who idealised the past “for the 

purpose of having an object of comparison against which the shortcomings of the 

present (largely imaginary ones) would come out as blackly as possible.”106 And 

one might ask, where would we be without social consciousness and educational 

aspirations?  Was it not social consciousness that drove the initial backlash to and 

questioning of industrial technologies?  

 

 

PART 2 

 

1.3 Roger Caillois: Classifications and Forbidden Relations 

 

After Huizinga, the mid-twentieth-century French theorist Roger Caillois 

(1913-1978) emerges as the next point of significant relevance to theorising play. 

Caillois, better known for his concept of legendary psychasthenia,107 reinterprets 

Huizinga’s concepts in a structuralist manner. Caillois studied under Marcel Mauss 

and developed many of his ideas alongside the Surrealists as a member of the 

group, Le Grand Jeu (the Big Game), whose central figures were Rene Daumal and 

Roger Gilbert-Lecompte. Following a split with the leader of the Surrealists, André 

Breton, Caillois aligned himself with Tristan Tzara, Luis Aragon, Gaston Bachelard 
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and Jules Monnnerot, before then developing a frustration with Surrealism’s ‘lack 

of scientific objectivity’ and siding with Georges Bataille.108 Caillois’ ideas of 

mimicry and camouflage were influential on another surrealist fellow traveller, 

Jacques Lacan, whom, as I shall discuss presently, is also important to this thesis. 

Lacan adopted Caillois’ ideas for the development of the famous ‘mirror phase’109 

and it is not such a leap to suggest that Caillois’ theory of play and games also had 

an influence on Lacan (e.g. jouissance). In 1958 Caillois wrote the book Les Jeux et 

les Hommes, which was subsequently translated into English by Meyer Barash in 1961 and 

titled Man, Play and Games. This book inaugurated a classic typology of play and 

games. In this book Caillois turns away from the value judgments expressed by 

Huizinga and argues that Huizinga’s analysis is condemned to both exaggerated 

broadness and narrowness, with a particular neglect toward the analysis of games. 

Huizinga certainly maintains scepticism toward certain types of games, claiming 

that a game of chess, for example; “may fascinate the onlookers, although it still 

remains unfruitful for culture and devoid of visible charm.”110 Limiting the value of 

a game to aesthetics is a problematic standpoint, especially considering games are 

a fundamental conduit of play and chess, in particular, testifies to the 

pervasiveness of play in games through its enduring epochal relevance.111 Caillois 

respectively picks up the lead to argue that games are universal, all-pervasive and 

all-persuasive; as is evidenced by their persistence and adaptability across 

cultures, over centuries. As Caillois remarks, “Empires and institutions may 

disappear, but games survive with the same rules and sometimes even the same 

paraphernalia.”112 Caillois seeks to define ‘the largest common denominator of all 

games’ in a manner which nevertheless demonstrates a significant debt to 

Huizinga. This is evident in his delineation of the formal characteristics of play (in 

specific relation to games) as: 

 

                                                             
108 See, R Caillois, The Edge of Surrealism, edited with an introduction by C Frank, trans. C Frank and 
C Naish, Duke University Press, Durham and London, 2003 
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forth. 
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1. Free: in which playing is not obligatory; if it were it would at once lose its 

attractive and joyous quality as diversion; 

2. Separate: circumscribed within limits of space and time, defined and fixed 

in advance; 

3. Uncertain: the course which cannot be determined, nor the result attained 

beforehand, and some latitude for innovations being left to the player’s 

initiative; 

4. Unproductive: creating neither goods, nor wealth, nor new elements of any 

kind; and, except for the exchange of property among the players, ending in a 

situation identical to that prevailing at the beginning of the game; 

5. Governed by Rules; under conventions that suspend ordinary laws, and for 

the moment establish new legislation, which alone counts and; 

6. Make Believe: accompanied by a special awareness of a second reality or of 

a free unreality, as against real life.113 

 

The majority of these points maintain synchronicity with Huizinga’s defining 

characteristics of play as; freedom, chance, for-itself and outside ordinary life. 

Caillois’ points therefore, do not necessitate extensive discussion and clarification 

as far as the present analysis is concerned. A closer look at the issue of 

unproductivity is needed however, for it is an enduring classifying characteristic of 

play that is largely responsible for its denigration. This prejudice runs against one 

of the core premises of this thesis, that is, that play can function as a language and 

aesthetic beyond the realm of frivolity, unproductivity and wastefulness. This will 

become more apparent through the discussion of play-centric digital media arts, 

but for now it suffices to question how we understand the relationship between 

play and notions of productivity.  

 

 

The Question of Play as Unproductivity 

 

Caillois insists on the unproductivity of play to an even greater degree than 

Huizinga, who, as we recall claimed that ‘no material gains or profit’114 could be 
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acquired from play. Caillois re-affirms this comment with his own, stating that; 

“Play is an occasion of pure waste: waste of time, energy, ingenuity, skill and often 

money.”115 This extract reveals the direct influence of Bataille, who dealt 

extensively with the phenomenon of waste. Here play takes on an excremental 

nuance, becoming cultural detritus relegated to the realm of abjection. It becomes 

both a source of attraction and repulsion where the repulsive tendencies dominate 

within a societal rhetoric of progressivism and rationalism. Well before Caillois, 

similar thought may have led Nietzsche to comment on the saturation of ‘free time’ 

with guilt, due to its perception as ‘unproductive’, as he explains; “Soon we may 

well reach the point where people can no longer give in to the desire for vita 

contemplative (that is taking a walk with ideas and friends) without self contempt 

and a bad conscience.”116 The unproductive and non-utilitarian characterisation of 

play is parallel to the view of play as something we do to escape the demands of 

productivity, to revel in doing something for its own sake; rather than in response 

to institutional, societal or other extraneous pressures and demands which bear 

serious consequences. Indeed, this is in part a valuable function of play; play as 

release, as escape, and it is perhaps what Caillois is driving at, for he maintains 

respect for the significance of play. The more problematic side to this view 

emerges in Neitzche’s comment - when play is assumed to be solely frivolous and 

beyond the domain of utility, it is all too easily relegated to the sphere of 

unimportance. This is detrimental to the potential for play - through art and 

culture for example - to be given credibility, to contribute to humanity in 

challenging ways. The guilt factor emerges as an on-going burden of association 

that play bears through this negative formulation of play as unproductive. Within 

this thesis the play concept is understood as not essentially unproductive.117 

Through Huizinga play was understood as productive of culture and intertwined 
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with aesthetics. However, can it not go further, through games and art for example, 

to critically and even politically reflect on the world, which we inhabit?118 

  

As aforementioned the notion of unproductivity lies at the heart of the 

stereotypical framing of computer games as a sheer waste of time. There are 

divergent opinions on this topic, without and within game-culture. Some gamers 

will argue for the wasteful futility of computer games, whereas others will point to 

both their entertainment and educational capabilities. Given the diverse output it 

is undeniable that some are significantly challenging, educational and thought 

provoking, whereas others are less so. Then there are games such as Fold It119 - 

which uses the game form to access human brains to solve real problems of science 

- complex protein folding equations over a distributed network.120 With Fold It 

gamers are at the literal service of science.121 Overall however, there is a lack of 

diversity in the content of gaming; the representational language adorns 

stereotypes and travels well-worn paths. For the most part these games are devoid 

of the at times rich emotional content found in other media, such as literature or 

film. Computer games primarily satisfy competitive, aggressive and ego-fulfilling 

urges and there is much discussion in regard to this problem and its resolution. 

There are polarising debates over whether the function/effect of games is positive 

(harmless release of aggressive or distracted energies) or negative (perpetuating 

unethical or violent behaviour to the end of physical manifestation). This is an old 

debate familiar to film and literature which has been re-invigorated by computer 

games. It primarily revolves around the theme of violence and is tied to questions 

of censorship, freedom of expression and ethical/moral ideas that concern the 

limits of representation.122 The point in particular with regard to computer games - 

as opposed to film or literature - circles around the nature of the experience as 

participatory. With this medium we are engaged in increasingly realistic 

simulations - stealing cars and attacking civilians – the choice to take part in such 
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simulations provokes the fear of the conflation of game and reality. The 

antagonistic drive of this debate frames computer games as negatively productive 

leading to “increased aggressive behaviour, thoughts, and affect; increased 

physiological arousal; and decreased pro-social (helping) behaviour.”123 In 

contrast, the view of computer games as positively productive focuses on the 

benefits, “problem-solving abilities, perseverance, pattern recognition, hypothesis 

testing, estimating skills, inductive skills, resource management, logistics, mapping, 

memory, quick thinking, and reasoned judgments.” 124 The reality undoubtedly lies 

somewhere between.  

 

Through play-centric digital media arts, then, we can witness ‘positive 

productivity’, for want of a better term, as symptomatic of the participatory 

experience. The aesthetics and language of play function as a vehicle for the 

transmission of meanings that often involves physicality – e.g. movement, touch - 

to generate cognitive and emotional response and understanding. Digital media 

arts, like all arts, are shaped by the context from which they emerge and as such 

reflect back – critique, promote, unravel – that very context. Another off-shoot of 

the gaming realm as further evidence of a push toward ‘positive productivity’ is 

edutainment games - which proliferated in the 1990’s and are undergoing 

resurgence today. Edutainment games have been likened to ‘chocolate coated 

broccoli’ by games/cultural theorist Brenda Laurel, as an essentially unpleasant 

failure. The optimal combination of fun and educational content is a challenge; it is 

more often games without the aim to educate from which players learn the most. 

The appropriation of gaming aesthetics and language in the realm of art is an 

alternative to ‘games for fun’ and ‘games for learning’. Such projects diverge from 

the mainstream representational language and demonstrate the possibility for the 

provocation of thought, subversion of stereotypes and challenge players in new 

and original ways. This practice is still in its artistic infancy yet already it is 

incredibly dynamic, prolific, pervasive, ever-expanding and diverse in its 

applications and relevance beyond mere frivolity. 
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Caillois’ Archetypes of Play 

 

Caillois specifies his analysis of play to demarcate four categories or archetypes 

of play and effects of games;                                                                                       

 

1. Agon (competition): this is a characteristic specific to both games and other 

cultural forms. It “presupposes sustained attention, appropriate training, 

assiduous application, and the desire to win.”125 

2. Alea (chance): this applies when the game and winning is dominated by 

chance or fate; “it is the very capriciousness of chance that constitutes the 

unique appeal of the game.”126 

3. Mimicry (make-believe): The acceptance of pretence, the ‘magic circle’. 

Aside from the particular characteristic of rules; “mimicry exhibits all the 

characteristics of play: liberty, convention, suspension of reality and 

delimitation of space and time”127 

4. Ilinx (vertigo): Vertigo is the desire for altered perception via such physical 

‘torture’ as frantic, repetitive spinning and nausea-inducing contraptions, 

such as amusement park rides (play tinged with terror and defined by a 

skewed reality-effect).  

 

These categories are by no means mutually exclusive, they frequently occur in 

combinations specified by Caillois and they are readily identifiable in digital media 

art and games. 

 

 

Make-Believe and the Everyday 

 

The ever-persistent play element of make-believe folds into the idea of the 

separation of play from ‘normal’ everyday life (to reside in what Huizinga termed a 

‘magic circle’).  This sphere elevates the as if component of play whereby make-

believe is a pre-requisite for involvement in the play. The role of the imaginary in 
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psychological theories of child’s play is crucial. Then in adult game-play, in 

Monopoly for example, the little plastic blocks are symbolic stand-ins for houses on 

a property, we make-believe them, just as we make-believe that we are running 

through a given digital landscape in a first person or third person computer game 

or artwork. This element of make-believe fuels the excitement in large part 

because there is a direct identification with the character represented on the 

screen, or with a yellow block on a game-board. The connection is made explicit 

when we potentially duck, strain and scream in actuality, in response to detached 

events on a screen. The characteristics of pretence, illusion, suspension of disbelief 

and obliviousness toward practical concerns in the world, as time is relentlessly 

devoured, are key to play as make-believe.  

 

However, this by no means negates the possibility for play to function to bring 

players back to an involvement with the realities – not the artificialities – of the 

world. In the computer games realm the genre of ‘serious games’ embodies this 

intent by, for example, basing the play on current media events, like the Madrid 

bombings of 2004, and aiming not to trivialise significant global moments, but 

rather provoke thought and debate via an alternate language and aesthetic. In 

other words, while play is discussed by Caillois as a separation from everyday life 

involving make-believe, it also has points of connection and conversation with the 

world, interconnections with the everyday (as was discussed in relation to 

Turner). Then, paraphrasing William Stern, Uri Rapp remarks that; 

 

The “world” is taken into play, transformed, turned into semblance. Man 

negates the world in his play-freedom, but affirms it in his play contents… 

play is a turning away from the “real” world, and turning toward it 

simultaneously.128 [my italics]   

 

For example Monopoly simulates the practices of capitalism in the 

acquisition/monopolisation of land.129 In this sense simulation becomes not about 

the replacement of the real in the Baudrillardian sense, but rather a reminder of 
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real practices. Furthermore, it is undeniable that real, consequential, decisions are 

made through the language of play. The Wong Kar Wei film 2046 (2004) illustrates 

this when the gloved gambler’s decision of whether or not to leave with her lover 

is sealed through a simple card draw – fate is determined by chance. Then in a 

more literal sense Jesper Juul discusses how the everyday overlaps with play in the 

examples of playing chess by mail, or the time-consuming, life-absorbing multi-

player online games which can become one’s everyday.130 The latter example 

works to confirm Baudrillard’s position and it is questionable whether digital play 

ends once the screen is turned off, for the multiplayer online game continues to be 

played and the player in question continues to mentally strategise their next move. 

The obvious question is: where does play end and real-life begin? But perhaps it is 

not a simple stop-start scenario, but rather a more intricate, organic relation to the 

world and play within it. 

 

Roland Barthes explores the rhetoric of play in a similar vein to Rapp, positing 

toys as a ‘microcosm of the adult world.’131 Barthes discusses toys as socialised 

objects, which always have innate socialised symbolic meanings. Modern toys are 

objects of ‘anticipatory socialisation’ intertwined within the particular socio-

political, ideological matrix of the given society in which they are produced. As 

such they become implicated in the formation of gender and life roles. Caillois 

echoes this view with the opinion that, “…children’s games consist of imitating 

adults, just as the goal of their education is to prepare them in their turn as adults 

to assume real responsibilities…”.132 Cabbage-Patch dolls, for example, are toys 

with a fanatical, mass-consumer appeal; they can be seen to ‘prepare’ girls for 

mothering without unnecessary realities and messy taboos such as sex. Bob-the-

Builder toys, likewise, prepare boys for a world of hammers and nails; the 

repetitive work of repair, minus the blisters. Then there is the entire genre of 

computer games in the form of simulations, where it is possible to make-believe 

that you really are the golf champion you’ve always desired to be, connecting your 

real-life experience to, or replacing an unattainable wish with, the screen fiction. 

The make-believe element of play is thereby framed as directed by individual play 

objects, not only implicated within a wider symbolic realm, but also overlapped 
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with the everyday world. Therefore to reaffirm; Huizinga’s magic circle is not 

necessarily impervious and perhaps this is especially heightened with computer 

games, with the idea of play as a ‘second life’ – but also part of life - as a trend that 

began with the demarcation of leisure from work with the onset of 

industrialisation.  

 

 

The Relations between Archetypes within Societies 

 

When it comes to combinations of Caillois’ archetypes of play, some are 

compatible whereas others are not. Caillois argues that there is a generalised 

tendency for combinations of Alea and Agon to become more prevalent in ‘civilised’ 

societies and gain greater relevance over those of Mimicry and Ilinx. Alea and agon 

are aligned with democracy, capitalism and large-scale societies, whereas mimicry 

and ilinx are attributed relevance in ritual based traditional cultures - what Caillois 

terms, after Nietzsche, ‘Dionysian cultures’, in contrast to ‘civilising cultures’ - each 

of which mirror the demarcating metaphors of play: rational/prerational, upside-

down world/official order, labile/phallic. “[E]ach time that an advanced culture 

succeeds in emerging from the chaotic original, a palpable repression of the 

powers of vertigo [ilynx] and simulation [mimicry] is verified”133, remarks Caillois; 

‘madness and delirium’ are tamed and pushed to the periphery – the carnival is 

controlled and stifled by the official order. Although this still maintains a degree of 

relevance today, there is nevertheless significant evidence of mimicry and ilynx in 

digital play. Even as their expression in today’s culture might occupy a ‘watered 

down’ form, it still bears mention. 

 

The wearing of masks is an essential component to the play of mimicry as 

much as a sense of disequilibrium defines ilynx. Masks as objects of disguise and 

metamorphosis form a parallel to and metaphor of today’s constructed cyber-

identities/avatars. Identity can be fluid in cyberspace, where anonymity often 

defines the play. Just as the mask in the physical realm transforms the wearer, 

mimicry triumphs through the possibility of selecting characteristics of 

appearance and personality to customise a screen persona distinct from one’s 
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material self (eg. Spore, Second Life). Ilynx then, is the type of play characteristic of 

carnival contraptions, it is the intense experience of disorder, disequilibrium and 

destruction, states of dizziness, madness and delirium, the intoxication of dancing, 

pleasurable torture, the elation of speed and feeling of sudden panic, a rapid 

whirling or falling movement. Within these broad but thematically conjoined 

parameters it is possible to identify ilynx in the melting pot of digital culture. This 

is made evident in the experiences elicited through/by a variety of devices; the 

body spinning capsules and VR set-ups in today’s game-arcades; glow-in-the-dark 

warfare game-spaces; immersive environments that have the effect of saturating 

and confusing the senses (such as the art of the Austrian group Times Up) as well 

as the states reached by keen gamers who play to infinity, oblivious to bodily needs 

and functions and finally; the plethora of gizmo’s, gadgets and unceasingly pumped 

out cultural detritus that, in one way or another have a remarkable distorting 

psychological/affective/physical impact. An argument could be made that this 

delirium is more efficiently contained and controlled today by the overarching 

conventions of capitalism - production, distribution, automation, efficiency, 

repetition, consumption – than in times past.134 In this view specific leisure 

activities are created and controlled by the capitalist economy to give populations 

the impression of freedom, release, choice, control and escape within a highly-

regulated environment. Yet as previously discussed, it is risky to ascribe too much 

power to control and play can take on many forms, as for example, being a 

carnivalesque element of digital culture, with the inversion of stagnant 

regimentality and subversion of norms. Work of artists such as Vuc Cosic, the 

Institute for Applied Autonomy and the Graffiti Research Lab, alongside the 

proliferation of player-created modifications for pre-existing games, are examples 

of the carnivalesque capabilities manifest in and enabled by digital culture. The 

function of play as release/‘freedom’ (carnival) within culturally specific 

constraints (rules) is ever-apparent; this is the ontology of play, its universal yet 

Darwinian characterisation.  
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Caillois claims that in the culture and society of his day, mimicry is merely 

‘diffused and corrupted’, whereas ilynx is only present in ‘mind-benders’ 

associated with drugs, including alcohol. Both mimicry and ilynx are subdued;  

 

…reduced to roles that become more modern and intermittent, if not 

clandestine and guilty, or are relegated to the limited and regulated domain of 

games and fiction where they afford men the same eternal satisfactions, but in 

a sublimated form.135 

 

They lose their traditional dominance, are pushed to the periphery of public life. 

Accordingly, they become merely a former shadow of the powerful position they 

held in ritualistic and carnivalistic populations. This ‘more powerful’ position was 

defined by the wearing of masks and other instruments of metamorphosis which 

maintained a fundamental symbolic role in rituals, religious ceremonies and states 

of possession and ecstasy (e.g. shamanism and voodoo). This accoutrement 

therefore occupied an essential component of a culture’s repertoire of experience. 

It was also a key theme of the carnival in medieval times described by Bakhtin, 

where the inversion of norms, experience of vertigo and simulation thrived.136 

Clearly this type of play expression, although still present in parts of the world is, 

as argued by Caillois, diminished in many respects. For example symbolism and 

religion do not occupy the pivotal positions they once did, ritualistic practices are 

different to what they once were and the carnival does not exemplify an 

uninhibited loss of control to the same extent. However, it could be argued that 

following Caillois’ time, the explosion of electronic music during the 1990’s and the 

coinciding proliferation of rave-culture and mass festivals recreated and re-

defined a similar field of experience heavily saturated by the language and 

aesthetic of play.137 Furthermore, speed and acceleration, as defining themes of 

digital culture, are also defining traits of ilynx. Such experiences of digital culture 

in addition to computer games, occupy a renewed relevance for the expression of 

mimicry and ilynx – thus re-shaping the definition of play in terms of Caillois’ 

                                                             
135 Caillois, Man, Play and Games, p.97 
136 See Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World. 
137 See G St. John, Victor Turner and Contemporary Cultural Performance, Berghahn, New York, 2008, 
USA and G St. John, Rave Culture and Religion, Routledge, New York, 2004 and S. Reynolds, 
Generation Ecstasy: Into the World of Techno and Rave Culture, Routledge, 1999, USA. 
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original archetype category combinations. Perhaps if Caillois was still writing 

today, he would be interested in the electrification of mimicry and ilynx.  

 

Caillois concedes to a contingent relationship between alea and illinx in which 

players “are no longer aware of fatigue and are scarcely aware of what is going on 

around them.”138 This concession bears relevance to some of the experiences of 

digital culture described above. However, for the most part, Caillois stridently 

maintains that “vertigo cannot be associated with regulated rivalry…Rules and 

vertigo are decidedly incompatible.” and “Simulation and chance are no more 

susceptible to mixing.”139 But again, we need to reassess Caillois in light of 

subsequent developments. For it is apparent that digital play is unprecedented as a 

play of many guises in many different packages. It shakes up the integral structure 

of ‘forbidden relationships’. As explained above, ilinx as well as mimicry is widely 

discernible in digital culture and they are often in combination with agon in rule-

bound structures.140 It is possible to simultaneously follow the rules of play, 

compete, identify with an on-screen persona, and become sick from excessive 

screen time and neglect of corporeal needs. It is clear that chance occurs within the 

structure of mimicry as participation in a simulated world engages the player in 

make-believe or suspension-of-disbelief, through identification with a given avatar, 

as aforementioned. We can also see that alea is co-present to fuel the intrigue (in 

computer games, for example), though at times it may occupy a tenuous position. 

When a given computer game or digital media art work has been played ad 

nauseum (vertigo) through persistent repetition, the element of chance wanes in 

the shadow of predictability. It is then sheer skill and desire to win/beat the 

machine, agon, which is the focal drive of the play. Essentially, it can be palpably 

witnessed that digital play abides to each of Caillois’ categories, both according and 

disaccording with Caillois’ original propositions. As a concession to Caillois, 

however, these forbidden category combinations are not re-actualised as 

fundamental and central to culture and society, but merely concentrated and 

                                                             
138 Caillois, Man, Play and Games, p.73 
139 Ibid. 
140 Furthermore, it is evident that pre-modern societies were also highly rule-bound. Caillois 
perhaps follows an earlier, primitivist notion of pre-modern cultures. More current interpretations, 
such as Marshall McLuhan and Eric Michaels argue that pre-modern and postmodern societies have 
much in common in their use of and orientation toward technology. 



65 

 

intensified in pockets of particular participatory behaviour facilitated through data 

structures.      

 

 

Paidia and Ludos 

 

Caillois further constructs his analysis of play and games by containing the 

four aforementioned categories of play within the two opposing points on the 

spectrum. These points are defined as ways of playing, the already familiar paidia 

and ludos. Paidia - derived from child’s play - characterises play as pre-rational, 

exuberant, spontaneous, tumultuous and chaotic, like the play of a kitten with a 

ball of twine. Whereas ludos - etymologically connected to games - is play as 

rational, structured, tense and rule bound, a game of chess. Ludos disciplines and 

enriches paidia - “its general contribution is to give the fundamental categories of 

play their purity and excellence”.141 This reinforces the function of rules as 

determining elements for the form and meaning of play. In paidia, the as if 

(imaginative engagement in, suspension of disbelief and immersive being-toward-

play) performs the same function as rules in ludos.142  

 

Computer games clearly fall to the side of ludos, as they are positioned as 

programmatically defined and delimited structures marked by an attitude of 

determination toward play; of adherence to the rules; a clear delimitation and a 

playing to win to the final completion of the game. Broadly speaking, digital play as 

a whole is more commonly associated with ludos (rational), but it is not strictly 

incompatible with paidia (pre-rational). Paidia does surface in computer games 

but more frequently emerges in digital media art installations - marked by a desire 

for surprise, mysteriousness, non-seriousness, play of pushing the limits and 

boundaries, contrary to strict adherence to limiting structure. Digital media arts 

are not strictly subject to the need to adhere to ridged rules and conventions of 

game structure, or the same profit/market orientated demands placed on 

computer gaming. As such they mark a realm that allows for greater potentiality to 

                                                             
141 Caillois, Man, Play and Games, p.33 
142 To this conceptual categorisation we could also add James Carse’s notion of finite and infinite 
games. See J. P. Carse, Finite and Infinite Games: a Vision of Life as Play and Possibility, Random 
House USA Inc., 1997, USA. 
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create the structures for a more fluid/indistinct, abstract or critically orientated 

direction for digital play, yet they can also be strictly demarcated in game-like 

form. Art-games and game-art then borrow from each sphere as hybrid structures 

reflective of parts of both sides of the spectrum.  

 

Caillois is most relevant for thinking about how play can operate through 

games in terms of both definitive and fluid structure and be defined by specific 

characteristics. Caillois claims that; “Games are largely dependant upon the 

cultures in which they are practiced. They affect their preferences, prolong their 

customs, and reflect their beliefs.”143 He argues for a reciprocal relationship 

between a society and the games it chooses to play. Perhaps then, it can be added 

that the manner in which games are re-formulated and the types of games played 

by a society, also impacts upon the concept and definition of play – not to mention 

its language and aesthetics. This is evidenced by the re-formulation of Caillois’ 

archetypal combinations in digital play; where previously forbidden relationships 

become enabled through the new mediums of play and different cultural contexts. 

The virtual game-board brings the archetype of mimicry/simulation to greater 

cultural significance than prior forms of play. Chance and competition remain 

strong, whilst ilynx/vertigo is renewed - albeit in potentially sublimated form, as a 

kind of aside to play in today’s societies rather than fundamental to its expression.  

 

 

PART 3 

 

1.4 Brian Sutton-Smith: the Question of Adaptation and Play as a Safe 

Space 

 

Brian Sutton-Smith, a contemporary writer in the field of play-theory has 

written extensively on the complexity of play as a broadly articulated cultural, 

social and psychological phenomenon. In The Ambiguity of Play (1997) he targets 

the manner play has been theorised by outlining seven rhetorics of play: Progress, 

Fate, Power, Identity, Imaginary, Self and Frivolous.144 These rhetorics are fairly 

                                                             
143 Caillois, Man, Play and Games, p.82 
144 See Sutton-Smith, The Ambiguity of Play 
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self-explanatory, therefore rather than attempt the massive task of consolidating 

Sutton-Smith’s thought, I will selectively discuss the historical contextualisation 

and privileging of select play forms; the idea of games as adaptive phenomena 

alongside a fold in this idea; the understanding of play as safety in simulation. This 

will enable further thought not only on the demarcation of games and play, but 

also on the current state of play in a post-industrial world in the grips of 

technological shifts and tensions. 

 

It is significant to note that the history of certain Western play forms is 

inevitably intertwined with regimes of imperialism and colonialism. Sutton-Smith 

delves into this lineage and links play to the history of colonisation, with the 

“colonial or subordinated peoples shedding their own folk life for imitations of the 

play identity of their conquerors.”145 Or, at the very least, being strongly persuaded 

to shed their indigenous play forms, as in the nineteenth century, where; 

 

In New Zealand… the missionaries and school teachers exercised their 

“Christian” influence in part by deprecating games that were not congruent 

with their own…The Europeans argued that the parallel Maori games signified 

parallel Humanity, whereas nonparallel games were heathen forms.146                                                                                                                                                  

                                                                                                                                    

Sutton-Smith demonstrates the tendency of dominant classes to maintain a play 

ethic saturated in ideals of moral superiority and entrenched in rhetorics of class 

toward games and the various play forms. This is resonant with Huizinga’s 

questionable ideological views that privilege aesthetically ‘correct’ forms of play. 

This tendency is far-reaching and threads through the early Greek Olympics - for 

the aristocratic elite - to today’s games such as golf which has at times been laden 

with an aura of elitism. Pamela Nelson adds to this view with her observation that; 

 

…toys reflect the attitudes of the dominant group, they have helped legitimate 

the ideas, values, and experiences of that group while discrediting the ideas, 

                                                             
145 Sutton-Smith, Toys as Culture, p.96 
146 Ibid. 
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values, and experiences of others, helping the favored group define itself as 

superior and justify its dominance.147 

 

A pattern has unfolded whereby folk culture forms of play have repeatedly 

been usurped imperialistically and replaced by the ‘morally superior’ play forms of 

the dominant groups (such as the missionaries). Or they have been denigrated as 

‘lower’, unworthy play forms.148 This is also apparent throughout play theory and 

in the conceptualisation of play today. ‘Authentic’ play forms are legitimised; there 

is both an epochal privileging and denigration of select play forms (Plato, 

Aristotle). Huizinga slides into this rhetoric in his negation of the possibility of a 

coupling of play and technology in favour of play forms specific to an 

incommensurable era. This is in contrast to a reality in which the subaltern is not 

so easily disenfranchised and hybrid or syncretic play forms always emerge. For 

example the ball game Marn Grook played by the Djab Wurrung people in Western 

Victoria is said to have laid the foundations for the development of Australian 

Rules football by Tom Wills.149 

 

The broader ideological positioning of play within today’s high-capitalist 

culture is illustrated by the plurality of cultural stereotypes that infuse different 

types of play. Chess has associations with intellectual nerdishness, croquet with 

snobbery, bingo with old age, basketball with hip-hop cool, computer-games with 

adolescence, computer solitaire with bureaucratic boredom, and so on. Particular 

and defined circles of play networks are organised within cultures with their own 

systems of inclusion and exclusion, hierarchical structures, prejudices and 

stereotyped associations. How we play, who we play with and what we play, is 

subject to a plurality of socio-political-ideological inflections. Like art and 

language, play is universal but it is not a neutral construct. So where does the 

digital play ethic reside relative to this complex matrix of meanings - from the 

connections between play and colonisation, to its ideological embeddedness within 

                                                             
147 P. B Nelson, Toys as History: Ethnic Images and Cultural Change, retrieved 12th February 2005, 
http://www.ferris.edu/htmls/news/jimcrow/links/toys/. 
148 According to Sutton-Smith, this has more recently led to a necessary backlash as older folk 
traditions have witnessed a sporadic revival of traditional games – a remembering in a context of 
multiculturalism and the desire to maintain a culturally specific identity within a milieu of 
globalisation, cultural monopolisation and Americanisation. 
149 See, J Poulter, Marn-Grook: our Original National Football Game, Red Hen, Hubertus, USA, 2009   
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the context of the early 21st century? And what kind of culture arises in digital 

play?  

 

It is apparent that today’s advertising and monster marketing machines take 

the role of encouraging, endeavouring to implement, or at least direct the 

normative and desirable play ethic in the hyper-industrialised, high-capitalist 

context. This is an ethic interconnected with ideas about social status and 

acceptability, progressivism, digital elitism and personal identity. It is no longer 

nerdish for children – not to mention adults - to play computer games, but 

veritably cool (as long as they’re up with the trends) and the cultural assimilation 

of mobile, or ‘locative’ game play has reached an acceptable norm. The fear of 

being left behind is disseminated dually, ‘if you’re not connected then you’re not 

connected.’ There is a strong societal pressure to embrace the privileged digital and 

it heightens in urgency as non-digital ways of navigating and communicating in the 

world that has become redundant and increasingly difficult to maintain.  

  

 

Games: Reframing Reality, Avoidance and Adaptation 

 

The question of the impact of games on individual as well as society at large 

has peppered theory and philosophy over time. With a sociological slant Sutton-

Smith outlines three specific types of games that have emerged throughout history, 

concurrently, or in response to the particular adaptive needs of a given culture or 

society; 

 

1.  Games of physical skill  

2.  Games of chance and 

3.  Games of strategy.  

 

Accordingly, games of physical skill arose in cultures that had the need for 

cooperation; antagonism was expressed and mediated playfully rather than 

destructively (which would bear consequences too severe). A watered-down 

parallel could be today’s Olympic Games. Games of chance “first arose historically 
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in association with tribes that used magical and divinatory procedures.”150 These 

were interconnected with the idea that fate was controlled from above and could 

be mediated by shamans/tribal elders who would determine particular outcomes 

and/or transmit solutions to particular problems via the ritualistic game structure. 

Today’s Western parallel could be gambling and the associated delusionary faith 

invested. Games of strategy then arose alongside a need for diplomacy within 

larger populations/city cultures, which had a structured political organization. 

Examples would be Chess, Go and Monopoly. In post-industrial cultures it is 

apparent that each of these types of games is prevalent. This is the continuity of 

tradition, but it does not mean that adaptive need is absent. Large scale 

populations are endemic, so there will always be a need for political resolutions to 

issues with broad repercussions, in addition to the need for cooperation in 

community groups. Furthermore, the belief in and pull of fate and the faith in the 

potential to win, maintains a seductive hook on a mass scale through prolific and 

persistent lotteries and raffles.                           

                                                                                                                            

Alongside this delineation of games, Sutton-Smith delves into the broader 

social function of games. Through this process, one of the fundamental conclusions 

he draws extends the idea of games as adaptive phenomena;                                                                                                                                    

         

games can be seen as models of problems in adaptation. They exist to 

simulate adaptive problems that the group is having. They exist to reduce 

that problem to a scale which is manageable. They reproduce the two sides of 

the problem…and also the excitement that goes with the uncertainty of not 

knowing what the outcome will be. Yet because they are only games, they 

reduce the insecurity that might come with that excitement if it was real life. 

Players are not hunting real tigers or taking a chance with angry gods or 

trying to outwit diabolical adversaries. The dangers that go with these 

excitements in real life are largely curtailed and can therefore be studied 

within manageable levels of anxiety.151                                                          

 

                                                             
150 Sutton-Smith, Toys as Culture, p.63 
151 Ibid. p.63 
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This is one possible perspective on games where both the idea of games as 

simulations of or substitutions for actuality and play as safety in simulation arise 

as enduring concepts that continue through to current theories of digital culture.152 

This thought also has an extensive heritage, for example an ancient demonstration 

of the relationship of games to actuality is the design on a 530 BC Etruscan 

amphora. The design details Ajax and Achilles taking a pause from their battlefield 

exploits in the Trojan War to play the legendary game of Petteia (pebbles, 

stones).153 Their spears rest on their shoulders, diagonally converging at the point 

of play; Achilles wears his helmet, Ajax has his poised behind him at the ready. The 

legend has it that through total absorption in the game-play, the warriors became 

oblivious beyond this sphere to the ongoing war of Troy. The scene has been 

described as;  

 

a humanization of these legendary figures who could not live every moment of 

their lives heroically larger than life, but also needed to relax in such a homely 

and simple, even child-like way.154  

                                                             
152 Simulation is tied into concepts of hyperreality in Baudrillardian terms, whereby the real is 
usurped by simulacra, truth is exchangeable. Virilio instead proposes the notion of substitution, 
whereby the ‘loss of the real’ comes as a result of the substitution of actual reality for a virtual 
reality. 
153 Also referred to as a game of dice or morra. 
154 Anonymous, Art From Greece: Ajax and Achilles Amphora, retrieved 12th April 2008, 
http://www.artfromgreece.com/stories/v49.html.  

FIGURE 2. Exekias, Amphora with Ajax and 

Achilles, c.550-540 BC 
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Nevertheless, the representation clearly reminds the viewer of the reality beyond. 

This is boldly referenced by the spears and other accoutrement. Here play flows in 

an in-between zone, as a tense limbo between game and non-game, real and not-

real elements. The swords are signifiers for the greater conflict as the game draws 

the warriors into the play-space, they have a foot in each camp. The 

psychologically charged game is at once a diversion from the battle, a miniaturised 

substitution for the battle and a medium through which to divine the whims of the 

gods and thereby the outcome of the battle.155 Illustrated is the idea that games can 

be both a distraction/diversion from issues in actuality and a return to those issues 

via generally less consequential – though not necessarily inconsequential - means. 

  

Play can therefore take form as a ‘testing-ground’ - a ‘safety zone’. Play can 

diffuse actuality and reframe it and this can result in positive, politically 

challenging or alternatively, sinister overtones. Allegedly, not far from the Gaza 

strip Palestinian children play a game called Martyrs and Soldiers. It involves the 

children simulating suicide bombing, returning to life and shooting Ariel Sharon – 

the former Israeli Prime Minister.156 In another example the tradition of war 

playing-cards testifies to a symbolically more ominous engagement in play, with 

the set titled, Most Wanted Senior Iraqi Government Personnel, for example. The 

complexity of the ‘war against terror’ already so over-simplified by the good and 

evil rhetoric of G.W. Bush (‘either you’re with us or you’re with the terrorists’) is 

further relegated to abstraction and to a game. This abstraction is satirically 

ruptured by another card set, the Operation Iraqi Freedom Cards, which display 

such images as a mutilated Iraqi child, underscored with text that reads, another 

dangerous Iraqi militia eliminated. This latter set aims to demonstrate the 

inefficiency of the original card-set, to demarcate the boundaries between who is 

and isn’t killed, it calls clear attention to the mounting civilian casualty count so 

easily ignored by the ‘official order’ in the war on terror. Is this a return to the 

issues of war via less consequential means? Does it succeed in ironically using the 

                                                             
155 Even as both Ajax and Achilles subsequently lost their lives. 
156 D Kraft, ‘Coping with Adult Conflict in Gaza can be Childs Play’, New York Times, August 8 2005 , 
Retrieved 18th January 2005, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/08/08/international/middleeast/08gaza.html. 



73 

 

language and mechanisms of play to expose a very real tragedy? Or does it merely 

compound the pathos of that reality? 

 

Play as simulation/substitution can be seen as a realm of deferral/avoidance 

of the conflict at hand, the gross simplification of actuality and consequently the 

avoidance of real-life issues. Rather than ‘reducing the problem to a manageable 

scale’ the problem is merely postponed or denied. Sutton-Smith’s perspective 

posits play as a psychological aid – seriousness in safety – but play can also be 

about deferral as a strategy of avoidance and denial. The manifestation of either 

thesis lies in the intentionality of a given player, the medium and the construction 

of the game. We can play to avoid a tiresome task, to postpone or deny greater 

responsibility, to deny actuality, or we can play-out emotional issues in virtual 

worlds in the hopes of resolution, or play a strategy game to diffuse the intensity of 

conflict –similar to the representation of Ajax and Achilles.157 Furthermore, both 

hypotheses might even be contained within a singular act of play (digital or 

otherwise). Games can function as media for role-play through which we can 

presage and play out the possible consequences of actions in the greater world in 

order to explore and heighten awareness of the related issues; just as much as they 

can take us away from constructive action in actuality, away from the resolution of 

those issues.                                                                                

                                                                                                         

Sutton-Smith maintains that physical games are an adaptation to conflict, 

games of chance help “the players to adapt to their belief that the world is not 

really controlled by themselves but by forces outside themselves” and games of 

strategy “allow for adaptation to modern diplomatic requirements.”158 What does 

this mean in terms of digital culture and digital play? What adaptive problem/s do 

we encounter and how do digital media art and games function in this context? For 

Sutton-Smith the computer is a response to the information explosion. We are able 

to adapt to the flood of information in the world through sophisticated means of 

information storage and management. Yet this seems paradoxical, for empirical 

evidence suggests that the computer itself has opened the floodgates to a 

                                                             
157 S Turkle makes a strong argument for the positive and even therapeutic effect of multiplayer 
online games in her research. See S Turkle, ‘Constructions and Reconstructions of the Self in Virtual 
Reality’, in T Druckery(ed), Electronic Culture: Technology and Representation, Aperture, New York, 
1996, pp.354-365  
158 Sutton-Smith, Toys as Culture, p.63 
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seemingly infinite flow of information and disinformation. Then as is bemoaned by 

Slavoj Žižek;  

 

today people are no longer psychologically able to cope with the dazzling 

rhythm of technological development and the social changes that accompany it 

– things simply move too fast. Before one can accustom oneself to an invention, 

it is already supplanted by a new one, so that more and more one lacks the 

most elementary ‘cognitive mapping’.159 

 

This expulsion might be contained within the boundaries of virtual space, but 

how do we even begin to ‘cognitively map’, or in Sutton-Smiths terms, how do we 

adapt to and cope with the ceaseless information saturation of visual, auditory and 

psychological pollution? According to Sutton-Smith;   

 

The computer, then, has become a Force in ourselves, not a physical force (to 

be countered by games of physical skill), not a random force (to be countered 

by games of chance), nor a deceptive force (to be countered by games of 

strategy, but an entirely logical and mnemonic force, to be countered by, of all 

things, video games.160 

 

‘Of all things’ the video game, with all its worlds, simulations, puzzles, adventures, 

wars, competitions and fantasy is characterised by Sutton-Smith as that which has 

an intrinsic psychologically functional constitution (a progress rhetoric, beyond 

Huizinga’s ‘magic circle’). It would follow then, that those of us living in post-

industrial societies should all be playing video games. For Sutton-Smith, video 

games are a carnivalesque element of digital culture counter to the logical force of 

the computer. They become a way of ‘coping with and adapting to’ computing 

technology within the technology itself. However, as was previously argued, 

computer games can just as easily replicate the rationale and logic of computing. 

The actions within a given game could simply be a simulation of actions performed 

at work, could be a replication of the ‘official order’. Where is the carnival then? Is 

                                                             
159 S Žižek, On Belief, Routledge, London, 2001, p.12 
160 Sutton-Smith, Toys as Culture, p.65 
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it in the sense of relief and abandon to a structure removed from the pressures of 

the everyday and the consequential demands of others? For McLuhan; 

 

For fun or games to be welcome, they must contain an echo of the workaday 

life. On the other hand, a man or society without games is one sunk in the 

zombie trance of the automation. Art and games enable us to stand aside from 

the material pressures of routine and convention, observing and 

questioning.161  

 

In this understanding it is the familiarity of work actions that generates 

accessibility. Even if games replicate a work-like realm, one’s role and actions are 

different therein; validation is granted, goals are achieved. In addition to this, free-

form play and release in the guise of paidia also surfaces as intrinsic to some 

computer games. Yet paidia more significantly rears its head with digital media art 

in the experience of illogical modes of engagement, unconventional structure and 

unrestricted critical interventions, all of which function as counter-actions to the 

dominant consumer-orientated discourse of digital play engendered by most 

commercial game structures.   

 

According to Sutton-Smith, if games are seen as ‘models of problems of 

adaptation’ and adaptive problems arise out of engagements with digital culture, 

then the adaptive problem with computer games is to ‘beat’ the machine (or the 

software);  

 

One does this by physical skill and co-ordination of hand and eye, by strategy 

and by good luck. All of the major competences of the last three classes of 

games (physical skill, chance and strategy) must be used here separately or 

in combination to beat the machine.162                                    

  

Therefore, as argued by Sutton-Smith, the computer is an ‘internalised rational 

force’ that we desire to beat and we do this through the computer game. Are the 

monsters we defeat in Half-Life then just an irrational element within ourselves? 

                                                             
161 McLuhan, Understanding Media, p.258 
162 Ibid. p.66 
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Do we ever really succeed, or is it just a repetitive cycle?  This thought taps into the 

desire for superiority over the machine, the desire to assert authority. Through 

winning the game we can assuredly relegate the machine to its unthinking 

objecthood and dispel any fears or science-fiction dystopias of the dominance of 

the machine as the next phase in evolution (silicon-based life). Digital play 

becomes a meta-forum, again a safety-zone in which to play out these fantasies and 

the potential issues that arise in a techno-centric twenty first-century life.  

 

If computer games are indeed seen as ‘simulations of adaptive problems’, it 

could be argued that a game such as the Russian Tetris, for example - whose aim is 

to order different shaped blocks into correctly shaped slots at a rapidly increasing 

pace - is really a simulation, a symbolic stand-in for our need for organization, for 

our need to organise information into its correct position, file it appropriately, to 

avoid being overcome or swamped by that very information. The conclusion that 

we can draw from Sutton-Smith’s thought is that digital technology is both the 

cause and the solution of a problem. Sutton-Smith posits computer games as 

systems of unprecedented complexity and decrees that digital play provides  the 

psychological mechanisms to cope with digital culture within digital culture itself 

(even if it just involves asserting our authority over inanimate objects).  

 

 

1.5 Conclusion 

 

Contrary to Huizinga’s view that with technological innovation the doors to the 

playground are sealed shut and we are left to face a cultural and aesthetic 

impoverishment of play, a key assertion here has been that a ‘play element of 

culture’ has developed alongside and become intrinsically linked with particular 

contextual and epochal technologies/technoculture (with its aesthetic dimension 

readily discernible in today’s digital media arts and games). Both play and 

technology inevitably shape the character of our lives in a diversity of ways and the 

shifts in culture and technology are not contrary to a ‘play element’ or aesthetic 

practice. Any object can be appropriated to the play realm, broadly speaking and 

more specifically, the play concept has developed in correlation with and response 

to technological inventions. This is evidenced more recently in both mechanical 
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and digital play, both of which demonstrate the extension of play through 

technological toys, tools, contraptions and devices. Marshall McLuhan maintained 

that technology extends prosthetically the capabilities of the corporeal and the 

cognitive and any “extension, whether of skin, hand, or foot, affects the whole 

psychic and social complex.”163 This effect reverberates through cultures and 

shapes the actions, reactions, transactions and interactions of the people within – 

extending the imaginative scope of potentiality. In synchrony with this thought 

Gregory Stone asserts that play “continually re-creates the society in which it is 

carried on.”164 Taking these views in unison we could conclude that whilst play is 

mediated through technology, technology continually recreates (or (re)presents) 

the society in which it is carried on, then the society which carries it - in resonance 

with its role as carrier - continually re-creates both play and technology. In other 

words this process is dynamic and part of a fluid, reciprocal, multi-layered 

interchange, not a single mono-directional flow. We live in interconnection with 

these elements - not as a result of - in a continual dialogue of relational and 

intercorporeal feedback and feedforward.  

 

The traditional understandings of play and games expressed by Huizinga and 

Caillois are absorbed and reframed when play and games become mediated 

through a plethora of technological apparati - as part of a mass-global, yet specific 

arena. The key assertion here is that digital play is no better or worse, or even 

radically distinct from traditional understandings of play, but it does mark certain 

significant shifts. The main shift is defined by the introduction of a technocentric 

paradigm, borrowing from Sutton-Smith’s thought digital play is situated and 

understood within technocentric rhetoric. For the most part - the technology 

defines the experience as well as the aesthetic (digital media arts, 

electronic/video/computer games). However, the experience is not limited to the 

technology, although engagement is primarily screen-based (and embellished 

through peripheral attachments – installations, immersive contraptions and so 

forth). It should be emphasised that neither are necessarily limited by the 

technology, just as a painting is not limited to interpretation by virtue of the paint-

brush used to paint it. There is flexibility for a language of representation to 

                                                             
163 McLuhan, Understanding Media, p.11 
164 G P Stone, ‘The Play of Little Children’ in C Jenks, Childhood: Critical Concepts in Sociology, 
Routledge, New York, Vol.2, 2004, p.144 
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transcend the technological focus in what is communicated to and experienced by 

the viewer/participant; thus focusing attention toward experiential, conceptual 

and aesthetic concerns. 

 

In terms of the trajectories of art and representation, digital play is 

unprecedented as a multimedic amalgamation of previously distinct categories - in 

the auditory, tactile and visual realms - within a silicon defined singularity. The 

aesthetics are polygonal and synthetic and the experience is necessarily mediated. 

Digital play both maintains and broadens (is distinct from) the traditional play 

conventions of time and space. The playground is simultaneously private, public 

and global, participatory and isolated, autonomous and collective. It is actuated 

within the non-space of digital data (representational space) and the mass time of 

global time (temporal projections). Digital play retains an outsideness in the 

manner of a game-board’s immersive structure, but diverges as an act apart at a 

second-level remove from actual space with its primarily immaterial environments 

and own situational relationships between game objects. It is a margin detached 

from, yet at points in conversation with, the centre (where the centre is the 

everyday). It is not separate in Huizinga’s magic circle terms, but rather subject to 

a certain permeability of boundaries; an osmosis from the (in)distinctions between 

the in-play and out-of-play realms. As historian T. J. Jackson Lears points out, "The 

line between dominant and subordinate cultures is a permeable membrane, not an 

impenetrable barrier."165 Conformity of action is demanded in such play, whereby 

the unpredictability inherent in play out in the world is irreplicable, even while 

many digital worlds sport a sublime mimicry of nature. Barbie does not simply 

turn into Wonder Woman and save Ken from a pack of swarming vipers simply 

because you want her to (other than in your imagination). The constraints are 

innate and pre-coded with minimal flexibility. Yet this does not radically differ 

from most play structures, because once the rules are down, ludos, they become 

the constraints which are maintained for the sake of the integrity of the play.  

 

Computer games are primarily relegated to the realm of ludos as rule-defined 

play and this is where digital media art gains relevance as a more fluid sphere for 

                                                             
165 T J J Lears, ‘The Concept of Cultural Hegemony: Problems and Possibilities’, American Historical 
Review, Vol. 90, Issue 3, June 1985, p.574 
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the expression of paidia; with greater degrees of freedom (from conventional 

structures) enabled within the language of the digital realm. Sutton-Smith’s notion 

of games as adaptation is carried through as a valuable consideration concerning 

the function of digital play and the impact on and role of the player. The role of 

simulation takes the limelight for Sutton-Smith and this leads to questions such as, 

does digital play provide us with a ‘safety zone’ removed from the (t)error of the 

world and a means of adaptation to the information saturation? Is it then a means 

of distraction and diversion from social responsibility or a return to such issues 

with a renewed perspective? Such questions will be fleshed-out in the following 

chapters where play’s role as a language and aesthetic with the potential to tackle 

serious issues will be engaged. The nodes of rational/prerational, official 

order/upside-down world and labile/phallic course through the multiplicity of 

manifestations of play. Therefore digital play can neither be necessarily relegated 

to the realm of un-productivity nor productivity per se, but in accordance with the 

histories of play unsettles the unity of each (as evidenced by the scope of debate on 

this issue). Following Derrida,166 play can be understood as a deconstructive act 

through which difference is unsettled and undone. The ambivalence of play can 

then be not a burden but a feature of radical multiplicity. In the absence of a 

transcendental signified freeplay opens up the possibility for unlimited 

signification and infinite interpretation – which may be more useful for thinking of 

play through art rather than the game.     

 

 

The imaginary positing of work as the antithesis to play, puritan ideologies and 

the predominance of the work ethic (as the societal norm) initially functioned to 

both circumscribe and hamper the play ethic. Whilst there are still significant 

residues of this today, in postmodern ideologies and deconstructionist thought the 

play concept has nevertheless become reframed as a defining theme of the late-

twentieth and early twenty-first century. The traditional play-work dynamic is 

shaken, as evidenced by the simple example of the possibility of a medium for 

work to also be a medium for play - from one window to the next - both accessible 

‘anywhere, anytime’. Games have arisen as a fundamental component in this 

                                                             
166 J Derrida, “Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourses of the Human Sciences” in Writing and 
Difference, trans. Alan Bass, Routledge, London, pp 278-294 
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context, “[i]n revealing new trends, as well as the tenacity of entrenched attitudes, 

they reflect the complexity of history”167 culture and ideology. And as Pamela 

Nelson asserts, “Mass-produced toys are especially revealing because their 

designers, concerned with marketability, intentionally try to appeal to dominant 

attitudes and values.”168 This applies to many computer games. As the 

quintessential toys of today they function as an epochal document that reflects and 

legitimates not only widespread attitudes and values, but also panders to the 

hopes, fears and fantasies of a particular culture in their representational language. 

This also points to the divergence of play-orientated digital media arts, which often 

allow for alternate experiences and maintain different audiences. As continuities 

and discontinuities emerge between commercially orientated games and digital 

media arts, they also bubble up amidst traditionally and digitally mediated play. 

These distinctions will become clearer through the course of the dissertation. In 

either case broader cultural reflection is demanded by the magnitude of these 

phenomena.  

 

Throughout this dissertation primary focus will be directed to the art-sphere 

with close attention paid to both the influence and appropriation of games by this 

sphere. According to the artist Tim Boykett; “Games are, to a strong degree, 

defined by a rule base and a goal. Artists, on the other hand can be rightly accused 

of breaking rules and having evasive, ever-changing goals.”169  Within this quote 

ludos and paidia are polarised; with games being the locale of ludos and artists 

embodying paidia. A question that arises here then, is what happens when artists 

take on the game, when they use game structures and data structures to create 

works according to a language and aesthetics of games? A supposition of this 

dissertation is that many digital media artworks enable play to be released from 

the stronghold of the game and thus allow for a more fluid and exploratory 

experience. On the other hand there are the works which appropriate the game 

structure in order to absorb audiences in an enticing experience. They either 

promote abandon to the frivolity of play, bring that experience back to questions of 
                                                             
167 P B Nelson, Toys as History: Ethnic Images and Cultural Change, 
http://www.ferris.edu/htmls/news/jimcrow/links/toys/. 
168 Ibid.  
169 T Boykett, ‘Playing the Game: Notes on Games, Play and Gameplay in Interactive Installations’, 
Paper presented at Games-Art Interface session of the Computer Games and Interactive 
Entertainment Conference, Perth, Western Australia, December 2006, retrieved 24th January 2007, 
http://www.timesup.org/thinktank/perth_games06_v3.pdf. 
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significance, or they subvert the game structure for purposes of alternate meaning. 

A definitive characteristic of these experiences is the buzzword of the 1990s - 

‘interactivity’. Therefore before taking a closer look at the art in terms of 

technology, interfaces and the language and aesthetics of play, the term 

interactivity (and its potential alternatives) demands closer attention.  
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CHAPTER TWO   

Interactivity and Alternate Considerations for Understanding 

Participation in Play through Digital Media 

 

 

For ‘play,’ whether in life or in a wheel, implies interplay. There must be give and 

take, or dialogue…170 

 

Marshall McLuhan, 1964 

 

 

 According to film-maker come multi-media artist Peter Greenaway, ‘cinema is 

dead’. The moment of cinema’s death, he argues, was ushered in to the living-room 

in 1983 with the first home introduction of the remote-control. The remote-control 

instantiates a bare-bones structure of ‘interactivity’ in the experience of media; the 

digit moves, the screen reacts. What replaces cinema then, is ‘interactive’ forms of 

multimedia, as Greenaway remarks; 

 

New electronic film-making means the potential for expanding the notions of 

cinema has become very rich indeed. Now cinema has to be interactive, multi-

media art.171  

 

Rather than passively consuming or moving to reach the television, we press a 

button. This action of button pressing is at the heart of the majority of so called 

interactive scenarios. The interactivity is assumed to reside in the simple action-

reaction dynamic. Many play structures are based on this dynamic. It is arguable, 

however, that this situation is not really interactive at all, that something else is at 

play – for how interactive are we when manipulating a remote control, are the 

expectations generated by the term, interactivity really fulfilled?  

 

                                                             
170 M McLuhan, Understanding Media, p.261 
171 P Greenaway, Masterclass, Maritime Museum, Fremantle, Western Australia, 21st February, 2008 
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Traditionally television is a mono-directional medium, a transmitter, therefore it is 

not interactive in the way, say, people in mutually meaningful conversation are, or 

cybernetic feedback systems are. Contrary to McLuhan’s original formulation of 

television as a ‘cool medium’, it would today be considered a ‘hot medium’ of low 

participation and perhaps the internet would take over as a cool high-participation 

medium – especially given the proliferation of social media. McLuhan argued that a 

cool medium is “a medium which uses all of you… but leaves you detached in the 

act of using you”172 (like the Hindu idea of detachment) and with a hot medium 

“people are merely involved in the action but not detached from the action”.173 

Keeping in mind that it is more a continuum than a dichotomy, therefore digital 

media art which requires a high degree of participation, a high degree of 

interactivity would be cool, but this does not necessarily characterise all 

‘interactive art’. Other terms and interpretations could be more appropriate to 

describe the mode of participation enabled by varying degrees of interactivity; the 

remote-control for example, might be quasi-interactive, or interpassive. These 

terms will be the focus of this chapter, from which ideas about the self in the state 

of play will be developed. 

 

 

2.1 The Problem of Interactivity 

 

Interactivity has been constructed and posited as the key characteristic that 

defines engagements with the digital domain. It soars to heights as a distinct 

advantage of digitally mediated communications, over and beyond analogue 

stagnation (or so the story goes). Any discussion of the intersection of play, art and 

communications technologies is familiar with this intuitively commonsensical 

concept. Unfortunately, as suggested by the remote-control, in a frenzy of push-

button hype everything from automatic teller machines to immersive electronic 

environments, to science-fair gizmos and microwave ovens, has been carelessly 

lumped under the banner of interactivity. This utopian whirlwind of appropriation 

and categorization has mitigated against a considered approach to the term, 

resulting in a conflation of distinct digital structures whose only veritable link is 

                                                             
172 M McLuhan, a Pop Philosopher, CBC Archives, 22nd June 1965, retrieved 20th May 2008, 
http://archives.cbc.ca/arts_entertainment/media/topics/342-1818/ 
173 Ibid. 
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basic data DNA. At the very least interactivity resonates as an increasingly 

problematic defining characteristic for participant engagement with digital media 

art works. This is further emphasized by its ideological undercurrent of freedom 

and self-empowerment (individualism) that underwrites its ‘betterness’, and 

superiority over the non-interactive. In addition, it is positioned as the prize pet of 

big-business, at the forefront of advertising strategies for the tech-savvy lifestyle; 

whether it be in the greater scope of communications means, or simply the ability 

for our car to ‘interact’ with our home air-conditioning (‘turn on I’m coming home 

now’). Its relegation to the position of yet another corporate hyped-up ‘i’ word (i-

mac, i-phone, i-generation) demonstrates that it has come to simultaneously mean 

too much in relation to media arts and to be devoid of meaning through excessive 

(ab)use. The term has therefore seemingly devolved to lack authoritative power. 

As media theorist Espen Aarseth remarks; “it connotes various vague ideas of 

computer screens, user freedom, and personalized media, while denoting 

nothing.”174 Despite this and because of both its relevance to play and broad 

cultural currency, it is a term which nevertheless demands re-evaluation and 

clarification. 

 

On the community art website, www.postsecret.com, a sixteen year old girl 

confesses; 

 

These teenage years are supposed to be filled with friendships, parties, 

relationships. I don’t have any of that. I’m too afraid to step outside into the 

unknown world, so I spend all of my time online, pretending to be someone 

else, someone who’s funny and affectionate and not a total screw up. My 

parents worry all the time because I refuse to socialize with the other kids 

in my street. They worry because I’ve built such an indestructible wall 

around me that they think they’ll never be able to see me again.175 

 

                                                             
174 E J Aarseth, Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature, The John Hopkins University Press, 
USA, 1997, p.48. See also; Aarseth, Espen ‘We All Want to Change the World : The Ideology of 
Innovation in Digital  Media’, in Liestol , Morrison & Rasmussen (eds), Digital Media Revisited, MIT 
Press, Cambridge & London, 2003, pp 415-439 
175 Anonymous, retrieved 22nd January 2006, www.postsecret.com  

http://www.postsecret.com/
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This sub-commentary was linked to a postcard stating: Life is so much easier when 

it’s pixelated (Fig.3). The apparent angst within the commentary points conversely 

to the draw of interactivity, not only in terms of the ideas of freedom, 

personalisation and socialisation, but also in terms of the interpersonal (which 

alongside this dire vision of a socially impoverished life in the material realm, can 

also yield to meaningful exchanges). In terms of digital interactivity, the 

interpersonal is made up of relationships with artificial entities, or through a 

computer with other individuals, beyond the complications of material physicality 

- or the complications of having to negotiate the complex in-between zones of a 

relationship of equals. Physicality instead becomes supplanted or extended by a 

vicarious virtual embodiment. In phenomenological terms the self is a projection of 

the body and not an entity in itself, which such notions of virtual surrogate selves 

risks assuming. This assumption upholds the Cartesian notion of the mind body 

split: that the mind and self are free of the body to be anything they want, even as if 

in loosing the body the self is freed. For Slavoj Žižek interactivity is about acting 

through others and therefore, essentially, decentring the self in this process. A 

schism occurs between our actual embodied self and our chosen virtual surrogate 

– our so-called ‘virtual self’. This dynamic aligns with Lacan’s metaphor of the 

Mirror Stage, in which images of wholeness are sought in the effort to repair the 

‘hole in the self’. The avatar – like a mirror image – or others with whom we 

identify, is a representation which gives us an image of ourselves, as distinct from 

the world that we desire but never really grasp. 

 

FIGURE 3. Anonymous, Life is So Much Easier when it’s Pixelated, 

2006 
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“Once a machine is interactive, the need for human-to-human interaction, 

sometimes even human action is radically diminished or gone altogether…”176 

claims Aarseth. In terms of the interpersonal, computer-driven communications 

technologies, foreground a paradox of isolation and connection. We can 

simultaneously have anonymity and intimacy, psychological closeness and physical 

distance, be at once present and absent, have our cake and eat it - though as the 

‘secret confession’ reveals, it might not be so sweet. This ambivalence suggests that 

more is at stake than it seems; that the buzz of interactivity is more than just a 

glamorous façade. This is where the concepts of interpassivity and quasi-

interactivity emerge as supplementary interpretations of the relationship between 

the participant and the digital domain, or perhaps it is interactivity that is 

supplementary to interpassivity? For the time being quasi-interactivity will be 

understood as the associate of interactivity with interpassivity as its shadow (or 

mirror). As such interpassivity involves the shadow concepts of displacement, 

delegation and surrogate subjectivity. The concept of play in the digital domain is - 

at the least - defined by interactivity, interpassivity and quasi-interactivity. A 

clearer understanding of interactivity will be unravelled alongside these additional 

concepts for the purpose of focusing the discussion of play and the relationship 

between participants and digital media art and games. 

 

 

Interactivity: Retracting a Concept 

 

The term retracting is used to describe the process necessary to understand and 

contain a concept within manageable bounds; it needs to be retracted, sprung back 

from its overarching and aimlessly flailing extensions. To develop a coherent 

understanding of interactivity and its various dimensions, the article by Spiro 

Kiousis; Interactivity: a Concept Explication (2002), is a good point of departure. 

This article is in itself an analysis of preceding literature from which Kiousis 

develops a hybrid definition; 

 

Interactivity can be defined as the degree to which a communication 

technology can create a mediated environment in which participants can 

                                                             
176 Aarseth, Cybertext, p.48 



87 

 

communicate (one-to-one, one-to-many, and many-to-many) both 

synchronously and asynchronously, and participate in reciprocal message 

exchanges (third-order dependency). With regard to human users, it 

additionally refers to their ability to perceive the experience as a simulation 

of interpersonal communication and increase their awareness of 

telepresence.177 

 

This definition is a derivative hybrid in so far as it melds a trilogy of distinct 

approaches to the concept within the whole. Kiousis takes a clearly technocentric 

approach and foregrounds the intersection of three dominating planes; 

 

1. The technological structure of the media 

2. The characteristics of the communication setting and; 

3. The individuals perception178  

 

The structure of the media relates to the particular properties of the technology. 

Given their structure the interactive capabilities of a traditional telephone, for 

example, vary considerably alongside the multi-functionality of a mobile phone. 

Here the structure of the medium is the message. “Speed (objective), range, timing 

flexibility and sensory activation…”179 are the noted structural characteristics 

which determine the type and intensity of the interactivity. These characteristics 

are largely self-explanatory, referring to how fast a communication is had, what the 

range is and “the number of options the system offers to the user.”180 The timing 

flexibility refers to the possibility for both real-time and delayed responses and 

sensory activation means the amount and degree to which the senses are 

stimulated. In terms of computer games a Mass-MOG (multiplayer online game) 

such as Everquest could be attributed with a high degree of ‘action orientated’ 

interactivity, due to its structural potentials (the ability for players to interact with 

a diversity of game objects). Other virtual worlds, such as LinguaMOO (an 

educationally-orientated environment) and Second Life, are structured in the vein 

                                                             
177 S Kiousis, ‘Interactivity: a Concept Explication’, New Media & Society, Vol. 4, No. 3, 2002, p.372 
178 Ibid. p.379 
179 Ibid. p.375 
180 Ibid. p.376 
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of social interaction.181 Individual player approach can also become a factor, where 

for example a social focus might be adopted in Everquest in favor of action.  

 

When it comes to Kiousis’ second point, the characteristics of the 

communication setting, attention is shifted from the structure of the technology to 

focus on the “interconnected relationships among exchanged messages”182 or, the 

literal content of the media. Kiousis develops a view contrary to McLuhan for 

whom the content is either a past medium or more sinister, “like the juicy piece of 

meat carried by the burglar to distract the watchdog of the mind.”183 But it is 

perhaps rash to completely disregard the significance of content. Kiousis draws on 

Rafaeli to introduce the notion of ‘third-order dependency’184 as an idea developed 

and defined as the relation of first-order information to previous information. In 

other words, the ‘memory’ of previous interactions to at least a third level remove 

and the coinciding reliance on the information transmitted in those interactions. 

For Rafaeli, third order dependency is the focal pre-requisite for full interactivity; 

interactivity is not a medium characteristic, and bi-directionality and re-activeness 

in communication settings are not sufficient determinants for it to prevail. This 

condition is readily apparent in computer gaming contexts in which, for example, 

an object acquired in an earlier transaction becomes applicable to a later 

information exchange. Much so-called interactive art is complicated by this 

concept, or even robbed of its assumed interactivity. Ken Feingold’s Head (Fig.4), 

for example, is readily perceived as a responsive conversational sculpture, yet 

according to Rafaeli’s delimitation of interactivity, it is deemed quasi-interactive. 

This is because of the disassociated/disconnected nature of its conversational 

output; 

 

                                                             
181 For an account of the forms of interaction in virtual worlds and specifically in regard to 
Everquest, see; L Klastrup, ‘Interaction Forms, Agents and Tellable Events in Everquest’, in Frans 
Mäyrä (ed), Proceedings of Computer Games and Digital Cultures Conference, Tampere University 
Press, Tampere, 2002  
182 Kiousis, p.375 
183 McLuhan, Understanding Media, p.26 
184 See: S Rafaeli, ‘Interactivity: from New Media to Communication’, in R. P Hawkins, J.M Wieman & 
S Pingree (eds), Advancing Communication Science: Merging Mass and Interpersonal Process, Sage, 
Newbury Park, CA, 1988, pp. 110-34 
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Visitor: Hi 

Head: Hello 

V: How are you? 

H: I am so offended. I can't tell if everyone would prod her to the 

left or not.  

V: Who offended you? 

H: The delicious conditions delay disturbed daredevils. 

V: Which daredevils are disturbed? 

H: The bothersome one 

V: Which one is bothersome? 

H: The absurd one 

V: Who is absurd? 

H: The unconscious…185 

 

This bright eyed, life-like decapitated head is implanted on a desk and capable of a 

rudimentary understanding of English and the formulation of responses. However, 

as is discernible from this excerpt, its conversations veer toward the absurd and 

the presence of third-order dependency is veritably tenuous as the head’s phrases 

fly out of left-field, discordant with previous transmissions at a third level remove. 

Indeed, the head detached from the body ceases to make sense. Baudrillard’s 

observation that reversibility has little to do with reciprocity is reflected in this 

example: reciprocal exchange is negated by the stunted flow of comprehensible 

dialogue.  

                                                             
185 K Feingold, Artists Website, http://www.kenfeingold.com/catalog_html/ 

FIGURE.4. Ken Feingold, Head, 1999-2000 
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Rafaeli narrows the applicability of the term interactivity to locate it alongside: 

 

 Non-interactive: the ‘bilateral flow of messages’ in which roles are non-

interchangeable and messages are unrelated to prior messages and; 

 

 Quasi-interactive: the interchangeability of roles and the relation of a 

given message to at least one prior message.186   

 

In a quasi-interactive situation there is a reaction (as against a response) to input, 

with an absence of depth (the remote control), in addition to an absence of 

reference to ‘content, nature or form’ and third-order relatedness. The above 

excerpt of Feingold’s talking-head would slot into the quasi category as partially 

coherent and reactive, in contrast to the non-interactive which Rafaeli claims is 

simply incoherent, or the fully interactive, where messages are more intricately 

interrelated.  Given this interpretation it is apparent that quasi-interactivity 

pervades much of that which is all too readily assumed to be interactive today. This 

element of Rafaeli’s definition that slots into Kiousis’ hybrid construct denotes 

interactivity not in terms of a ‘conversational ideal’, which is viewed as simplistic 

and subjective, or a medium characteristic, it is rather about responsiveness and the 

nature and content of the communication events. Echoed within this is Myron 

Kreuger’s catch-phrase that 'response is the medium’ and in agreement, 

Baudrillard, for whom “the revolution tout court – lies in restoring this possibility 

of response.”187 Part of the massive appeal of interactivity clearly lies in enabling 

response through the exercise of agency. Play itself can be defined by both 

response and reaction – relative to the individual play structure. 

 

The third plane of interactivity outlined by Kiousis occupies less significance in 

terms of technology and the structure of communications, in its shift away from 

these factors toward the elevation of the individual’s perception. Interactivity here 

resides within our minds; it is in the eye of the beholder, a psychological factor. 

How engaged we become in a given structure determines how interactive that 

                                                             
186 Rafaeli, ‘Interactivity: from New Media to Communication’, p.118 
187 J Baudrillard, ‘Requiem for the Media’, in Wardrip-Fruin Noah & Montfort Nick (Eds), The New 
Media Reader, First edition, MIT Press, Massachusetts, USA, 2003, p.281 
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structure is. This anthropocentric interpretation maintains immediate appeal as an 

extension of the characteristic anthropomorphisation of inanimate objects, of our 

technologies. Accordingly, the more a technological communication structure 

simulates interpersonal relationships, the more interactive we perceive it to be. In 

this scenario the interpersonal becomes the standard for judging interactivity, 

whereby a shift is articulated from face-to-face communication, to face-to-interface 

or face-to-face through interface. The greatest variable for interactivity here 

becomes our degree of engagement with the structure. The more we become 

absorbed in a given interactive structure, the greater our sense of telepresence; the 

melting of the medium into transparency188 and the obliviousness to peripheral 

‘noise’. This is a subjectively instigated interpretation of interactivity whose main 

appeal resides in its privileging of the human user, contrary to the habitual 

mythification/reification of technological effects.  

 

When extracted from their hybrid alliance in Kiousis’ definition, the three 

intersecting planes of structure, content and perception rub frictionally rather than 

glide smoothly. Kiousis’ definition appears dynamic and holistic, yet it is volatile. 

For example, if individual perception is a benchmark for interactivity then what 

does it matter if the structure is highly simplistic (a thermometer), or elaborate (an 

online chat-room)? From a subjective viewpoint the same amount of interactivity 

could be perceived in each, even if the thermometer is not deemed interactive from 

the structural or content-based delimitations. Kiousis ambitiously endeavours to 

squeeze prior interpretations of the term into a singularity. Despite a degree of 

volatility if each of Kiousis’ three nodes are fulfilled then a given structure could be 

defined as optimally interactive (or indeed ideally interactive). This triad is 

necessary and sufficient for the experience of interactivity. As such Kiousis’ 

definition establishes a significant platform for the interpretation of digital media 

art structures. 

 

                                                             
188 See J Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck: the Future of Narrative in Cyberspace, MIT Press, 
Cambridge, 1997,  and; J, Bolter and R, Grusin, Remediation: Understanding New Media, MIT Press, 
Cambridge, 1999 
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As a brief example let’s take Victoria Vesna and Jim Gimzewski’s project 

Zero@Wavefunction (Fig 5.), which premiered at the Bienalle for Electronic Arts, 

Western Australia. In this piece the famed micro-robots of the future, nano-

molecules or Bucky Balls (Buckminster Fullerines) are projected in stylised and 

magnified form onto a large wall. The conventional stance of the art viewer in front 

of the artwork is used to the advantage of a tonal projection which appropriates 

the body as interface; the body’s shadow coalesces with and activates the projected 

spheres. The Bucky Balls retract in reaction to our shadows’ touch, fold in upon 

themselves and bounce away from our avatar/shadow, which symbolises the 

nano-scientist at work manipulating molecules. Our disembodied shadow becomes 

the message transmitter. The message is transported via the technologies and the 

representational receiver/responder takes form in the Bucky Ball projections. The 

technological structure of the media is real-time and sensor activated. The 

characteristics of the communication setting are limited to a simple action-reaction 

scenario dependant on the physical presence of a body in conversation, in relation 

to a machine/visual data.  There is limited complexity to the experience given the 

FIGURE 5. Victoria Vesna and Jim Gimzewski, 

Zero@Wavefunction: Nano Dreams and Nightmares, 

2002 
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simplicity of the structure and ‘rule base’, the reaction is immediate and specific to 

the moment. A high degree of predictability is involved. There is no third order 

dependency. The work simulates the action of bouncing a ball or balloon and as 

such the experience is familiar, yet the apparatus and structure are unfamiliar. 

Mobility is granted, though tactility absent; the sanitized scientist’s role is 

metaphorically furthered through the dirt free translation. The individuals’ 

perceptions are driven by their degree of engagement with the work, which tended 

to provoke a contextually unusual display of playful, physical participation (prolific 

arm waving, jumping, ducking, body contortions and so forth). Perception is 

shaped by the act of being in play, physically engaged, following the flux and 

polymorphic motions of the forms. This work unfolds as an example of Rafaeli’s 

quasi-interactivity; a bidirectional flow of information where the action/message 

of the participant is countered by a reaction of the apparatus.    

 

Zero@Wavefunction recalls Myron Krueger’s formulation of the participant as 

a ‘performer of the experience’ in the relationship between artist, audience and art, 

whereby; 

 

The environmental hardware is the instrument. The computer acts much as 

an orchestra conductor controlling the broad relationships while the artist 

provides the score to which both performer and conductor are bound.189 

 

In the role of performers we follow the prompts rather than direct the experience, 

we jump and move for the balls, our bodies are conducted by the software code. A 

control/freedom dynamic surfaces here as playing ball is ultimately characterised 

by the randomness and spontaneity of paidia but within the parameters of the data 

there is a higher degree of restriction/control; for the ball cannot be lost on the 

road, or over a fence etc. Digital play in this formulation is paidia constrained, 

when the materiality of the world is numerically delimited, supplanted by the data 

of the screen play. This dynamic brings up the notion of ‘being played’, a theme 

which will be explored in depth throughout the following chapter.  

 

                                                             
189 M Krueger, ‘Responsive Environments’, in, Fruin Noah Wardrip, Montfort Nick (eds), The New 
Media Reader, MIT Press, Massachusets, USA, 2003, p.387  
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The understanding of interactive artworks as quasi-interactive is apparent in 

the earliest manifestations of ‘interactive’ art. Myron Krueger is responsible for the 

classic first generation participatory electronic art work, Videoplace (1974). 

Krueger inaugurated the field of ‘responsive environments’ - where interactivity is 

seen as the raison d’être of the work and while certain environments within the 

work are optimally interactive, others side with quasi-interactivity. The philosophy 

sustained by Krueger is that the whole body should be involved in 

human/computer communications. His vision with Videoplace was to usher in a 

future in which technology would be friendlier: “By making technology both 

palpable and palatable, the Responsive Environment seeks to engage people in a 

playful exploration of the coming fact”.190 In one particular version of Videoplace 

the participant entered a darkened room and encountered her shadow projected 

onto a screen. Accompanying her shadow was a ‘critter’ – a small creature - which 

was drawn to the participants projected body and embarked on the mission to 

chart the body and reach the highest point. In this piece the challenge is to out-

smart the critter and manipulate the highest point of one’s body, for example by 

ducking and shooting an arm upwards, etc. Again, a very simple action/reaction 

dynamic emerges between the participant and the technological structure.191 In 

both this project and Zero@Wavefunction a proprietary connection to our image is 

maintained. Our shadows become either an extension of, amputation, or substitute 

for, ourself/our bodies; or even a Platonic shadow (a lesser version of ourself). 

Corporeal physicality negates the possibility to pixellate ourselves and enter the 

screen, so instead it is our shadow-self that functions as the means of modality 

within this space. Finally, via the jury of the ‘individual’s perception’ angle, both 

pieces are fundamentally engaging and would thus be understood as at least 

partially interactive (a third interactive), but essentially quasi-interactive. 

 

Whilst containing the tensions and frictions in the field of definition, Kiousis 

optimistically combines technological and user criteria, media and psychological 

variables. As such the definition sets down boundaries whereby a more restricted 

percentage of the application of digital media technologies is deemed interactive. 

Kiousis’ definition will be adopted as the first steps for the understanding of 

                                                             
190 M Kreuger, Artificial Reality, Addison-Wesley Publishing Company Inc, USA, 1983, p.xiv 
191 However in other ‘environments’ as part of Videoplace Kreuger would ‘play’ with the shadows of 
participants in real-time, generating a more conversationally, optimally interactive situation. 
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optimal/ideal interactivity here. As evident in the above examples it is not vital for 

optimal interactivity to be present for play to exist. What Rafaeli defines as ‘quasi-

interactivity’ is sufficient for a play dynamic to be instantiated. However, 

optimal/ideal interactivity is nevertheless apparent in a significant amount of play-

orientated digital media artworks and games. Where then does the concept of 

interpassivity fit in? It is another perspective, another element through which to 

understand the play dynamic in terms of participation, subjectivity and the 

relationship between the participant and current media technologies. 

 

 

2.2 Interactivity versus Interpassivity? 

 

It is easily assumed that activity is the binary to passivity and following that the 

question would be ‘interactivity or interpassivity?’ But this is overly simplistic and 

ultimately misdirected; passivity is not necessarily inactivity; passivity is a less 

active form of activity rather than its opposite. For example, watching a film could 

be considered an ‘activity’ even though it is a passive experience and passive 

aggression is undeniably still aggression. 

 

active and passive are interdependent, since society often provides an active 

form (such as rituals of mourning) to give an inward passive feeling to an 

outward expression, thereby opening a gap between inner and outer, reality 

and appearance.192  

 

Interpassivity dislodges the inherent assumptions concerning interactivity and 

garnishes it with an additional interpretive slant. But it is a term that all too easily 

risks being swept up in the very same whirl of ambiguity encircling interactivity. It 

is a term that has already been theorised in somewhat ambivalent ways. Therefore 

the following discussion will clarify how it is understood, how, when and where it 

manifests. In contrast to Slavoj Žižek’s observation that “in interactivity I am 

passive while being active through another, in interpassivity, I am active while 

                                                             
192 S Žižek, ‘Is it Possible to Traverse the Fantasy in Cyberspace’, in Wright, Edmond and Elizabeth 
(eds), The Žižek Reader, Blackwell Publishing, MA, USA, p.102 
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being passive through another”,193 interpassivity will instead be understood as a 

process of passive transferral where the ‘interpassive medium’194 can in fact be 

active; a weeper mourning on our behalf is engaged in an activity. Interactivity, 

then, could concurrently be understood as a process of ‘active transferral’ – where 

we are not so much concerned with delegating as we are with actively taking part. 

 

The term ‘interpassivity’ was originally developed in the writings of Robert 

Pfaller and then became popularised by Žižek. It also made a brief appearance 

through Mona Sarkis and W. Gordon West, each of whom will inform the current 

analysis. According to Jacques Lacan the theatre of Greek Tragedy – 438BC - 

incorporated a strategy which provoked a decentring of the individual 

subject/audience member, which retrospectively can be understood as an 

interpassive strategy. Decentrement is a characteristic which defines the 

dislodgement of the self bought about by the ‘inter’ aspect of both interactivity and 

interpassivity. There is a transferential relationship between the self and an 

object/subject for our enjoyment, in active or passive terms (passive or active 

transferral). The Chorus that accompanied the actors in Greek Tragedy was posited 

by Lacan as the source of decentrement. The Chorus was an ever-present element 

of Greek Tragedy in the time of Sophocles, Aeschylus and Euripides. It consisted of 

a group of 12-18 men, located alongside the stage and occasionally occupying 

centre stage to colour and explicate the scenes, introduce and conclude the piece. 

The Chorus’ function was to enhance the experience of the theatre as well as to add 

to the emotional intensity and overall potency of the spectacle. The leader of the 

Chorus, the Coryphaeus, provided a commentary of spoken verse on behalf of the 

other members. As the site of decentrement, as a whole, the chorus occupied the 

position of ‘voice’ for the audience by enacting the affective response to the 

unfolding scenarios. Reading this scene in interpassive terms, the audience is 

decentred because their emotions are being substituted by this emotional stand-in, 

or interface, they engage in a passive transferral. 

 

 According to Lacan “the Chorus expressed the terror and compassion felt by 

the audience, who were apparently pleased to be relieved of such psychological 

                                                             
193 Ibid. p.105 
194 R Pfaller, The Work of Art That Observes Itself: Eleven steps towards an Aesthetics of Interpassivity, 
1998, Paper sent via correspondence, 20th November 2005, p.18 
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stress.”195 Because the Chorus took care of audience emotional responses, the 

audience was enabled to remain actively mentally preoccupied with their own 

affairs – opening a gap between outward appearance and inward actuality. 

Therefore, for the audience the Chorus becomes a ‘surrogate self’ in the symbolic 

order, as the ‘correct’ emotional responses to the performance were delegated;  

 

Even one’s most intimate beliefs, even the most intimate emotions such as 

compassion, crying, sorrow, laughter, can be transferred, delegated to others 

without losing their sincerity”196.  

 

This process of delegation defines a fundamental characteristic of interpassivity. 

Emotional sincerity is maintained even as we are relieved of the burden of 

emotional involvement. What does this structure mean in terms of our overall 

experience of the performance - our experience of play? For the performance is 

after all, the reason for our presence. Perhaps, it is simply a matter of postponing 

jouissance for the sake of maintaining belief in its possibility. 

 

 

The Desire for Glory 

 

In late 19th century France this notion of the delegation of our enjoyment and 

emotion through an interpassive dynamic took on a different manifestation in the 

French writer Villiers de L’Isle d’Adam’s concept of the Claque. As a fictional 

construct narrated in the story The Glory Machine (1883), the Claque was 

portrayed as a similar theatrical mechanism to the Chorus. Yet it maintained a 

more ambiguous position; it was intermingled in the theatre crowd, as a 

masquerade of the audience rather than part of the visible spectacle. The Claque 

was constructed as a strategy to elevate a given theatre performance by investing 

it with glory. During the performance the Claque members - a dispersed group of 

people - would cheer and make a variety of noises. It was anticipated that the ‘real’ 

audience was fooled into believing the play worthy of approval and applause. As 

described by de L’Isle d’Adam; 

                                                             
195 J Lacan, The Seminar of Jaques Lacan Book vii: The Ethics of Psychoanalysis (1959-1960), 
Routledge, London, 1992 
196 S Žižek, The Sublime Object of Ideology, London, Verso, 1989, p.34 
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A living statue openly in the midst of the audience, the Claque is the official 

statement, the avowed symbol of the public’s inability to distinguish itself 

the worth of what it is listening to. In short, the Claque is to Glory what the 

weepers were to grief.197 

 

The agency of the audience members is here discredited. Their intelligence is 

insulted in much the same way as Adorno’s ‘masses’ are duped.198 As inferred by 

de L’Isle d’Adam, this ‘avowed symbol of the audience’s inability’ to critically 

engage with - or even appreciate - the material presented, is designated as a 

structure in the symbolic order, an invisible entity through which our enjoyment, 

our innermost feelings are delegated. The Claque enacts the ‘appropriate’ 

emotional response of the audience, for the audience, and thus takes form as a 

surrogate. This is illustrative of another characteristic of interpassivity, 

displacement, whereby the Claque is the symbolic object onto which the audience’s 

emotional responses are displaced. A gap opens up between the audience and the 

performance – and within the audience members - they become disconnected 

because the Claque acts as a mediating object not only by contaminating an 

otherwise potentially uninhibited response, but also by relieving the audience of 

the need to respond.  

 

The Claque is also defined as a commercially saturated enterprise of 

appearances, of simulation. Like a product placement, it is surreptitiously 

normalised in order to give the appearance of a superficial panorama of audience 

enjoyment. It is a highly contrived people-machine designed to ensure approval, 

applause and consequently, commercial success; “The Claque is in fact a machine 

made of humanity… Every Glory has its Claque, that is to say, its shadow, its 

element of fraud, technique and nothingness”.199 Glory here means the 

gloriousness or aura of mystique that could emanate from anything - a person, a 

medium, an art work or, in this case, a theatre performance. Every Glory is merely 

made a glory because of the accompanying Claque, because of the constructed and 

                                                             
197 V de L’Isle d’Adam, translated by Robert Boldick with an Introduction and noes by A.W. Raitt, 
Cruel Tales, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1985, c.1963, p.56 
198 See, T Adorno, G Adorno and R Tiedemann, Aesthetic Theory, Routledge and Keagan Paul, 
London, 1984, p.24 
199 Ibid. p.52 
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perpetuated mythological structure and strategies used to prop it up, for example, 

a review of a film can produce glory and veritably over-determine the reality of the 

final product. Indeed the entire conceptual framework behind marketing is about 

producing ‘glory’ for a given product. Even on the level of the individual or group, 

they might bask in glory and that glory can be well-deserved, just as much as it can 

screen the reality, a different reality. 

 

The humanity of the Claque - in the theatre example - is identified by de L’Isle 

d’Adam as a perfectible flaw. In a visionary moment, ironically dripping with the 

hype of industrialisation and ideals of automation, de L’Isle d’Adam moves beyond 

this proto-type of the Claque with its risks of human unreliability to dream up the 

Glory Machine. He reasons that; 

 

Since the public accepts these effects already, even though it is well aware 

that it is being taken in by that human machine, the Claque, it will experience 

them all the more thoroughly in that they will be inspired this time by a real 

machine: for let us not forget that the Spirit of the Age belongs to 

machines.200  

 

The symbol for the industrial Zeitgeist, the Glory Machine, is imagined as a 

mechanised version of the Greek Chorus and the Claque in excess, to once and for 

all ‘bring down the house’. In this instance the play becomes devoid of meaning 

altogether, or what meaning it has is overtaken by the apparatus needed to sustain 

its credibility, its glory. The theatre is transformed into an all-encompassing 

visceral experience and multi-sensory overload with, for example “tubes of 

lightning-gas…interspersed with other tubes, containing laughing-gas and tear-

gas.” Not to mention the balconies which “contain invisible metal fists intended to 

wake the audience up, if necessary”201 as a kind of forthright interpellation. The 

audience is driven into activity, probed to respond – the audience is played. This 

structure is couched in the grey area between interpassivity and quasi-

interactivity. The Glory Machine both acts for, through a plethora of responsive 

noises and acts on, goading the audience into a state of animated appreciation. This 
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imagining can be seen as a conceptual precursor to Antonin Artaud’s Theatre of 

Cruelty and indeed Fluxus, Happenings, Performance Art and certain forms of 

Interactive Art, as a perversion of the traditional conventions of, and/or divisions 

between, stage, performer and spectator, artist, artwork and viewer. These tactics 

of the Chorus, the Claque and indeed – to a lesser degree - the Glory Machine have 

a significant function, as is evidenced by their persistence through time in a variety 

of conceptual and material manifestations, to finally bring us to the circa 1940 

form of fraud, technique and nothingness. Canned laughter.  

 

 

Canning Glory 

 

From the explicit visibility of the chorus to the implicit visibility of the Claque, to 

the overtly ambiguous visibility and sensory onslaught of the Glory Machine, 

canned laughter emerges as an example of an invisible symbolic object of 

interpassivity. Its ‘un-canned’ manifestation was that of the live audience and it 

was first synthesised to provide authenticity to the radio-shows of the 1940s (for 

who would know the difference between actuality and its simulation?). Charley 

Douglas then invented the ‘Laff Box’ (1953) and the strategy was adopted for 

television where it was used to provoke live audiences as well as to replace them 

altogether. Here the simulation, the machine, becomes the interpassive object of 

the original and the audience is yet again, the perfectible flaw. This substitution of 

live audiences with an extra-diegetic soundtrack granted the feeling of being in a 

live audience in your own living-room. Through displacement the often solitary 

experience becomes one of pseudo-community. Paradoxically this technique has 

even been included in cartoons (Scooby Doo) and as an even greater stretch from 

the original formulation it was used in at least one video game (Mystical Ninja 

Starring Goemon, 1998). 

 

Robert Pfaller identifies three key forms of response or ‘esthetic pleasure based 

on another agent’ that are characteristic of interpassivity and consequently 

applicable to canned laughter; 
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1. Projection; the viewer laughs against the laughter in a process of projective 

attribution. This is like the laughing at a bad joke, not at the humour of the 

joke, but at the ludicrous unfunniness. 

2. Identification; the viewer laughs with the canned laughter and it succeeds in 

‘creating a mood’, provoking or interpellating the viewer. 

3. Delegation; here the viewer laughs through canned laughter, consciously or 

unconsciously. They do not laugh at all, but are rather relieved of this need, 

as the ‘laff box’ laughs for them.202 

 

As an auditory strategy that sustains the ocularcentric regime canned laughter can 

therefore function to laugh against, with or for the viewer. In the first formulation 

– projection - it is a signpost for humour when a neon flashes ‘laugh now’, as if the 

idiocy of the jokes warrants a sympathetic response of projective attribution. 

Canned laughter is a tacked-on phenomenon, not enjoyable in itself but - as is 

evidenced in the second instance, identification – it can be an artificial stimulus 

used to provoke the enjoyment of a given program; the avowed symbol of the 

public’s inability to distinguish itself the worth. In this formulation - as a stimulus 

and contagion of mirth - canned laughter acts on a subconscious level to invest the 

jokes with funniness. The second formulation is the most successful from a ‘glory 

perspective’ the audience is complicit with the structure. In the third instance, 

delegation, the most primary interpassive form - the viewer symbolically laughs 

through the mechanism of canned laughter and as such occupies Lacan’s idea of 

the decentered, interpassive subject whose emotion (mirth) is displaced. Here 

pleasure or enjoyment is delegated to the canned laughter as an interpassive 

object. It takes the role of responding in our place and we vicariously experience 

the laughter at a distance, relieved. As Žižek observes, a similar situation arises 

when someone laughs at their own joke and the sound acts as the site of 

interpassivity, filling the awkward space left in the wake of the joke – relieving the 

audience of the need to laugh.203 

 

Laughter is the paragon of canned emotions, occasionally noises of surprise or 

discontent are canned, but it is laughter that dominates. This is curious, because a 

                                                             
202 See R Pfaller, The Work of Art That Observes Itself, pp.7-11 
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Elizabeth (eds), The Žižek Reader, Blackwell Publishing, MA, USA, p.103 
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more equal dispersal of emotional prompts was imagined with the Glory Machine; 

it was to be a spectrum of emotional intensity;   

 

There is a thunderclap, a salvo, an apotheosis of cheers, shouts, bravi, 

opinions, Wow-wows, noises of all sorts, even of an alarming nature, spasms, 

convictions, qualms, ideas, and glory, bursting forth on  all sides at once, and 

at the most boring or the most beautiful passages in the play, without 

discrimination.204  

 

Even the chorus of the Greek tragedy covered the gamut of emotional reaction, but 

canned laughter is the primary emotion relegated to the position of symbolic 

object for the projection, identification or delegation of mirth in the contemporary 

media-scape. Laughter, like play205, is at once a release and relief, but it can also be 

a smokescreen to obscure deeper realities, we ‘laugh it off’. Synthesised laughter 

maintains the associations with release, but it is almost unrecognisably watered 

down to become another canned product of a consumer-driven culture, which 

rests so appropriately alongside instant coffee and spray on dirt for four-wheel 

drives, in a collective, qualitative slump. This shift from the tragic to the slapstick, 

from live theatre to mediated lounge-room pap, highlights the commercial media 

gloss of challenging emotions in the tame and saccharine realm of the sit-com. As a 

whitewash of critical engagement with the material presented (among other 

things), canned laughter enforces an ideological economy of standardised and 

commercialised generic humour. And once again, it is the surrounding apparatus, 

the interpassive object, which is used to sustain credibility (glory) and to 

encourage a homogonous response of approval that elevates the content of the 

performance.206  

  

                                                             
204 V de L’Isle d’Adam, p.58 
205 Play and laughter are often interrelated, with the release provided by play as catalyst for 
laughter; whether it be laughter reduced to mockery toward the loser or as genuine relief at having 
triumphed, or even laughter as realisation - such as in the form of ‘serious play’. Laughter is not 
necessarily relegated to frivolity, as the discovery of a profound kernel of meaning can lead to 
whoop of joy, followed by laughter. In its un-canned and un-processed identity laughter is 
fundamental to the experience of play, in both an interactive and interpassive sense. Though it 
might not always be present, for the state of ludos invites concentrated effort and many games 
could be fun, but also earnestly challenging, leading to frowns over and above laughs. 
206 Research on canned laughter has reported that people find the same shows shown with canned 
laughter funnier than when shown without. 
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2.3 The Interpersonal 

 

Žižek characterises interpassivity as one of the fundamental attributes of human 

subjectivity. It is understood as a “primordial substitution by means of which 

“somebody else does it for me”207 It is an everyday subjective experience of 

relatedness with the world and others. An example is the situation in which two 

people are together when one of them sneezes while the other feels compelled to 

say ‘bless you’. The polite gesture in this context is devoid of function other than to 

act as a stand in for the person’s sneeze in the symbolic order. The chasm created 

by the sneeze is filled with a blessing; the potential awkwardness of the sneeze is 

thus displaced onto the symbolic order. The symbolic, performative speech act acts 

as the ‘appropriate’ response to the situation and like all symbols it can be in this 

respect, interpassive. The sneezer will often say thankyou in return, as they have, 

in more ways than one, been relieved (appropriately) of themselves. This 

ritualistic situation takes the interpassive form of delegation, because the sudden 

interruption of the sneeze is transferred to the speech action of another.  

 

Pfaller frames interpassivity first and foremost in terms of the projection, 

identification or delegation of pleasure/enjoyment - ‘interpassive persons’, he 

states, “connect an object conceived for enjoyment with a medium of its 

consumption”208  In this understanding interpassivity can be about putting 

something between oneself and one’s own enjoyment or alternatively still having a 

different kind of enjoyment, but at a distance. As noted by Pfaller; 

 

It is not only possible to attend a certain event and let the required feelings 

be staged by others. It is also possible to enjoy a pleasant event in total 

absence by sending representatives.209  

 

                                                             
207 S Žižek, ‘The Interpassive Subject’, Centres Georges Pompidoi, Traverses, 1998, retrieved 12th 
August 2003, http://www.lacan.com/Žižek-pompidou.htm 
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Or if we receive a wrapped gift and choose not to open it, it is as though the box in 

which the gift is contained is having our enjoyment in place of us. We are relieved 

of the super-ego duty to enjoy.  

 

Interpassivity is therefore to be conceived as the primordial form of the 

subject’s defense against jouissance: I defer jouissance to the other who 

passively endures it (laughs, suffers, enjoys) on my behalf.210 

 

The active expression of a passive endurance highlights the inherent ambiguity of 

the term interpassivity and its relationship to activity. Passive transferral might 

lead to an active or passive expression. In the above quote, the jouissance - which 

is never really attainable - is kept at bay in order to entertain the potential of its 

attainability. The gift in the box will always be more exciting when wrapped up – 

built up by our imagination - than the reality of opening it just to unveil yet 

another picture frame. Pfaller describes interpassivity as a ‘substitutive act’ 

whereby the interpassive entity becomes our extension. This interpretation 

diverges from Freud’s formulation of the ‘substitutive act’ in so far as the conflict is 

not of an intrapsychic nature, but it is rather a ‘conflict between a wish and a 

reality’ that results in a substitution.  

 

In contradiction to McLuhan, for whom prostheses became active players that 

re-shaped the body, Pfaller claims that; “Identity is not being enriched by some 

additional prostheses, but relieved from some parts which have been omitted.”211 

This is evidenced in the example of the answering machine for our telephone - 

which takes the responsibility of answering our phone calls for us - or the 

accountant who takes responsibility for our tax. These examples point not to the 

interpassive delegation of pleasure or enjoyment, but responsibility (literally the 

ability to respond). Like Andy Warhol, a professional delegator, who even 

delegated the responsibility for being physically himself by sending a look-alike to 

do lectures in his place. A negative interpretation of the function of interpassivity 

would hold that this substitutive act is about irresponsibility, in the deferral of 

responsibility through the delegation of action onto others. In the Sartrean sense, 
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for example, the belief in God is framed as a deferral of responsibility onto an 

interpassive medium in the form of deity.212 Regardless of whether it is a positive 

or negative connotation, what remains consistent here is the idea of giving one’s 

self up to an-other, or delegation to the symbolic – in a gesture of passive 

transferral - while being active in other ways. 

 

The concept of substitution bears similarities to Rafaeli’s formulation of quasi-

interactivity. According to Rafaeli; “Quasi-interactive (reactive) media can allow 

people to use the media as a substitute for sociability.”213 In certain cases of quasi-

interactivity the media then becomes the interpassive object/subject and reaction 

overrides response as the dominant means of engagement. Rather than engaging 

in a reciprocal dialogue, a limited or rhetorical communicative exchange will take 

place - for example a conversation with a computer game-player who merely 

grunts responses, her/his gaze unshifting from the screen. This conjunction is 

particularly applicable to a ‘medium’ of digital play, the avatar, which can become a 

means of modality, a means of detachment and/or alienation, or indeed a 

substitute for sociability in both the interpassive and interactive senses. 

 

 

2.4 The Avatar as Surrogate Self 

 

The avatar is often the main protagonist in interactive/passive, game/art/play 

structures. There are several different manifestations of avatars from text based 

through to pre-formed and individualised/customised representations. In this 

context the avatar is understood to be a temporary carrier of agency in structures 

of digital engagement. It is a site-specific tele-agency; an “on-line persona [that] 

takes on a quasi-life of its own, separate from… embodied life in the ‘real’ 

world.”214 The tangled utopia highlighted by this constructed identity is that 

through an-other, someone can ‘be’ or ‘act’ as anyone they wish; removed from the 

facticity of their real-world selves – which for Sartre would be an act of ‘bad faith’ 

                                                             
212 See, J-P Sartre, Jean-Paul Sartre: Basic Writings, S Priest (ed), Routledge, London, 2000, p.32 
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in the appropriation of a false idea of the self. Yet it nevertheless brings up a 

compendium of potentialities to explore a plurality of expressions of personality, 

to form alternate relationships, to trade the constraints of physicality for those of 

‘life on the wires’ – for anonymity and potential self-realisation beyond the 

hegemony of real life norms and habitual social conventions. Žižek posits the 

avatar in cyberspace as a ‘new interpassive object’. In alignment with the 

characteristics of interpassivity, identity, emotions and pleasures are projected 

onto the avatar as one delegates passivity/enjoyment/activity to this alterior 

persona. Interactivity is of course, not absent from this equation. The avatar can 

become a vehicle through which we interact with a given space or other avatars; 

not a substitute or stand-in, but rather a vehicle for, a mediator of, sociability. The 

interchangeable and dialogic aspects of the communication exchange are 

foregrounded in this interpretation and responsibility then resides in the 

participant, in an inevitable symbolic conflation of the physical and the virtual.  

 

According to McLuhan the extension of ourselves via media is also a kind of 

amputation of the self. Coming from a feeling of discomfort, unease or stress on the 

body in the face of new technology “man is impelled to extend various parts of his 

body.”215[sic] Like Narcissus of the Greek myth we become ‘the servo-mechanism 

of our own extended image.’216 Narcissus is not aware that the image with which 

he is so smitten mirrors himself, instead he is numbed by his own auto-amputated 

image and “Self-amputation forbids self-recognition.”217 Parallels with this idea 

can be drawn to interpassivity, for the principle of self-amputation is “an 

immediate relief of strain on the central nervous system”,218 such that the wheel as 

an extension of the foot could become a means of relief from excess burden, 

enabling drivers to be more productive/achieve more with greater acceleration 

(speed and efficiency). This notion could be adapted to the numbness felt by game-

players where play becomes a mechanical activity with the medium as a structure 

of alteration; a means of detachment from the world and ideas of the self; a self-

amputation rather than an experience of being present, focused and engaged. The 

‘inter’ aspect – the transferential exchange – in such obsessive, numbed play, 
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would seem to morph to a kind of counter-activity, in which activity is located in 

the act of delegation and subsequent feeling of relief. Even where players play 

more out of compulsion/habit than pleasure, there is relief, albeit in numbness, to 

pain and to the calls of the body, much as Narcissus “…was numb. He had adapted 

to his extension of himself and had become a closed system.”219 This naturally 

recalls the image of Gibson’s ‘console cowboy’ plugged in to cyberspace, having all 

of him used in McLuhan’s sense - physically ‘detached in action’. 

 

In technocentric terms Žižek describes interpassivity as; 

 

The ability of postmodern technologies to construct and mobilise a surrogate 

self for the subject which means that even though the subject is “active” in 

ways previously unimaginable, its capacity to “passively enjoy” its widened 

field of experiences resides in this surrogate self, in the Symbolic order.220 

 

If we apply this to the avatar it ‘takes care of our passive/active experience’ – what 

we would potentially otherwise have directly/physically enjoyed the avatar takes 

care of. We go to a club and dance and have sex dressed as a koala with avatars in 

Second Life rather than real life. The surrogate self is a site of enjoyment in a 

process of passive transferral. This dynamic is more obviously the case with 

Žižek’s example of the VCR recording films and ‘watching’ them for us, as we spend 

the time in which we might otherwise be watching films, working - present 

elsewhere. Or rather than listening to the radio we download countless pod-casts 

of current events but never find the time to listen to them. Or even, the duplication 

of ourselves in the jacket we place on our seat to be the safeguard for our spot, 

while we attend to some other activity. These are examples of a kind of self-

amputation via extension; in contrast to interactivity where we are more presently 

involved in an active transferral. 

 

In interactivity we act through our avatars. Our activity is transferred in a 

dialogic dynamic – that involves third order dependency, an optimal 

communication setting and interpersonal credibility. We construct or project onto 

                                                             
219 Ibid. p.51 
220 S Žižek, The Plague of Fantasies, Verso, London, 1997, p.109 
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a surrogate self through which we are actively, presently, engaged in the space. 

Does interpassivity then become a secondary attribute of the experience? Or vice 

versa? Or is interactivity on a par with interpassivity in an oscillatory dynamic? An 

obvious example of the two within the one experience is the movie-inserts in so 

many computer games dubbed ‘interactive-movies’, whereby during the filmic 

moment, the player is relieved of their need to act within the space through their 

avatar. The avatar, independently autonomous from player control, is instead 

engaged in the narrative of the game, enabling the player to attend to other 

concerns, to be active elsewhere. Interpassivity as self-amputation also defines the 

game-player on autopilot. Each mode of participation has its moment of realisation 

relative to the particular dynamic and characteristics of the communication setting 

– perhaps, interpassivity could be considered as the frame for interactivity as 

McLuhanesque auto-amputation rather than extension. 

  

The full-interactive dynamic in virtual space, however, foregrounds near 

impossible ideals of communication; for the utopia of immersion and 

transcendentalism has not come to full fruition. Most computer users are 

described as ‘passive users’ and at best, social media, with the proliferation of 

user-generated content, have extended tentacles for more significant active 

participation. But the magic circle of play remains in part materially based. While 

there is a mediation from the physical to the virtual with the avatar, there is also a 

gap. 

 

Yes, in cyberspace, "you can be whatever you want"; you’re free to choose a 

symbolic identity (screen persona), but you must choose one that will 

always in a way betray you, that will never be fully adequate. You must 

accept being represented in cyberspace by a signifying element that runs 

around in the circuitry as your stand-in. Yes, in cyberspace everything is 

possible, but for the price of assuming a fundamental impossibility: you 

cannot circumvent the mediation of the interface from its bypass, which 

separates you (as the subject of enunciation) forever from your symbolic 

stand-in.221 

                                                             
221 S Žižek, ‘Cyberspace, or, How to Traverse the Fantasy in the Age of the Retreat of the Big Other’, 
Public Culture, Vol.10, No.3, Spring 1998, p.487 
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We can only identify with our avatar, see ourselves in it, to a point. An exact 

physical replica, a mirror image still betrays us in its immateriality. There is an 

implicit correlation between the body and the self; the self is understood as 

materially grounded even as it is virtually extended. A useful understanding of 

embodiment counter to the Cartesian mind-body split paradigm, is as “an 

intercorporeal exchange which is ongoing, relational and yet definitively 

located.”222 Where “embodiment emerges in processes of engagement with the 

world and is not, an object of ‘thing’.”223 The self is materially grounded but also 

immaterially extended. There is a potential multiplicity of existence as our various 

designated selves are all engaged in a variety of activities/passivities and our 

interactive or interpassive presence in both the virtual and corporeal realms is 

diversified and dispersed. This is thoroughly discussed by Sherry Turkle in regard 

to MUDs - “The self is not only decentred but multiplied without limit. There is an 

unparalleled opportunity to play with one’s identity and to “try out” new ones”.224 

The self in generic play is multiplied by default, play structures often demand that 

players take on particular roles; roles are prescribed – the board-game Monopoly 

demands that we be tyrannical land-lords and in Risk global colonisers (for the 

optimal outcome of winning), play demands a multitude of shifting identities. 

Furthermore;  

 

When you play a video game you enter into the world of the programmers who 

made it. You have to do more than identify with a character on the screen. You 

must act for it. Identification through action has a special kind of hold. Like 

playing a sport, it puts people into a focused, and highly charged state of mind. 

For many people, what is being pursued in the video game is not just a score, 

but an altered state225  

 

Engagements with cyberspace, as experiences of play, as vertigo/illynx, make-

believe/mimesis, can fuel a fantasy to take this thought to its zenith in Gibson’s 
                                                             
222 M Meskimmon, ‘Walking with Judy Watson: Painting, Politics and Intercorporeality’, in Betterton 
Rosemary (ed), Unframed: practices and Politics of Women’s Contemporary Painting, I.B Taurus, 
London, New York, 2004, p.67  
223 Ibid. 
224 S Turkle, ‘Constructions and Reconstructions of the Self in Virtual Reality’, in Electronic Culture: 
Technology and Representation, Druckery, Timothy (ed), Aperture, New York, 1996, p.356 
225 S Turkle, The Second Self, Simon and Schuster, New York, 1984, p.83 
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spectre of the ‘meat body’ - from which escape is inevitably fraught. Cyberspace, 

“sustains the subject’s desire, while simultaneously acting as the agent of 

prohibition that prevents its direct and full gratification.”226 It implements a 

reminder of the Lacanian formulation of the self split. As Elizabeth Grosz observes, 

the sense of self is; 

 

precipitated in a game (le jeu), through which I (je), that is, the self as subject, is 

formed. The game of mirror-doubles is the child’s attempt to master its own 

lack (the absence of a fixed or given identity) through a libidinal investment in 

its own specular image.227 

 

The notion of escape from the ‘self’, then, is another part of the structure of 

interpassivity; a psychological need (or defence) to ‘get away from ourselves’, 

which is also one of the identifying characteristics of play (particularly prevalent in 

obsessive play). As is echoed in the comment by de De l’Isle d’Adam, while viewing 

a theatre performance “[T]he unfortunate public is there only to try amuse itself 

and escape from itself.”228 While there is an absence/lack/cost that dovetails with 

this escape, there is also a presence or raison d’être in ‘this moment’ of self-

amputation. The negative associations with this ‘gap’ belie the reality of enriching 

connections and relationships made possible through the wires – by again 

understanding corporeality as intercorporeality; as relational; as necessarily 

interactive and interpassive. The interpassive object can facilitate modality – when 

interactivity is too suffocating - as well as define a fundamental means of 

engagement with the world and provide relief from our ‘duty to enjoy’. The 

standard structure of interpassivity maintains that we are relieved of ‘something’ 

in order to attend to ‘something else’. So with the avatar we are relieved from 

both/either the restraints of corporeal visibility and our need to engage with other 

people face-to-face, relieved from the moral consequences of killing or being killed, 

or relieved from the projection of one expression of the self in order to attend to 

another. For example the Tamagotchi sets up an interpassive dynamic with its 

owner in so far as it establishes a situation of re-action in which our enjoyment is 

delegated. As observed by Žižek, through the Tamagotchi we fulfil “our duty to 

                                                             
226 S Žižek, ‘Is it Possible to Traverse the Fantasy in Cyberspace’, p.113 
227 E Grosz, Jaques Lacan: a Feminist Introduction, Allen and Unwin, Sydney, 1990, p.50 
228 V de L’Isle d’Adam, p.53 
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enjoy, while in ‘real life’ we can rest calmly and have a nice lone drink.”229 In other 

words; “The relation between humans and technology is thus best conceived not as 

humans using objects, but rather as humans interacting [or being interpassive] 

with and through objects”230 When applied to art this dynamic is evident both 

when mediating virtual objects/subjects function as a site of displacement and in 

the ‘genre’ of the game without the player, where the artwork plays itself (to be 

discussed in Chapter 4). 

 

 

2.5        Distinctions in Applicability 

 

The various examples of interactivity and interpassivity as described, point to 

distinctions between the ways in which they each operate. Inevitable questions 

arise around the themes of control and presence/absence and in regard to whether 

it is us or our stand-in who is passive or active, enjoying or fulfilling a duty, neither, 

both, or if the roles are interchangeable. The avatar, for example, is an entity whose 

speech/actions are malleable to varying degrees. It enables us – despite a 

significant gap, to identify and feel present with it in our ability to exert control 

(within programmatic parameters), as we ‘act’ through it in data-space. Or we can 

delegate our passivity and enjoyment to it as we occupy ourselves with some other 

cognitive or physical matter. Avatars in cyberspace, computer game personas, or 

certain mediating objects in digital media art, allow for a wilful strategy of 

displacement – extension/amputation – that involves a greater or lesser level of 

choice, enjoyment or deferral. They can function as either interactive or 

interpassive mediums. The dynamic exemplified in the Chorus, Claque, Glory 

Machine, Canned laughter and the interpersonal examples, then, is that in which 

the interpassive subject is present with the interpassive medium, but it remains 

beyond control (acts autonomously). In the examples of the VCR, Answering 

Machine or I-pod, the interpassive subject is absent and the interpassive medium is 

controllable. In absence we are optionally active or passive (otherwise occupied) 

and the interpassive medium is passively/actively consuming. Such distinctions 

are quantifiable on their own terms and brought together under the sign-posts of 

                                                             
229 Žižek, ‘Is it Possible to Traverse the Fantasy in Cyberspace’, p.107 
230 D W Shaffer, K A Clinton, ‘Toolforthoughts: Reexamining Thinking in the Digital Age’, Mind, 
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decentring, transferentiality, substitution, auto-amputation, delegation, relief and 

mediation. Generally, different examples are regulated by the presence or absence 

of the medium of interactivity/passivity, as well as whether it is in the subject’s 

control/controlling the subject, or autonomously active on the subject’s behalf. Any 

confusion in the terrain is present largely because of the diversity of examples 

articulated by Pfaller and Žižek and the already slippery ground and indeed 

differential play, or différance (Derrida) between activity and passivity.  

 

Therefore it is important to be clear that against this background it is not 

surprising that the application of the term has unfolded in transverse directions. 

According to Žižek; 

 

The difference between activity and passivity, of course, is often blurred: 

weeping as an act of public mourning is not simply passive, it is passively 

transformed into an active ritualised symbolic practice.231 

 

In reference to the weeping women who stand-in as mourners for the funeral 

attendees Žižek demonstrates how through this idea of passive transferral, 

passivity and activity can and has become confused in the interpretation and 

consequent application of the term interpassivity. Discordance in the term’s 

application is apparent in regard to the delegation of passivity versus the 

delegation of activity (or the threat of passivity versus the acclamation of 

passivity). What is at issue between these positions is a confusion in regard to the 

location of passivity… a term which bears both negative (laziness, not working232) 

and positive (relaxation, de-stressing) connotations. The initial idea that stems 

from Žižek maintains that interpassivity deprives “us of our passivity, of our 

authentic passive experience, and thus prepare[s] us for mindless frenetic 

activity.”233 Like the coffee break as relaxing time out, that conversely functions to 

stimulate the central nervous system, increase stress hormones and negate 

relaxation. Or more directly, the interpassive dynamic whereby we can be in many 

                                                             
231 S Žižek, ‘The Interpassive Subject’, Centres Georges Pompidoi, Traverses, 1998, retrieved 12th 
August 2003, http://www.lacan.com/Žižek-pompidou.htm 
232 Where work is reified above and beyond all other activity (see chapter 1). 
233 Žižek, ‘The Interpassive Subject’  
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places at once – our passivity transferred - and still keep working.  Then as Žižek 

states; 

 

Interpassivity, like the libidinal strategies of perverse disavowal generally 

and masochism specifically, is a way of simultaneously identifying with and 

repudiating the object, the other, in order to resist the effects of passivization. 

234 

 

Understood as such it is a structure by which we keep our leisure time within 

grasp but never succumb to it. Engaging in interpassive acts becomes part of the 

obsessional drive to keep on moving as a response to a fear of passivity (or in 

terms of the work ethic, a fear of play and an obsessive orientation toward work). 

The most specific example is that of the VCR user, or the idea of the book collector 

who gains a certain satisfaction by consistently purchasing books which reside on 

the bookshelf, left unread. In both examples an interpassive structure is in place to 

‘take care of’ passive experience and allow for distinct activities to take place at a 

remove from the interpassive object whose acknowledged presence still gives us 

satisfaction though the pleasure it could provide is never given in to. Interpassivity 

is not necessarily a positive or negative formulation, it can facilitate workaholism 

as much as it can be a welcome relief. 

 

Removed from the Žižekian psychoanalytic bed, interpassivity is understood 

conversely and more literally to maintain that ‘networking means not working’235 

and our bodies are subsumed to the contrary status of the inanimate (the digit on 

the remote control). This position is supported by Mona Sarkis in her 1993 article 

Interactivity means Interpassivity; 

 

                                                             
234 S Žižek, “Repeating Lenin”, Lacanian Ink, retrieved 12th August 2003, 
http://lacan.com/replenin.htm 
235 See, M Sarkis, ‘Interactivity Means Interpassivity’, in Media Information Australia, Vol.69, 1993, 
p.16 and W G West Deconstructing Delphic Drivel: Ontologically and Epistemologically Unravelling 
Some Political Knots Regarding "Interpassivity" and "Notworking", February 1998, retrieved 12th 
October 2003, http://webhome.idirect.com/~gordwest/majorweb/gwtexts/NetIpap1. 
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What is active about ‘interactivity’ is finally the human activation of all 

possibilities from all angles in order to push activity away from oneself to 

someone/something else, and towards interpassivity.236 

 

This article marks the earliest publication of the term, but the overall idea is 

reactive and under-developed. For Sarkis, interactivity is interpassivity and 

humankind is under the threat of becoming passive via our new technologies in a 

repudiation of activity, such that, instead of going out and playing basketball, for 

example, we satisfy the urge through game simulations in our own homes. This 

culminates in a vision of humanity as represented in the Pixar animation Wall-E 

(2008), as bloated and entirely supported by robotic apparati. In terms of media 

technologies, Sarkis argues that the term interactivity is merely a smokescreen for 

humankind’s desire for self-surrender - “the big song and dance around technology 

is just one side of the coin whose flipside is to do with making oneself small”. In the 

apprehension toward the automation of work, “what is active about interactivity is 

man's activation of, literally, all thinking handles, in order to sell activity off”, she 

claims, with the adverse circumstance that, “[g]etting rid of one’s self is a 

declaration of irresponsibility and dependence.” And further that, the user/player 

becomes “the first victim in this sneaky passivity-seeking interactivity-

campaign.”237 Resonant here is a familiar dystopic, Luddite narrative of technology 

as insidious threat, where we become a clog in the machine of the global 

metropolis, like Charlie Chaplin in Modern Times where the machine gets all the 

glory as the evolutionary successor to humankind. In this dynamic we are the 

literal docile bodies, subject to rather than acting autonomously; the self is 

surrendered, the soul is sold.  

 

W. Gordon West reinforces this position; 

 

the advent of the computerized office, assembly line, and world has not at all 

clearly lead to more activity for most workers, but quite probably less: 

routinized de-skilling and higher unemployment, better described as 
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passivity rather than activity. For many, "networking" has meant not 

working.238 

 

This is, of course, not incorrect. In many countries such as Japan for example, the 

rise in automation is evidence of a coinciding rise in unemployment and loss of 

traditional skills, even with the effusive hope of factory directors such as Seiuemon 

Inaba;  

 

factory automation is not to be used to completely un-man the factory. It is a 

system to reduce labour, and shift people from more monotonous to more 

creative work. It should only be used when this principle is clearly 

understood.239 

 

Japan has struggled to uphold this ideal as a preventative to ‘technostress’ – a kind 

of ‘isolation syndrome’ derivative of the monotony of a work-day world of button-

pressing.240 Technostress is part of the problem of quasi or more literally pseudo-

interactivity in the workplace. It is provoked by a situation where actions do not 

yield meaningful responses and where the end results are as invisible to the 

worker as the process is to the consumer. Advancements in technology in today’s 

industrialised societies often pose frightening threats to full interactivity. Generally 

speaking in the industrialised world face-to-face interaction has diminished and 

lifestyles are less physically active, though just as ‘work active’, lived out more in 

the home or work hub, rather than in the community. The same technological drive 

is also responsible for a plethora of devices for entertainment which potentially 

function to offset this troubling reality. This recalls Sutton-Smith’s notion of 

‘adaptive functions’, or McLuhan for whom societies “without art…without the 

popular arts of games, tend toward automatism”.241 In this sense play becomes a 

coping mechanism a means of not only virtual, but also physical modality and in its 

optimal state, interconnection between people and the world. Technology can 

function as both the cause and solution of conflicts. 
                                                             
238 G W West, Deconstructing Delphic Drivel: Ontologically and Epistemologically Unravelling Some 
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240 F L Schodt , Inside the Robot Kingdom: Japan, Mechatronics, and the coming Robotopia, Kodansha 
International, Tokyo, New York, 1988, p.163 
241 McLuhan, Understanding Media, p.262 
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The views of Sarkis and West perpetuate dystopic visions of technology that 

situate interpassivity as a literal inversion of activity to passivity. This is framed as 

an inherently detrimental circumstance (which in certain situations it is). What is 

pre-eminent to the notion of interpassivity for Žižek however, is not a binary 

opposition of passivity and activity. Interactivity and interpassivity both contain 

the alternating characteristics of activity and passivity. This is inherently playful 

and further highlights the deconstructive potential of play. Passivity can be either 

located in the object or medium of identification or in oneself. We are interpassive 

when there is a passive transferral, distancing from the object of engagement, like 

with McLuhan’s cool media detachment in action. We are also interpassive when 

our agency is carried by a surrogate entity and when we delegate passivity or 

enjoyment. This either results in the subject really able to enjoy as their ‘duty to 

enjoy’ is taken care of or, their activation elsewhere. Furthermore, interpassivity as 

the passive transferral of activity in a substitutive act of delegation, has, regardless 

of new technologies, been familiar to humanity for some time. In this sense it is a 

concept of broader complexity rather than simply the bane of today’s technological 

moment, the ‘technological bad’ as against the ‘natural good’.  

 

How all of this is relevant to the interpretation of digital media arts will be 

more readily fleshed out in the following chapters. For now, the example of the 

Telegarden (Fig. 6) co-directed by Ken Goldberg and Joseph Santarromana is an 

illustration of the vicissitudes and intersections of the interactivity/passivity 

dynamics. This project was an early exercise in telepresence; acting in physical 

space at a remove from one’s actual location through virtual structures. 

Telepresence is a conflation of the online and the physical realms, organic nature 

and cybernetic culture, local and global, which today are increasingly enmeshed. 

Called an Interactive Organic Art Installation, the Telegarden enabled participants 

to tend a real garden remotely from the physical site of their own computers. It 

was a physical computing project that was intended to explore the idea of a 

participative virtual community, with attention to sustained communication and 

the formation of interpersonal relationships. Or as stated by Margaret L. 

McLaughlin et al.; 
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The Tele-Garden was created to provide a testbed for a new generation of low-

cost “point-and-click” devices for control of a robotic apparatus over wide-

area networks, to explore the ability of networked telerobotics to create a 

sense of telepresence (extending the body through space), and to provide a 

laboratory for the study of online community.242  

 

 The project was developed at the University of Southern California and then moved 

in 1996 to the lobby of the Ars Electronica Centre, Linz , Austria. An actual garden 

was grown and nurtured via online participants, with visibility granted through a 

‘robotic eye’ video and a schematic representation. A parallel was drawn between 

physical and social ecology through the inclusion of a Village Square for 

communication between tele-gardeners (an evocation of McLuhan’s global village). 

In terms of interpassivity, contribution to the garden online could relieve 

gardeners of their need to be out in a real garden, could function as a substitutive 

medium. The site could thus act like a Tamagotchi for people who enjoy gardening 

but not getting their hands dirty.243 Relief and satisfaction were also generated 

through the fact that tele-gardeners could walk away from the screen in the safe 

                                                             
242 M L McLaughlin, K K Osborne and N B Ellison, ‘Virtual Community in a Telepresence 
Environment’, in Jones Steven G. (ed), Virtual Culture: Identity and Communication in Cybersociety, 
Sage, London, 2002, p.149 
243 This is of course, specific to the moment of online participation, as many of its users were avid 
gardeners in the physical realm [This would be more helpful in the text rather than as a footnote].  

Figure 6: Ken Goldberg, Joseph Santarromana et.al., Telegarden, 1995-2004 
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knowledge that their online seed would continue to be watered by other 

participants; the garden would not deteriorate to a wasteland. Interactivity then, 

prevailed in the engagement with fellow tele-gardeners in the blog-space of the 

Village Square – where conversations were enacted, connections generated and 

playful engagements unfolded.  

 

The main purpose of this brief example is to demonstrate that interactivity and 

interpassivity are closely intertwined co-habitants in the sphere of online 

engagements.  Interpassivity is about exchange through delegation, whereas 

interactivity is about exchange through participation; interpassivity is the escape 

part of play, whereas interactivity is the engagement part. Together they form a 

dynamic of escape and engagement, or focus and distraction - of play - 

characteristic modes of participation of the digital domain, which are not so 

polarised as easily assumed. We can at once escape and focus, be engaged and 

distracted (from real life matters or our real garden). Just as much as we can 

intently focus in and become engaged, we can be distracted and escape into 

electronic games or onto digital networks. Many so called interactive art structures 

(political art-games in particular) foreground this escape/engagement, 

focus/distraction dynamic. This duality of play here associated with interactivity 

and interpassivity, is commented on by Roger Silverstone; 

 

We are all players now in games, some or many of which the media make. 

They distract but they also provide a focus. They blur boundaries but still 

somehow preserve them. For, arguably we know, even as children, when we 

are playing and when we are not. The thresholds between the mundane and 

the heightened spaces of the everyday are still there to be crossed, and they 

are crossed each time we switch on the radio or television, or log on to the 

World Wide Web. Playing is both escape and engagement.244 

 

In addition to this, William Bogard who writes about mass distraction and digital 

media, remarks that; “When we speak about the digital media, we see lines of 
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escape and capture everywhere”245 Play is about interactivity and interpassivity, it 

is about passive and active transferral, a way to escape from our own potential for 

passivity and duty to enjoy as much as it is about focus on an imaginative realm, 

taking on alternate roles and engagement in dialogic exchange.  

 

 

2.6 Conclusion 

 

There is an intuitive connection between play, interactivity and interpassivity 

(technocentric or otherwise), for there to be play this relationship needs to exist. 

The synergy between these three is facilitated through play’s purpose-built 

structure (the play apparatus), its content (e.g. the game) and its participants and 

their playful apprehension toward digital media art and games. In technosocial 

terms interactivity is readily discernible as an attribute of play when the principles 

of reciprocity, third-order dependency and the generation of a perception of 

immersion in the play-space, are fulfilled in a communicative and responsive 

dynamic. Many structures that are assumed to be interactive are instead 

interpassive or quasi-interactive, this occurs when the principles of interactivity 

are not directly met and a different mode of engagement with the structure is 

apparent such as the reactivity of the remote-control. Interpassivity is about both a 

mode of engagement in play structures and a negation of play. It can be about the 

delegation of pleasure/enjoyment and contra-play when a given interpassive 

object enables us to be relieved of our need to play, yet still satisfied vicariously 

because someone/thing is doing it for us. Interpassivity can therefore negate play 

when passivity and enjoyment is surrendered for the sake of other activities (such 

as work). Computer games, like all games, could be considered interpassive if they 

function as surrogates for going out in the world; the interaction within games is 

for the same reason also interpassive. Likewise the rituals and 

conventions/manners of daily life also occupy the interpassive frame of 

interactivity. 
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The concept of play has surfaced more readily in discussions of interactivity 

than interpassivity, in part due to a generalised misunderstanding of interactivity 

but also because interactivity, a key characteristic of play is simply the more 

commonly used and intuitively understood term. Ha and James for example, cite 

playfulness as a ‘fundamental variable’ of interactivity (alongside choice, 

connectedness, information collection and reciprocal communication). It is framed 

within narrow bounds as the ‘degree to which an interactive experience is 

entertaining’, thus delimiting playfulness via the explicit correlation with 

entertainment and the assumption that it is the measure of entertainment. The 

previous chapter demonstrated that play exceeds the bounds of entertainment as a 

more carnivalesque element that reverberates through a plurality of spheres and 

takes on hues of both frivolity and seriousness. Therefore to reassert, the 

connection of playfulness or play to interactivity extends beyond this fundamental 

but by no means exclusive association with entertainment. Having said this, it is 

undeniable that the main draw-card of computer games is entertainment and more 

often than not the same demands are projected onto, as well as being part of the 

interactive, quasi-interactive or interpassive experience of digital media art. It is 

fair to assume that whilst the concept of play exceeds the boundaries of 

entertainment, entertainment is nonetheless a defining feature of play. It is 

interconnected with the themes of pleasure and fun, as well as being a catalyst for 

the relief that can be felt when engaged in a given play-space. 

 

According to Ha and James; 

 

Mass media content is play for the audiences not just information. Play is an 

inner talk or conversation within oneself that provides pleasure for an 

individual. Strictly speaking the playful dimension of interactivity is within 

oneself rather than with another person.246 

  

This formulation of Ha and James recalls part of the definition of interactivity as a 

matter of perception. If the playful dimension of interactivity within oneself also 

incorporates the playful dimension of interpassivity, then the way in which both of 
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these manifest as distinct is in the manner of externalisation. Play is the inner talk 

with interpassivity and interactivity as the ways in which it can be outwardly 

manifested: a reflection of the state of the self in relation to a given structure.  

 

On a par with Ha and James, Ruby Roy Dholakia et al. also list playfulness as a 

dimension of interactivity alongside user control, responsiveness, real time 

interactions, connectedness and personalisation/customization. Ha and James’ 

position is echoed in their claim that,  

 

playfulness refers to the entertainment value of a site…Playfulness may 

include features such as humorous animations or interactive games where 

the intent is to provoke an emotional or behavioural response from the 

viewer247  

 

Although play is yet again under the banner of entertainment, it is also given a 

purpose, relegated to the provocation of specific responses. Play is framed as a 

directive for the push-button stereotype and other behavioural manifestations and 

emotions. Foregrounding response clearly functions to directly associate play with 

interactivity. Along this track a further observation is made that “Sites that are 

rated to be more playful are likely to lead to their perception as being more 

interactive.”248 Again the connection is established between play and interactivity, 

whereby play becomes the vehicle for perceived interactivity. Here play is framed 

as both a measure of interactivity and entertainment in technologically mediated 

participatory structures.  

 

The previously discussed Tele-Garden was a project that was more community, 

than play-orientated, although the majority of the core play characteristics were 

nevertheless prevalent. For example there is something inherently playful about 

being telepresent to the movement of a robotic gardener and communing on the 

details of the robot and the progress of the garden, in addition to something very 

work-like about attending to the garden and persisting to sustain and nurture its 

                                                             
247 R R Dholakia, M Zhao, N Dholakia, and D R Fortin, ‘Interactivity and Revisits to Websites: A 
Theoretical Framework’, Research Institute for Telecommunications and Information Marketing, 
2000, retrieved 6th May 2003, http://ritim.cba.uri.edu/wp/  
248 Ibid. 
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development.249 The play orientation of the project has moreover been 

commented on by McLaughlin et al.. “The Tele-Garden community’s creation of an 

alternative universe, unique to the Garden, also speaks to the strong culture of play 

created by the WWW site”.250 The formation of a play-space was observed not in 

the manipulation of the robot, but rather in the adoption of alternate personas in 

the Village Square chat and the playing-out of fictional scenarios in participant-

invented make-believe realms (e.g. a medieval virtual world). As such the 

interrelatedness of interactivity and interpassivity is again discernible. Through 

the adoption of fictional personas (surrogate selves) the participants were relieved 

(as well as potentially exploring different parts) of themselves in a process of 

transferentiality, substitution and mediation. What becomes apparent in the 

Village Square participation is that it is possible to at once escape to a realm of 

make-believe and engage with other participants within that realm. The same 

alternating dynamic is foregrounded in the play-sphere. 

 

The purpose of this chapter has been to unpack the term interactivity through 

notions of interpassivity and quasi-interactivity in order to formulate an applicable 

use and focused understanding of the term in the sphere of art, games and for the 

concept of play. Interactivity, interpassivity and quasi-interactivity are important 

concepts for thinking about the dynamics of participation, play and the role of the 

self in relation to art. But more is at stake in these dynamics and more will be 

addressed in the following chapter. These concepts will be applied in specific 

relation to participatory digital media art through the use of a cross-section of 

examples. The nature of participation with regard to the idea of playing and being 

played by all art, not simply art with a literal feedback in place, will be 

interrogated. This will set up both distinctions and associations between 

traditional media art and digital media art.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
249 100 hits at watering a seed were required for the privilege to plant ones own seed. 
250 M L McLaughlin, K K Osborne, N B Ellison, ‘Virtual Community in a Telepresence Environment’, 
p.162 
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CHAPTER THREE  

 The Play of Art through Data Technologies 

 

 

if we look away on account of the unpleasant glare of technological references, 

we risk missing the development of new meanings – and most importantly, we 

tend to assume that the technology is contributing something superficial – such 

as efficiency – when it may also be bending artistic purposes in new directions.251 

 

James Elkin, 1994 

 

The ideological forces surrounding new technology produce a rhetoric of novelty, 

differentiation and freedom that works to obscure the more profound structural 

kinships between superficially heterogenous media.252 

 

Espen Aarseth, 1997 

 

 

If interactivity, as delineated in the previous chapter, is specific to situations in 

which response is optimised in a reciprocal interchange, there is third-order 

dependency and the generation of a perception of immersion, then, why is it that 

static, materially unresponsive, traditional Western works of art, are also called 

interactive? Roland Barthes has even argued that the viewer/reader actually 

writes/makes the ‘readerly text’, where the goal of the text “is to make the reader 

no longer a consumer, but a producer of the text”253 as against the conventionally-

conceived fixed nature of the ‘writerly text’. More generally it is argued that 

“interpretation changes the artwork…the viewer “acquires” the text, thus changing 

                                                             
251 J Elkins, ‘Art History and the Criticism of Computer Generated Images’, Leonardo, Vol 27, No. 4, 
1994, p.336 
252 E Aarseth, p.14 
253 R Barthes, S/Z, Translated by Richard Miller. Hill and Wang, New York, 1974, p.4 
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its meaning into something different.”254 Or as emphasised by Margot Lovejoy; “All 

arts can be called interactive if we consider the viewing and interpreting of a work 

as a means for reaching understanding as part of a communicative dialogue.”255 In 

other words, as a viewer subjectively beholds an art object, he or she projects 

meanings onto and engages in a dynamic imaginative dialogue with it. This is 

necessary because the predominantly visual language (or signs) of artistic 

production is subject to a plurality of interpretations and ‘gives something’ to the 

viewer, who in turn returns an interpreted meaning. A hermetic circle is formed – 

there is a reciprocal interplay between viewer and art object, a to-and-fro 

movement, this is what draws a wide-ranging, generic application of the label 

‘interactive’. Hans-Georg Gadamer explores this understanding of interactivity 

through the idea of participation within conventional, visual, Western arts, and 

even pinpoints the concept of play as the definitive mode of being of art. How does 

this hold the experience of play in digital media arts? Is it the same dynamic or is it 

refigured through a more specific or literal interactivity? If there is a radical 

difference between traditional media and digital interactive art, why has the latter 

increasingly and effortlessly occupied contemporary art spaces that were originally 

designed for the former?256 This and the continuity of play through both art forms 

suggest that traditional media and digital interactive art may be more similar than 

they initially appeared to be. Such questions will be approached by unpacking the 

distinctions between digital media art and traditional Western art in relation to 

interactivity and play.  

 

 

3.1 Key Concepts on the Connections between Art and Play  

 

The use of language to define art as an artwork or work of art has the effect of 

investing art with the seriousness that the term work connotes, rather than the 

frivolity commonly associated with play. It also functions to objectify art (ready for 

sale or possession or investment), while the notion of play is subversive and 

                                                             
254 L Qvortup, ‘Digital Poetics: The Poetical Potentials of Projection and Interaction’, in Liestol 
Gunner, Morrison Andrew, Rasmussen Terje (eds), Digital Media Revisited: Theoretical and 
Conceptual Innovations in Digital Domains, MIT Press, Massachusetts, USA, 2003, p.254 
255 M Lovejoy, Digital Currents: Art in the Electronic Age, Routledge, 2004, P.226 
256 This should be taken with a given clause that the expense of installation and the availability of 
suitable technologies has nevertheless hindered the exhibition of digital media works. 
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ambiguous. The connection between play and art is understood in a variety of 

forms from the artist at play, to the viewer at play, to the work of art itself as play. 

Their conflation has been a cornerstone of modern art, as evident in Immanuel 

Kant’s imperative of ‘freedom’ in aesthetic feeling and moments of ‘imaginative 

play’ in the experience of beauty through aesthetic ideas; Fredrick Schiller’s notion 

of the ‘aesthetic state’, and; Karl Groos for whom both play and art share an 

‘aesthetic dimension’, reliant on the suspension of disbelief or ‘conscious self 

deception’. Play and art are distinct concepts with significant similarities and it is 

these similarities which have led to a repeated association of the two over time, 

particularly during the post-Enlightenment period and through to today. 

Autonomy or freedom from everyday constraints (including rationality), make-

believe/engagement of the imagination, segregation from the everyday, individual 

expression, self-renewing ‘timelessness’, ‘unproductivity’ and chance each to 

varying degrees function as the glue between these concepts. The creative process 

has also been aligned with the play process, bonded by themes of autonomy, 

freedom, spontaneity, openness and unpredictability, as well as frivolity and 

unproductivity. Moreover art, like play, is clearly no stranger to the realm of 

seriousness; it can function as a social realist document of the times and as a 

powerful critical dialogue or ideological tool, as much as it can be a comical 

abandonment to banality or an adjunct to interior decorating schemes. Art like 

play can bring the participant back to the present moment as much as it can absorb 

her in alternate realities. 

 

As much as play and art are connected through themes of autonomy and 

freedom (by generating experience for participants/viewers) they are also about 

constraint and control. Danish artist Jeppe Hein reflects on the dynamic of control 

and complicity with interactive arts;  

 

Of course, control and complicity are important aspects in interactive 

installations, although you cannot control people's feedback and reactions 

when confronted with an artwork.  You can only indicate a controlled system 

and play with the sensation of control and complicity, for example by letting 

people think they are controlling the movement of a work when in fact their 
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movement is controlled by the work. Making people believe they can take the 

reins is also a form of control.257  

 

Likewise, when encountering a painting, for example, we are not in control of how 

it will affect us. In the midst of art we become complicit to systems of control as we 

are given the impression that it is us who are in control. This is the nature of play 

as experienced through art and it raises the question of how much freedom we 

have in relation to art as play. Play can take us away from everyday demands such 

as work, but in doing so, particularly as ludos, it absorbs us into alternate 

demands. 

 

 

Art as Play: Hans-Georg Gadamer 

 

The association of art and play, in recent times, has been explored most 

assiduously by the student of Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer, in Truth and 

Method (1986). Through hermeneutical aesthetics Gadamer presupposes 

phenomenological involvement with the subject matter of art, as against Kantian 

contemplation or detachment. Subjective relations are instantiated with art, and 

the aesthetic experience is defined by an interplay between the subjectivity of the 

work of art and the subjectivity of the viewer. As explained by John Powers writing 

on Gadamer, readers/viewers, 

 

…enter into a dialogue with a text and foster an encounter between his/her 

horizon and the horizon of meaning opened up by the text. This merging of 

horizons (horizontverschmelzung) is the primary hermeneutical activity. It 

involves remaining open to new possibilities of meaning that may be 

revealed by the text, since the meaning of a text is never fixed or settled but 

remains open to interpretation by other people.”258 

 

                                                             
257 J Hein quoted in Art Review, ‘Jeppe Hein and Dan Graham: the Mirror-Stage’ Art Review, Iss. 24, 
July and August 2008, p.60 
258 J Powers, Hermeneutics and Tradition in the Saṃdhinirmocana-sūtra, Brill, Leiden, Netherlands, 
1993, p.141 
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Pre-conceptions are held in relation to art/texts which maintain a historically 

situated expressive quality that in a sense speaks to us. Writing from a perspective 

of traditional Western arts, Gadamer maintains the position that all art becomes a 

dialogical, communicative event where the process of interpretation is interaction, 

hence, his alignment with – and in a sense definition of - a generic form of 

interactivity. 

 

At the base of this interactivity, for Gadamer, is the concept of play. Play is 

understood by Gadamer in relation to art as, 

 

neither the orientation nor even the state of mind of the creator or of those 

enjoying the work of art, nor the freedom of a subjectivity engaged in play, 

but the mode of being of the work of art itself.259 

 

Gadamer discusses several concepts in terms of ‘modes of being’, and the mode of 

being of play (which also feeds into the mode of being of art) is self-presentation 

and “in this presentation, the unity and identity of a structure emerge.”260 Gadamer 

therefore identifies play as transformation into structure and the presentation – or 

appearance - of the work of art is its structure as play. This seems almost 

paradoxical, for transformation, like play, seems to intuitively lack structure – as a 

process of flux. However all play, like all art, exists within rules, even the decision 

to engage in free-form, ‘random’, movement - paidia - is still a structured decision 

that demarcates action. The structure of play is a direct product of the 

interrelatedness between participant and object/subject of attention.  

 

The play of the work of art is its presentation of itself as structure beyond 

that which existed previously. The art instigates its own world with the viewer. 

The nature of this presentation, like that of play itself, is that of a hermetic circle; a 

structure of meaning; “The world of the work of art, in which play expresses itself 

fully in the unity of its course, is in fact a wholly transformed world. In and through 

it everyone recognises that that is how things are.”261 There are certain ‘play 

truths’, such that, when applied to a board-game, the game’s parameters define the 

                                                             
259 H-G Gadamer, Truth and Method, Sheed & Ward, London, 1975, p.101 
260 Ibid. p.122 
261 Ibid. p.113 
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world of play in which it is apparent how things are; you will ‘go straight to jail 

without passing go’, if that is what the game decrees; if that is what the structure 

and presentation define. 

  

Attendant to play as the mode of being of art, Gadamer argues for the 

centrality of experience in the presence of a work of art, “…art has its true being in 

the fact that it becomes an experience that changes the person who experiences 

it.”262 Art is an event, it communicates. The work of art is then a transformation 

into structure presented and existent for, with or in someone. This is mirrored by 

Spariosu in his claim that; 

 

Art and play are alike insofar as they both involve an experience that 

transforms the person’s experiencing it. Art, like play does not occur for the 

sake of the participants but rather merely manifests itself (kommt zur 

Darstellung) through them.263 

 

In this manifestation through participation, through generic interaction, art and 

play both achieve full significance (and indeed relevance). The participant can – 

even just by being a present observer - complete the containedness, the ‘magic 

circle’, the structure of art as play. From this perspective the participant is an 

essential element for the completion of the experiential event of art as play.  

 

Gadamer outlines his understanding of participation through the poetically 

simple notion of a reciprocal, responsive or reactive to-and-fro motion, 

 

so central to the definition of play that it makes no difference who or what 

performs this movement….It is the game that is played – it is irrelevant 

whether or not there is a subject who plays it. The play is the occurrence of 

the movement as such.264  

 

It may be the game that is played, but it only achieves relevance through 

participation, while, ipso facto, the subjectivity of the player is shaped by the play 

                                                             
262 Ibid. p.103 
263 Spariosu, Dionysos Reborn, p.135 
264 Gadamer, p.103 
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structure. This point comes back to an affirmation of quasi-interactivity and non-

interactivity as play – with reaction defining the to-and-fro and an absence of 

response to a third level. Play as to-and-fro courses through both the 

understanding of ludic play and play as open-ended paidia (which does not 

necessitate a game). This kind of to-and-fro also characterises the mechanical play 

of parts in their casing, which Paul Virilio argues defines all play today, as 

impoverished; “Play is not something that brings pleasure; on the contrary, it 

expresses a shift in reality, an unaccustomed mobility with respect to reality.”265 

But for Gadamer – writing earlier - it is not viewed so pessimistically, this motion is 

the structural nature of play, patterned according to the particular type of play. 

The transfixing play of light on water, for example, reflects and bounces according 

to the undulations of the waves, whereas the play of a Frisbee is that of being 

launched from a body into space, to descend upon another body. The players’ 

participation then, is shaped according to the structure imposed by types of play, 

“it is the pattern of a game that gives it relevance to or inner lives…”266 writes 

McLuhan. A yo-yo, for example, has both the obvious characteristic to-and-fro 

motion (Fort-Da267) and draws a particular comportment from its player - a 

specific type of action is required by the pattern imposed by the yo-yo as yo-yo. We 

orient our behaviour in relation to the pattern of structures. This, argues Gadamer, 

means that although as players we must be consensual to participation in the play, 

we are in fact, played;  

 

All playing is being-played. The attraction of the game, the fascination it 

exerts, consists precisely in the fact that the game masters the players….The 

real subject of the game … is not the player but the game itself. What holds 

the player in its spell, draws him into play, and keeps him there, is the game 

itself.268  

 

                                                             
265 G Sans, The Game of Love and Chance: a Discussion with Paul Virilio, retrieved 14th September 
2003; http://www.watsoninstitute.org/infopeace/vy2k/sans.cfm 
266 McLuhan, Understanding Media, p.261 
267 Fort Da refers to the German words “gone” and “there” derived by Freud from the play of his 
Grandson and used to analyse repetition and the child’s menta life. See chapter two of S Freud, 
Beyond the Pleasure Principle, trans. C J M Hubbuck, The International psycho-analytical press, 
London, 1922 
268 Gadamer, p.106 
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What is thus demanded of the player is a ‘being present’ to the play as a part of 

the to-and-fro motion. This being present for Gadamer, is thought of as similar to 

the Buddhist notion of ‘self forgetfulness’, or a being ‘outside oneself’, an 

‘egolessness’.269 Rather than a negative attribute - as in the disembodiment figured 

in engagements with cyberspace - “being outside oneself is the positive possibility 

of being wholly with something else.”270 Gadamer further remarks: “The structure 

of play absorbs the player into itself, and thus frees him from the burden of taking 

the initiative, which constitutes the actual strain of existence.”271 Here we can 

locate the idea of interpassivity -previously identified as an essential if paradoxical 

frame of interactivity - in the act of being relieved; “relieved of one’s enjoyment 

...displacing it onto the Other”272; relieved of the necessity - the superego 

imperative – to have fun, in order to really have fun. This spills over to the 

interpretation of the mode of being of art and its relationship to participants - we 

are also played by art. Jacques Lacan approaches this notion in his thoughts on 

painting, for example, arguing that the subjectivity of the artist is experienced in 

the art, which holds the viewer in its gaze.  

 

Just as different games/forms of play demand different comportments from 

the players, different types of art, too, play the participant differently. As Spariosu 

remarks, “The attitude of the player does not determine the nature of play, rather, 

the nature of play determines the attitude of the player”.273 This is similar to 

McLuhan, for whom technology shapes meaning by shaping the way we respond. 

The viewer’s participation (Gadamer)—his or her engagement with art—partakes 

of its structure. Said differently, the structure of play in a work of art draws a 

viewer/participant into its sphere. For example, we walk around a sculpture to 

experience its varying perspectives and with a two-dimensional wall-hung work 

an alternate comportment and motion is required, relative to the pictorial space. 

Further, as Foucault argued, the epistemic nature of the period that the art is made 

                                                             
269 This is similar to McLuhan’s concept of ‘cool media’ which he aligned with the Hindu idea of 
detachment: detachment in action, in participation. See,  McLuhan, Marshall, a Pop Philosopher, 
Canadian Broadcasting Association Archives, 22nd June 1965, retrieved 20th May 2008, 
http://archives.cbc.ca/arts_entertainment/media/topics/342-1818/ 
270 Gadamer, p.126 
271 Ibid. p.104 
272 S Žižek, ‘The Interpassive Subject’, Centres Georges Pompidou, Traverses, 1998, retrieved 12th 
November 2003, http://www.lacan.com/Žižek-pompidou.htm 
273 Spariosu, Dionysus Reborn, p.135-136 
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and experienced in is also part of the structure into which the participant is drawn 

or played. To again reference McLuhan, in the modern age or the age of the book, 

the experience of art became more like reading a book. Before this time art was 

part of devotional or ritual activity which concerned considerably more corporeal 

involvement/movement and touch. For McLuhan “The phonetic alphabet forced 

the magic world of the ear to yield to the neutral world of the eye.”274 And, 

 

Like easel painting, the printed book added much to the new cult of 

individualism. The private, fixed point of view became possible and literacy 

conferred the power of detachment, non-involvement.275 

 

With digital media art this ‘book-dynamic’ of distanced observation is challenged. 

Its interactivity is specific rather than generic; literal rather than imagined. The 

physical gap is literally dissolved through the enabling of touch, aural stimulus and 

phenomenologically direct physicality and movement (though a gap is still 

inevitable between intangible data and corporeality). At the very least the 

dissolution of distance is literally simulated - rather than just implied by tactile-

looking paintings. This occurs through techniques such as telepresence and the use 

of avatars (through which we ‘play a part’). The ‘take part’ or ‘have a part’ of the 

definition of participation therefore features more acutely with digital media 

through the prevalence of direct, often physical contact or movement required of 

the participant and responded to by the art, it is a two-way rather than one-way 

dynamic. This dynamic will be understood as a literal interactivity, where 

participants take part, have a part, literally play a part. In contrast to generic 

interactivity where there is a too-and-fro but more is implied or imagined. This 

distinction is made obvious in the participation of the art viewer/player. The idea 

of having a part to play is all the more prescient as participants become a 

performative element within the artwork itself. Gadamer’s idea of art as an 

experiential event becomes refigured in a literal fashion through digital media art, 

where the relationship between participant and artwork often manifests as the 

coercion of the participant’s action by the demands of the artwork’s structure. This 

speaks to the Barthean argument, in its challenge to the traditional position of the 

                                                             
274M McLuhan, and Q Fiore, The Medium is the Massage, Produced by Jerome Agel, Touchstone, 
Simon and Shuster Inc., New York, 1989, p.44 
275 Ibid. p.50 
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white-cube gallery goer as passive contemplative viewer - different modes of 

engagement and action are required. The following part of the discussion will tease 

out these defining characteristics of digital media art and more readily focus on 

literal interactivity (and quasi-interactivity) in distinction to the generic 

interactivity outlined by Gadamer.  

 

 

3.2 Digital Media Participation 

 

Participant engagement in play-orientated digital media art interfaces is 

literal. According to Gadamer - writing in relation to traditional art - only the 

viewer as an imaginative participant brings the artwork alive. With a digital media 

artwork a similar dynamic persists in a literal sense, it might for example, be that 

there is simply a solitary screen in an empty room, but with the physical input of 

the participant it ‘comes alive’. A clear example of this is Mark Cypher’s Biophilia 

(Fig.7). The screen remains blank until a participant steps close to stand on sensor 

activated pads; her shadow is impressed upon the screen, out of which a virtual 

plant/phallic-like organism begins to grow. A variety of coral and branch-like 

shapes literally sprout in reaction to the participant’s weight bearing. Via 

movement, participants manipulate the outcome of the growth of their mutant 

shadow-self. This piece articulates a deconstruction of the notion of the shadow as 

FIGURE 7. Mark Cypher, Biophilia, 2004 
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mimesis; shadows no longer echo reality as in Plato’s cave; they build upon this 

reality and enter into a play fantasy dependant on the presence of the corporeality 

of the participant. The significance of the role of the participant, the significance of 

her influence, her movement, is fundamental to the completion of the work. 

Without a participant Cypher’s Biophilia remains conceptually interesting and 

lingers in documentation, but it is ultimately incomplete.  

 

Digital media art builds upon Gadamer’s idea of ‘being played’ to not only 

hold the viewer’s gaze but also her action in its own responsive/reactive way. We 

are grasped in a state of curious movement by the branching morphology of 

Cypher’s Biophilia and launch our limbs into space with Victoria Vesna and Jim 

Gimzewski’s Zero@Wavefunction (discussed in the previous chapter). In a play of 

co-dependence, this kind of art literally moves with participants and encompasses 

them within a two-way structure. Biophilia plays the participant through the 

appropriation of a fickle element of herself and, like a parasite, the work depends 

on her very participation for its own growth and survival. Such a parasitic dynamic 

paints participatory digital media art in an ominous light and frames the 

participant in the guise of a dupe coerced into pandering to the demands of the 

interface, played as a puppet; thus following Gadamer’s point with art – traditional 

art – that it is the viewer who is played. Here we could also recall the idea of the 

‘mechanisation of the body’ by digital networks (Julian Stallabras276) or the theory 

of Adorno277; where technology becomes an ominous/fascistic spectacle, a tool of 

the emerging technocracy.  

 

These arguments could be seen as applicable to play too - for the nature of 

play, as transformation into structure, imposes a structure on the player who, in 

choosing to take part in the play, yields to its demands, the rules, and thus becomes 

absorbed as a crucial element. But as Plato argues, while the Gods play us, we also 

play back.  Critical to this dynamic is the concept of choice, which further rescues 

this foreboding vision of vampiric relations with our digital others. Freedom, as 

discussed in Chapter One, exists within rules and is based upon the articulation of 

choice: being imprisoned by a game/art is an optional state that could yield to 

                                                             
276 J Stallabrass, ‘Just Gaming: Allegory and Economy in Computer Games’ 
277 See, T W  Adorno, The Culture Industry: Selected Essays on Mass Culture, Routledge, 2nd edition, 
London, 2001 
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FIGURE 8. Narinda Reeders, David MacLeod, The Shy Picture, 2005 

 

greater pleasure in play rather than lesser. Even with paidia we can choose to 

follow the line of greatest resistance, become subordinated to structure for the 

greatest satisfaction; themes of constraint and control delineate play freedom and 

play pleasure. It is arguable that participatory digital media leads to greater 

imprisonment within the structure of art as play than traditional art and this is in 

part because much of it is durational and aims to hold the participant for a given 

passage of time.  

 

An example that optimises durationality, distinct from traditional art, is The Shy 

Picture (Fig.8) by Narinda Reeders and David MacLeod. This work both borrows 

from traditional art and thwarts expectations of traditional participation. It may be 

described as a ‘cinematic photograph’. A black and white image portrays a hallway 

in an old building occupied by a variety of prim characters in a mysterious un-

revealed narrative. As viewers approach the wall on which the picture ‘hangs’, the 

figures within respond to the physical presence and run for cover through 

adjoining doorways and safely behind curtains. They re-appear only when the 

coast is clear and then disappear again if disturbed, running in alternate directions 

each time, or simply closing a curtain on our unwanted gaze. The viewer is 

implicated as a participant who plays a part in addition to simply sharing. In this 

work and many others it is the physical movement that is crucial, not only to the 

sustenance of play itself, but also (for the most part) to the raison d’être of the art. 

An observable audience response to this work is to duck and hide to avoid being 
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noticed and then to spring up to catch the characters unawares. It is a reverse hide-

and-seek, where viewers are the art-seekers coerced into hiding from the art to 

assure the visibility of its subjects.  

 

The animated nature of the The Shy Picture is also distinct from the traditional 

static sense of wall-hung works, as much as the movement of participants is 

distinct from engagement of a generic interactivity nature – we do not usually hide 

from paintings. This piece demonstrates the Barthean argument that details the 

metamorphosis of the art viewer into art maker, contemplator into creator - which 

digital media artworks take literally. Crucial to works such as this is the concept of 

influence. Play pleasure is - to a great extent - based on the ability to literally exert 

an influence, engage in gestures that bear consequence. This is rarely an option 

with traditional works of art. As Reeders remarked; “The Shy Picture developed 

from a desire to explore movement as a counterpoint to the stillness of the 

photographic image.”278 This is a movement which belies the ‘frozen moment’ of 

photography, a movement from generic to more literal interactivity, or indeed 

quasi-interactivity. 

 

The idea of literal influence coupled with participatory novelty via corporeal 

involvement with digital media, is foregrounded in what Mathias Fuchs describes 

as ‘Ludic Interfaces’; 

 

Today media artists rebel against the homogenization of interface devices and 

reclaim a wide variety of ludic concepts and ludic set-ups. They suggest that 

guitar foot pedals, light sabres, dolls' heads, tarot tables and many other 

devices can be more efficient and more fun to use than conventional computer 

interfaces.279 

 

Even the traditional interface of the computer screen and mouse is reinterpreted 

to involve a more playful comportment of the body; bringing experiences with 

technology back to somatics and away from the cyberpunk imagining of the body 

                                                             
278N Reeders, quoted in C Farmer and L Hughes, Experimenta Play: An Exhibition of Australian Media 
Art, Catalogue Essay, Experimenta Media Arts Inc, Australia, 2008 
279 M Fuchs, ‘Welcome to the Pleasure Dome: Ludic Interfaces’, paper presented at the International 
Symposium on Electronic Arts, Singapore, 2008, sent via correspondence 
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as meat. As Fuchs insists; “The key factor of artists’ strategies to reinvent and 

rethink the predominant mouse wheel is play.”280 Play becomes the driving 

incentive to engineer atypical experience. Here the distinction with participatory 

digital media art, as against traditional art, lies in it enabling the viewer to literally 

become a participant, to extend an influence into the virtual space of the art. 

Furthermore, his or her role as a viewing entity is exceeded as she thus becomes a 

player/interactor/performer, literally, physically integrated into the mechanics of 

the art as play – taking a part. Unusual physical objects become the art in itself or 

the means to engage with a virtual space; art is a tactile, physically engaged, 

experiential event. 

 

According to Joke Brouwer and Arjen Mulder; 

 

An interactive [digital] artwork does not so much respond to the viewer as 

form a double system with him or her in which both the work and the viewer 

can change (unlike noninteractive art, in regard to which it is thought only the 

viewer can change).281 

 

Not to disregard the potential for a powerful impact upon the viewer through 

traditional art, they continue to argue that with digital media; “perception becomes 

action, and the act of perceiving adds something to the work”,282 whereas the 

traditional art form “remains the same in material and energetic terms.”283 A vital 

component of this thought rests on the aforementioned characteristic of 

movement – both in the art and in the body of the participant. Additionally, the art 

might not conform to familiar expectations, there can be a high degree of 

ambiguity about what the art ‘does’ when we engage it; how it will ‘move’ in 

relation to our presence/action/influence. The art might also be performed by 

interactees – who become coerced into a range of corporeal engagements. Or at the 

very least and certainly with ludic interfaces, it can be touched; “The veneration for 

                                                             
280 Ibid. 
281 J Brouwer, A Mulder (eds), Interact or Die, V2_Publishing/NAi Publishers, Rotterdam, 
Netherlands, 2007, p.5  
282 Ibid. 
283 A Mulder, ‘The Exercise of Interactive Art’, Interact or Die, V2_Publishing/NAi Publishers,  
Rotterdam, Netherlands, 2007, p. 58 
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untouchable artwork is replaced by an active and playful relationship with the 

work. “Don’t Touch’” is being replaced by a command to interact.”284  

 

 

3.3 The Significance of Tactile Interfaces 

 

Play-centric digital media art is often geared toward a literal 

phenomenological engagement with the work whether it be in the experience of 

sound or via moving one’s body or the simple tactility of moving a mouse and/or 

any other palpably tangible ludic object as interface or as the art itself. Yet 

phenomenological experience is no stranger to Western art, the senses of touch 

and hearing are increasingly inclusive to the experience of contemporary art in 

general and for a long time paintings have evoked a heightened sensuousness that 

has simulated touch. Certainly with modernism paintings became more tactile, for 

example Cézanne is cited by both Merleau-Ponty and Roy Ascott as signifying the 

emergence of a new phenomenological sensibility in art. Particularly in Cézanne’s 

later works “The spectator becomes involved, he can construct a final equilibrium 

for the composition out of a variety of possibilities of relationship.”285  Ascott 

describes this shift as a Behavioural Tendency in modern art as against the 

Deterministic Vision of the past; “The vision of art has shifted from the field of 

objects to the field of behaviour”286 involving sensory modalities other than the 

purely visual.287 Ascott leans toward the works of Duchamp, Tatlin, Moholy-Nagy, 

Oldenburg and Schwitters – among others - to describe: ‘new and unfamiliar 

relationships’, participant involvement, dialogue and feedback with artwork. Each 

of these characteristics hold relevance for digital media art today and also for a 

playful trend in contemporary artworks in general - such as Carston Holler’s giant 

                                                             
284 L Qvortup, ‘Digital Poetics: The Poetical Potentials of Projection and Interaction’, in Liestol 
Gunner, Morrison Andrew, Rasmussen Terje (eds), Digital Media Revisited: Theoretical and 
Conceptual Innovations in Digital Domains, MIT Press, Massachusetts, USA, 2003, p.256 
285 R Ascott, ‘Behaviourist Art and the Cybernetic Vision’, Cybernetica, Vol. 9, 1966, p.253 
286 Ibid. p.248 
287 Curiously Ascott leans toward the metaphor of game and play to describe this cybernetic 
sensibility: 
“We can say that in the past the artist played to win, and so set the conditions that he always 
dominated the play. The spectator was positioned to lose, in the sense that his moves were 
predetermined and he could form no strategy of his own. Nowadays we are moving to a situation in 
which the game is never won but remains perpetually in a state of play. While the general context of 
the art-experience is set by the artist, its evolution in any specific sense is unpredictable and 
dependant on the total involvement of the spectator”, p.248 
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slides in gallery spaces spilling out into the public streets beyond. In a like-minded 

manner then, Jack Burnham presents a similar view in response to early cybernetic 

art: arguing that art was shifting from ‘object orientation’ to ‘systems 

orientation.’288 This identified the art as system that allows for an interplay, a two-

way relation between system and participant, as against art as object, as one-way, 

transmitter.   

 

When situating a concern for tactility as part of the Western history of art, we 

can see that modernism deliberately sought to recuperate the somatic qualities of 

art already evident in tribal art. As Christine Watson observes of Aboriginal Desert 

art by Kukutja artists, for example; 

 

Touching spans a huge field of sensory input which cannot be 

compartmentalised as belonging to one sense only. Tactile physical contact 

communicates information on the size, shape, temperature, and texture of 

objects. The action of tapping or beating a stick on the surface of the land 

cannot be separated from the sound this makes, any more than stamping the 

feet on the ground in dance can be separated from the resulting sound 

vibrations…289 

 

Touch is poly-sensory, about exploration, sensuousness, the confirmation of 

expectations or yielding to surprise. To not touch, as demanded by so many white 

cube spaces is counter-intuitive, for touch is so pivotal to our experience of being 

in the world. And digital media art, in a seeming contradiction to the immateriality 

of information, has increasingly figured touch as a definitive mode of experience, 

bringing Ascott’s vision to even greater literal fruition. As Fuchs observes of ludic 

interfaces; “The reason for inventing and using new interface devices is deeply 

grounded in the joy of haptic experience which allow us to feel play.”290 [my italics] 

The aesthetics of play as an aesthetics of tangibility draws us closer to this 

primordial experience.  

 

                                                             
288 See, J Burnham, Beyond Modern Sculpture, George Braziller, Inc., New York, 1968 
289 C Watson, ‘Touching the Land: Towards an aesthetic of Balgo contemporary painting’, Art from 
the land, ed. Howard Morphy and Margo Smith Boles, University of Virginia, Charlottesville, 1999, 
pp.163-191 
290 Fuchs, ‘Welcome to the Pleasure Dome: Ludic Interfaces’, np  
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Kinaesthetics, Telepresence and Tangibility in Interface Structures 

 

There are diverse ways in which touch is articulated in participatory digital 

media art through what can be demarcated as, kinaesthetic modalities, telepresence 

and tangible (or haptic) interfaces. The ideas of simulation and virtuality as 

defining characteristics of many media arts projects fold into these articulations. 

For certainly in the former two there is a representation or mediation of touch in 

the more traditional sense - not actual direct touch. This is because touch is 

portrayed through mediating ciphers that stand in as ourselves. Our physical 

bodies are absented from actual, sensuous touch with the subject/object/s of our 

attention. This is similar to painting – where touch is implied and simulated, rather 

than literally realised. Here we could also mention Baudrillard, for whom touch is 

never real but part of a play of surfaces; we have simply ‘lost touch’ with the 

underlying reality as the real is substituted by the signs of the real: simulacra.  

 

Kinaesthetic modalities opitmise the physicality of the participant by 

instantiating continuity based on movement of the body of the participant in 

synchronicity with the content of the art. This continuity is not the imaginative 

exercise it may be with traditional art forms (painting as a portal to an alternate 

space), but literally figured through the responsive movement of the art. An 

example is the piece Immersion (Fig.9) by Angela Barnett, Andrew Buchanan, 

Darren Ballingall, Chris MacKellar and Christian Rubino. Here the participant’s 

shadow becomes the interface to an underwater-world projected onto the ground; 

the touch of our shadows effects the animation and the sound of diverse 

underwater life-forms. The electric eel, for example, blasts lightning visually within 

the screen and audibly beyond. The artwork focuses the participant in a play of 

touch; plays the participant in a game of to-and-fro. The ‘personality’ of the 

underwater creatures draws participants in, even though it is simply a projected 

image; a generative data-system attributed with intentiality and curious 

characteristics of life. It is a child-like, playful experience of sand-pit play through 

layers of aquatic discovery. The shadow as avatar is a recurrent theme in digital 

media arts, as already seen in Cypher’s Biophilia.  It is a logical extension of our 

corporeal selves with whom we immediately find identification, but also not 
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FIGURE 9. Angela Barnett, Andrew Buchanan, Darren 
Ballingall, Chris MacKellar and Christian Rubino, 
Immersion, 2007 

ourselves, intangible. For Karla Dickens of the Wiradjuri people; “In some cultures 

a shadow is similar to a ghost, or a representation of God’s presence, like a halo. A 

shadow can also represent an alternate reality whose dimension overlaps ours.”291 

In digital media arts, the shadow, likewise, becomes a medium with which we 

enter alternate realities; a means through which to overlap our world with another 

imaginary world; through which to extend our interpretive subjectivity. 

 

The idea of telepresence then, overlaps our physical context with another 

geographically removed physical context. It folds physical and data space into one 

another in the endeavour to enable participants to touch at a distance. This is a re-

figured relationship to space where the idea of art acting as a portal to another 

world, another space, is literalised through the participant’s exertion of an actual 

influence in that other – part of the - world. The Singapore-based Mixed Reality Lab 

have explored this technique in a variety of projects. In Poultry Internet (2004) the 

premise stems from the idea that in today’s fast-paced lives we do not have enough 

opportunity to be close to and affectionate enough with our pets. The chicken, one 

of the most maltreated animals on the planet, is selected as their test subject. A 

massage vest is strapped onto the chicken, the owner goes to work, where at her 

desk she has a plastic chicken that is hooked up to the real chicken; when the 

                                                             
291 K Dickens quoted in, D Mundine, Conversations with a Crow, 2008, retrieved 8th November 2007: 
visualartsnetwork.net.au/curators_gallery/guest_curator/Djon%20Mundine%20Essay.doc 
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plastic chicken moves the real chicken moves. At moments throughout the day the 

owner will massage the plastic chicken and this action, this touch, will be 

transferred to the live chicken in its pen, whose image is relayed via web-cam to 

the owner’s computer. Reportedly the chicken was pleased with the affectionate 

vest, this massage from a mysterious source – choosing to be massaged over eating 

food.292 This same idea was extended by the group to apply to parents and children 

in the project Internet Pyjama (2006). Here a hugging and warming vest was 

conceived through which parents could hug a doll/teddy bear embedded with 

pressure sensors which transmit signals to the vest on their child, enabling them to 

be warmly hugged at a distance.293 Both of these projects seem to belie the point of 

affection, of closeness, of corporeal physicality, parental/human warmth, 

connection and intimacy and perhaps act more as interpassive band-aid solutions 

to problems of taxing contemporary life-styles that beg to be addressed in more 

sustainable ways. Nevertheless, such playful strategies take steps toward 

providing a welcome and humorous – if somewhat disconcerting – relief to 

geographical distance and physical alienation.  

 

Examples of telepresense vary in the subjects of their world of influence, 

from tending a garden (Telegarden discussed in the previous chapter), to engaging 

with snakes (Diana Doimigues/Artechno group Sepentarium, 2000), to the 

illumination of the night sky of a remote city (Rafael Lozano-Hemmer; Vectorial 

Elevation: Relational Architecture 4, 1999-2004, Fig.10) and many others. The 

computer remains the interface for the majority of these permutations294 and this 

establishes a familiarity at the outset. Familiarity also resides in the idea that the 

spillage from virtual to real increasingly characterises sundry online activity. When 

we purchase a book on Amazon, it materialises on our doorstep. Perhaps there is 

little distinction between purchasing goods online and consuming art online. In the 

purchase of a book there is continuity between our actions at our computer and 

the actions of another human possibly thousands of kilometres away, just as in 

                                                             
292 Cheok, Adrian David, ‘Social and Physical Interactive Paradigms for Mixed Reality Computer 
Entertainment’, Paper presented at Games-Art Interface session of the Computer Games and 
Interactive Entertainment Conference, Perth, Western Australia, December 2006 
293 See, 
http://www.mixedreality.nus.edu.sg/index.php?option=com_content&task=blogsection&id=6&Ite
mid=36 
294 There are many works that also bypass this traditional interface, such as Paul Sermon’s 
Telematic Dreaming (1992) and works by Christa Sommerer and Laurent Mignonneau. 
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Hemmer’s Vectorial Elevation there is continuity between engaging with the 

interface and lighting up a geographically remote night sky. There are, however, no 

material goods produced in Hemmer’s work, the satisfaction is not consumptive in 

the manner of acquired goods, but rather in the extension of an influence, virtually 

touching another city in real-time to yield a visible, experiential, response; playing 

a part in a contained sequence and relational aesthetic/architectural concept. Over 

800,000 people in 89 countries visited Vectorial Elevations in order to manipulate 

robotic spotlights over Mexico City. This demonstrates the possibly narcissistic 

appeal of gesturing in another city, of engaging in the networked capabilities of the 

computer for alternate experiential aims.  

 

A third articulation of touch in digital media arts is the literal touch granted by 

tangible interfaces; these are about direct physicality, the materiality of our bodies 

in conversation with the materiality of a given physical structure. In order to 

optimise ludic interfaces these projects are often at a remove from the traditional 

computer interface. A renowned example is the interactive sculpture, Zizi the 

Affectionate Couch (Fig.11) by Stephen Barrass, Linda Davy, Robert Davy and Kerry 

Richens. In the company of this fluffy pink and purple jelly-bean-shaped couch 

touch becomes an experience of surprise; she “growls when ignored, purrs when 

FIGURE 10. Rafael Lozano Hemmer, Vectorial Elevation: Relational Architecture 4, 

1999-2004 
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sat on and emits soft groans of delight if you stroke her long fur. If left alone, ZiZi 

mews for attention.”295 Furniture within a gallery space is ordinarily so stoically 

static and against this, Zizi’s functional objecthood melts into animalistic 

characteristics of life. Corporeal responses are triggered in us as we trigger Zizi. 

We might respond apologetically to an onslaught of growls or willfully engage in 

caressing the couch to the point of its heightened pleasure. The artists claim that 

the expected physical support of the couch is supplanted with emotional support 

granted by the responsive life-like sound and vibration – a response unfamiliar in 

traditional Western art. The design of Zizi is influenced by Roger Vadim’s 1968 film 

Barbarella: Queen of the Galaxy. Not only does Zizi embody the aesthetics of the 

60’s in shape and colour and resonate with the golden fur rug that Jane Fonda - as 

Barbarella - writhes upon, but she also channels Fonda in the sensual please-

seeking capacities she simulates.  

A ‘fluffy aesthetic’ is characteristic of many tactile interfaces, but they are also 

hot, painful, wearable and wet. Another example is the project Alexitmia (Fig.12) 

by Paula Gaetano Adi. Here we are invited to caress a robotic lump who ‘suffers 

from’ Alexitmia; the incapacity to recognise, process and verbalise emotions. 

Caressing the robot therefore causes it to ooze sweat onto our palms in its seeming 

incapacity to regulate the emotional surge derived from being touched. At once the 

participant experiences a disconcerting and sensual feeling of wetness and the 

                                                             
295 Experimenta, (2008) ‘Zizi the Affectionate Couch (2003)’, Experimenta Play, retrieved 20th July 
2008; http://www.experimenta.org/top_experimentaPlay.html#zizi  
 

FIGURE 11. Stephen Barrass, Linda Davy, Robert Davy and Kerry 

Richens, Zizi the Affectionate Couch, 2003 

http://www.experimenta.org/top_experimentaPlay.html#zizi http://www.isea2008singapore.org/exhibitions/pe_ex_zizi.html
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seeming contradiction of the elision of hardware and wetware, robotics and 

emotion. As Gaetano Adi explains: 

 

In this piece that I am presenting now 

it is the skin the interface of the work 

the sense of touch is what enables the interaction 

and – between them –   

it is the sweating of the robot’s body what creates the dialogue 

A dialogue between two kinds of bodies “a corporal dialogue”. (sic)296 

 

Through a corporal - or even intercorporeal - dialogue both of these interfaces 

generate realms of sensation, wonder and curiosity. They recall the experience of 

the uncanny with early automata - ‘is it alive’, does it have a soul?’ An important 

feature of touch is being touched back, having our gesture and presence validated – 

not only ‘it sees me’ but ‘it touches me’ too. The response of Zizi or the Sweating 

Robot gives us an anthropomorphically-laden sense that the object feels something 

even though it is just simulation; we have an influence, it responds to our presence 

and therefore places us within an experiential loop of play (paidia) and somatic 

sensation.  

 

                                                             
296 P Gaetano Adi, Alexitmia 2005, Robot Art, Video Documentation, retrieved 7th February 2009; 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UaKAdvaMP7w 

FIGURE 12. Paula Gaetano Adi, Alexitimia, 2005 
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This shift toward literal corporeal inclusion with art runs in a contrary 

current to the idea of the experience of data-space as one of dis-embodiment. The 

influx of data communications technologies has led to a barrage of questions that 

concern the nature of the body, its relationship to data and the distinctions 

between human and artificial, nature and technology – especially when technology 

is increasingly incorporated within the fabric of the body itself, ‘recrafting the 

body’ – as well as, as Haraway claims, ideas of possible bodies. Participatory digital 

media art certainly capacitates the sense of auditory experience, tactility and/or 

movement in different ways to traditional art forms, as pivotal to the experience of 

the work. Yet in so far as it facilitates experiential plurality, the characteristics of 

dis-embodiment - distance and alienation, distraction and escape – also play a 

fundamental role. We are distanced from our child in Internet Pyjamas and while 

the technology endeavours to bridge this gulf, it might result in the paradoxical 

effect of highlighting a sense of alienation, of speaking to an absence of touch 

rather than leading to an appreciation of mechanical touch as signifier for human 

warmth. At the same time the affectionate couch, while furnishing the gallery with 

responsive seating, generates a feeling of surprise and delight – readily apparent in 

the responses of participants. Beyond paradigms of techno-dystopianism and 

techno-utopianism such projects allow for different ways of being in and knowing 

art, the world and our relationships therein - distinct sets of relations are able to 

be established and explored. 

 

To summarise, the nature of interactivity with tangible digital media 

interfaces is literally figured. In the specific technical sense of interactivity, 

outlined by Kiousis, the interfaces discussed are predominantly quasi-interactive. 

Yet, they are distinguished from traditional art forms via the nature of the 

experience in terms of literal as well as simulated tactility, often coupled with 

durationality and mobility. In the broader context, however, it is apparent that the 

experience of play with such interfaces can be explained in terms of Gadamer’s 

generic theorizing on play and art; a to-and-fro remains consistent; we are played 

and shaped by the structure at hand and a degree of absorption, of self-

forgetfulness is involved. It could therefore be argued that play is a reconciling or 

common element in the engagement with seemingly disparate aesthetic structures 

or art forms. Against this however, there is still an argument that decrees that 
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participation with traditional media art forms is more about distanced, imaginative 

play and interpretation, in contrast to the phenomenological literalisation of touch 

and sensuousness as the experience of play with some digital media art. Such 

distinctions draw the argument in the direction of media specificity; alternate 

media generate alternate experiences; different play structures demand different 

comportments. The basic elements of the experience of play with art described by 

Gadamer persist against varying material permutations. Yet it is these very 

material distinctions that have provoked strong reactions against digital media 

arts – perhaps linked to the idea of technology as technocracy - as well as attracted 

a wealth of supporters at the risk of eclipsing the development of new meanings 

(as stated in the epigram). The following part of the discussion will look at certain 

accusations sustained by digital media as means for the expression of narcissism 

(perhaps in part due to the role of the participant as a performative entity) and 

suggest a potential place for the more conventional contemplative/interpretive 

observer in digital media, thus, in terms of play, questioning any real distinctions 

between the art forms.  

                                                                                                                      

 

3.4 Narcissistic Impulses, Performative Engagement and the Whereabouts 

of the Observer  

 

As the previous examples reflect, one thing about touch, movement and 

having our presence validated, is that the art risks becoming a source of 

narcissistic currency; we enjoy the art and can identify with it because it speaks 

directly to us, acts out our gesture, incorporates our influence, reflects us and 

caresses our ego. According to Pfaller; 

 

…interactive art – which tends to transform observers into artists – has 

contributed to a shortage of observers. As a consequence, almost no one 

wants to see anything other than the results of his/her intervention in the 

interactive installation – a purely narcissistic desire: The more interactivity 
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FIGURE 13. Christa Sommerer, Laurent 

Mignonneau, Life-Spacies II (creature), 

1999 

 

we have the less real observers, interested in something apart from 

themselves, can be found.297 

 

The artist Ken Feingold also taps into this reading of interactive art, remarking 

that, “Interactivity is, in many ways, about affirmation of the human action by a 

nonhuman object, a narcissistic "it sees me".”298 Indeed, direct action in a given 

digital media work will often lead to a direct, personalised response. For example 

an email sent to the database of Christa Sommerer and Lauren Mignonneau’s Life 

Spacies (Fig.13) will lead to the ‘birth’ of an individualised creature based on the 

transformed email text – whose entire life one is able to track as one’s own 

creature. However, it should not be forgotten that reading a book or looking at 

paintings can also be criticised as being highly narcissistic, not to mention 

significantly anti-social. Nevertheless, the nature and degree of the participant’s 

involvement and direct incorporation into the narrative or ludic constructs leave 

digital media open to accusations of narcissism. Digital works often set up the 

conditions for more than identification with a character – as might occur in a book 

or painting – they trace the gestures of participants, and even capture a direct 

reflection; as in Life Spacies; where in addition to the creation of an individualised 

creature, the installation also captures and mirrors the participant’s body and 

incorporates him or her within an artificial life eco-system (Fig. 14). Essentially, as 

in paintings and books, such narcissism is not the end of the work, but a dramatic 

                                                             
297 R Pfaller, The Work of Art That Observes Itself: Eleven steps towards an Aesthetics of Interpassivity, 
Paper sent via correspondence, March 2005 
298 K Feingold, ‘The Interactive Art Gambit" ("Do not run!  We are your friends!")’, 
Technology in the 90s presentation, The Museum of Modern Art, New York, April 7, 1997, retrieed 
14th August 2004, http://www.kenfeingold.com/feingold-moma4.97.html  

FIGURE 14. Christa Sommerer, Laurent 

Mignonneau, Life-Spacies II (diagram), 1999 
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FIGURE 15. Laetitia Wilson, Player Diagram 1, 2006 

or narrative device that the artist or author deliberately constructs. Despite 

Barthes, the author is just as much alive in digital artworks as conventional art 

forms. For example, the audio-visual artist Joyce Hinterding, who argues against 

people interacting with her work, made the remark that “they [viewers] are not at 

the centre of my world, I know best how my work works”.299 Here a proprietary 

connection to the work is maintained as the artist identifies with and explicitly 

takes control of the transmission of her own message.300 Is this not also feeding 

narcissistic impulses? Despite an observable tendency, narcissistic impulses are 

certainly not the raison d’être of art, digital media genres or otherwise. This is 

evident if the narcissism of digital media art is further teased out in terms or 

performativity. 

 

Regarding performativity, narcissistic impulses shift from self-absorption and 

centredness, to a relation with others within the space – both other players and 

peripheral observers. Therefore, in tension with Pfaller’s pining of the shortage of 

observers, there is the reality that so often the participant is framed by an 

entourage of, namely, observers. This idea is best exemplified and aligned with 

play through the example of a board-game. In the midst of play many board-games 

are configured in such a way 

that one player is having her 

turn, whilst the other players – 

still engaged in the play – wait 

in the wings for their time to 

come around. In this situation 

there is a direct player – the 

person taking her turn and an 

indirect player(s), the person(s) 

awaiting their turn. Both of 

these roles are within the 

                                                             
299 J Hinterding, artists talk, Perth Institute of Contemporary Art, 9th February 2006 
300 An anonymous viewer responding to Hinterding’s work confronted the artist’s intent claiming; 
‘I’d like to see an interactive element with this work.’ This is symptomatic of the permissibility of 
touch entering the realms of expectation in the experience of contemporary art and regardless of 
the artist’s intention, the viewers will nevertheless walk away with divergent experiences and 
interpretations; desiring to touch or accepting the artist’s wilful denial of touch.  
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FIGURE 16. Laetitia Wilson, Player Diagram 2, 2006 

sphere of play. In addition to this, on the outskirts there can be observers who are 

not participating beyond the point of an occasional interjection (Fig.15).301  These 

peripheral observers are most obviously like the crowd at a field game, an example 

which demonstrates their ambiguous position as not directly playing out on the 

field, but nevertheless being a part of the overall sphere of play – subject to its 

structure. But their position is not so ambiguous in so far as the crowd becomes 

absorbed in the play, absorbed by 

the spectacle. And as Gadamer 

argues, “…openness toward the 

spectator is part of the closedness 

of the play. The audience only 

completes what the play as such 

is.”302 Play is self-presentation 

and the audience becomes the 

receptacle of such presentation; 

once engaged in the play they are 

coerced into adopting a specific comportment, they are played. 

 

Brechtian theory acknowledges a similar dynamic with theatre, understood 

as an ‘audience-participation event’. This logic can be applied to the participatory 

digital media artwork (Fig. 16) whereby the structure often lends itself to one or 

several participants directly or indirectly engaged in the piece and the possibility 

for peripheral observers/potential players. These peripheral observers can 

become an element in the artistic spectacle, not as artist, or direct players, but 

closer to the conventional contemplative viewer who beholds an artwork; their 

positions are steeped in ambiguity in regard to their degree of participation. If 

their attention is focused on the art and the player/s they occupy a stance of play 

in the generic interactive sense described by Gadamer – as technically second-

order players present to the spectacle at hand.303 Essentially these peripheral 

observers occupy a position of potentiality rather than determinacy – the digital 

media artwork does not depend on them for the completion of the play sphere, as 
                                                             
301 In online, multiplayer worlds or chat rooms these people are sometimes referred to as ‘lurkers’, 
when they simply watch others participate they are lurking. 
302 Gadamer, p.109 
303 In an online context such as a chat room, these non-participating players who simply watch 
others participate would be referred to as ‘lurkers’. 



150 

 

FIGURE 17. Char Davies, Osmose (installation view), 1995 

 

much as it depends on the direct players, but the play-sphere also does not exclude 

them, is not exclusive of observers. Indeed, many prefer to participate in an 

indirect way, rather than the performative way, and thus be played along with the 

direct players, as Gadamer suggests regarding conventional art. On this point, 

Mariana Adams remarks that, 

 

Visitors are sometimes wary of initiating engagement with interactive art, and 

for people who have little access to or interest in high technology, the 

hesitation is increased. This seems especially to be the case if the interaction is 

public or performative in some way, and the visitor perceives that his or her 

actions might lead to a potentially embarrassing or awkward experience in 

front of others in the gallery.304 

 

The always already intimidating context of the white cube gallery might be further 

compounded through the demands of interactivity. However, the same dynamic 

could also persist if the gallery goer chooses to remain an observer. 

 

An example of the performer/art/observer dynamic is Char Davies’ 

renowned virtual reality works Osmose (Fig.17) and Ephemere (1998) on display at 

the Biennale for Electronic Arts (2002), Western Australia. In this installation the 

participant underwent an explorative journey through a virtual world via head-

                                                             
304 M Adams, ‘The Dilemma of Interactive Art Museum Spaces’, Art Education, Vol.56, No.5, 2003, 
p.47 

Diagram # 2 
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mounted display (HMD). As she moved through the world her body was absent to 

the gallery space and her silhouette projected onto a screen within the gallery. 

Alongside this screen another displayed the participant’s path - through the 

participant’s eyes - through the strikingly dreamy and metaphysical simulation of 

nature. As an immersant, as described by Davies305, one simultaneously felt the 

cumbersome apparatus, a sense of immersion within the breath-regulated visual 

stimulus and an initial sense of self-consciousness, as the contours of one’s body 

were on show to the unseen public. The playspace and engagement in the 

explorative play was therefore simultaneously facilitated and hindered by the 

technological apparatus - as well as impacted by the outer reality – which was 

replete with, rather than emptied of, observers. Obviously a narcissistic desire can 

certainly be fulfilled, but the actual experience is more readily about curiosity, 

wonder and exploration – escape and engagement – a self-forgetfulness rather 

than validations of one’s impact in the virtual world, or a digitised reflection of 

one’s self. In this piece the observers remain as an element present to the overall 

affair, they maintain an intimate relationship to the participant, not only party to 

their corporeal motions, but also by seeing the world through their eyes – a shared 

virtual journey that recalls the moment in Ridley Scott’s Bladerunner when the 

replicant Roy Batty remarks, ‘if only you could see what I have seen with your 

eyes!’ With Osmose and Ephemere, the realisation of the ‘cyborg vision’ undergoes 

multiplication - as it is seen through many potential eyes – both first and second 

order players, as well as peripheral observers. 

 

The enabling of touch, performativity and accusations of narcissism in digital 

media art provoke questions about the contrast in which traditional Western art is 

beheld. As aforementioned, although participatory digital media demands distinct 

modes of engagement respective to the medium, the imperative of play, as 

theorised by Gadamer, maintains consistency; seeming lines of disparity – based 

on tactility, motion and durationality – are superseded by lines of kinship, based on 

the concept of play. It must also be noted that regardless of technological novelty, 

digital media artistic techniques are nevertheless located within a long history of 

experimentation with media and audiences and at the limits of experience with art. 

A final consideration is the concept of agency. The position of the 

                                                             
305 As a reference to the apparatus inspired by the means of mobility of SCUBA diving. 
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audience/participant in a state of play/being played is significantly enmeshed with 

this concept. Agency is not only a politically and philosophically volatile concept, 

but it is crucial to considerations of engagement with art, any art, and more 

recently it has gained fresh relevance for the consideration of digital media arts. 

 

 

3.5 Agency in Play 

 

The concept of agency is a recurring theme in philosophical discourses that 

features notions of subjectivity, alterity, choice, will and freedom. Agency is the 

measure of the expression of autonomy and as such, it is about power. Similar to 

the Foucauldian formulation of power, agency is not something we can grasp, as 

much as it is embedded in sets of relations constituted within a socio-political 

sphere. In social theory terms, agency is often discussed with attention to the 

relationship between the individual and society. For example, Gayatri Spivak, Homi 

Bhabha and Hannah Arendt each discuss freedom and the ability of anyone to 

assert meaningful political agency when eclipsed by over-arching structures, such 

as imperialism, colonialism, the rise of capitalism and prioritisation of economy 

over human autonomy. 

 

Agency is defined by Janet Murray (designer in computer interactivity and 

media theorist) as “the satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the 

results of our decisions and choices.”306 The concept of agency has been grasped by 

media theorists as a rich notion for working through the nature of engagements 

with digital media as media through which to varying degrees one can extend an 

influence, express autonomy, glean a response and act at a distance. The concept of 

agency has also gained currency in the field of Bio-Art and computer simulation 

with artificial life, emergent systems, genetic algorithms and robotics. In these 

understandings the agent can be not only a human user, but an artificial entity or 

in terms of Bio-Art, a biological entity. “I don't see a distinction between natural 

and artificial intelligence”307 writes Spivak, although she does view the computer 

                                                             
306 J Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck, MIT Press, Cambridge, 1998, P.126 
307 G Lovink, ‘Pax Electronica: against crisis-driven global telecommunication: An Interview with 
Gayatri Spivak’, July 23, 1997, Available onlne: http://www.nettime.org/Lists-Archives/nettime-l-
9707/msg00093.html 
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as an exclusionary device. Exclusionary or not, the computer both enables and 

restricts the expression of agency. 

 

What then, of the agency of the participant engaged in play with digital media 

art? How is agency enabled/disabled by the particular art/play structures? 

According to media theorist John Fiske 

 

The pleasures of play derives directly from the players’ ability to exert control 

over the rules, roles and representations – those agencies that in the social are 

the agencies of subjection, but in play can be agents of liberation and 

empowerment. Play, for the subordinate, is an active, creative, resistive 

response to the conditions of their subordination: it maintains their sense of 

subcultural difference in the face of the incorporating forces of the dominant 

ideology. 308 

  

This is play as subversion, in alignment with Sutton-Smith’s idea that that which 

cannot be expressed outside of play can be expressed within; where play 

structures become a microcosm of the world beyond and restriction inverts to 

become liberation. Specific structures of mobility and knowledge must be in place 

for agency to be at all possible. The structures/strictures of society, ideology, class, 

race, gender and environment shape the individual and generate the boundaries of 

his/her agency in a similar operation to the way the structure of art and games 

play the participant. Rules demarcate agency just as they demarcate play/games, 

to the extent that they both limit and enable freedoms. Social obligations outside of 

play obviously inhibit agency in play, but at the same time agency is not possible 

without society, without rules. As remarked by Adorno “Freedom itself and 

unfreedom are so entangled that unfreedom is not just an impediment to freedom 

but a premise of its concept”309 Within this comment we can see echoes of 

Gadamer’s notion of ‘being played’, where agency is exercised relative to defining 

structures. Adorno also speaks to a larger philosophical debate concerning the 

expression of freedom/free will and the exercise of determinism. In terms of play, 

a deterministic futility is experienced within many play/game structures, where 

                                                             
308 J Fiske, Television Culture, Routledge, UK, 1987, p.236  
309 T W Adorno, Negative Dialectics, translated by E.B. Ashton, Routledge, London 1973, p.265 
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particular choices lead to inevitable outcomes. Digital media art structures both 

replicate the deterministic game-convention tied to the dualism of winning or 

losing and diverge in favour of more open-ended outcomes. Certain structures of 

play are more conducive to the expression of agency than others. Games with a 

tightly knit rule base and format like Naughts and Crosses constrain agency in so 

far as the moves of the player are prescribed in advance and flexibility is limited by 

the over-arching structure. Murray describes the example of a card game of chance 

which affords little space for agency; “The players’ actions have effect, but the 

actions are not chosen and the effects are not related to the players’ intentions.” 

The contrasting example is chess, which allows for “a high degree of agency since 

the actions are highly autonomous, selected from a large range of possible choices, 

and wholly determine the course of the game.”310 Dependant on the given 

structure at hand, agency is both compromised and facilitated within the play 

sphere. 

 

For Murray agency is the driving force of the pleasure of gameplay, where 

unlike reading a book the player is able to select from a multiple series of choices 

of direction (similar though not the same as a choose-your-own-adventure book 

structure). This is not the case with all games, or indeed all digital media art, but 

agency is optimised where diverse choice is enabled (and can be wilfully 

surrendered when lost in the moment of play). Murray discusses the expression of 

agency specifically in terms of spatial navigation through maze or rhizome-like 

structures (the ability to choose paths and move freely within those choices). Such 

navigation is particularly characteristic of online world games such as Ultima 

Online, Everquest and Spore, or any digital structure that enables the exploration of 

virtual spaces - such as Second Life. Hypertextual travel through standard data 

networks can also generate a sense of agency; making choices to navigate within a 

rhizomic structure in a play of distraction and attention. Within the digital realm a 

significant degree of agency is assumed, but this does not mean that agency is 

always, necessarily optimised. Furthermore, while the concept of participation is 

highly relevant to the expression of agency, it is not necessary, and may be present 

where agency is limited, such as with a simple too-and-fro motion, like the game of 

Pong. Certain structures of digital play foreground the illusion of agency, when in 

                                                             
310 Murray, p.126 
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contradistinction choices are limited, paths are predetermined and actions are 

prescribed. Many digital media artworks use the hook of agency and mobility to 

lure unsuspecting participants who then find themselves complicit within a rigid 

structure, and perhaps even enjoying it. This aligns with the concept of 

interpassivity and even Gadamer’s remark that, “The structure of play absorbs the 

player into itself, and thus frees him from the burden of taking the initiative, which 

constitutes the actual strain of existence.”311  

 

According to Ken Mogi “The paradoxical co-existence of constraint and 

freedom is the origin of consciousness, and the raison d'être for all artistic 

endeavors.”312 Play and art share these characteristics of constraint and freedom 

as fundamental to their appeal. The previously mentioned Danish installation artist 

Jeppe Hein, for example, creates minimalist spatial interventions that function 

according to hidden mechanisms that betray a sinister and disarming play with 

participants. In many of his works the already constrained act of being in a gallery 

space is, with a certain irony, even further constrained. In the piece Big Mirror Ball 

(Fig.18) placed on the gallery floor is a shiny steel sphere reminiscent of 

minimalist forms (or Jeff Koon’s polished steel sculptures). Unlike the traditional 

static nature of Minimalist art, however, this ball resists passivity. Once a visitor 

enters the space, sensors are activated and the ball begins to roll around 

arbitrarily. It seems to be responsive to gallery goers but it is in fact autonomously 

rolling on its own trajectory; not hesitating to run into the legs of present 

observers and crash into walls. The observers become participants, performers, 

their agency within the gallery space is curtailed as the experience becomes one of 

dodge; they may initially provoke the movement of the ball, but are left helpless in 

trying to control it and the more visitors, the more uncontrollably the ball lurches 

throughout the space. This piece highlights the idea that when we constantly have 

to react to given structures – as in many computer games – there is limited space 

for the expression of agency in the form of meaningful choices; reflexion is 

foregrounded over and above reflection and considered choice. As the structure of 

play defines the role of the participant, being played by that structure then places a 

framework upon how our agency is to be articulated.  

                                                             
311 Gadamer, p.104 
312 Ken Mogi, http://qualiajournal.blogspot.com/ 
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In regard to the freeing up of agency through digital media, many individuals 

and artists are working toward this aim and certainly the viral proliferation of 

open-source and social media are evidence of a drive in this direction. An example 

is the Institute for Applied Autonomy (IAA) - a group of anonymous people who 

have embarked on a range of projects designing ‘tools for autonomy’ in societies 

subject to increasingly insidious controls. The project I-See313 (2001-ongoing) 

demonstrates the pro-active use of digital media technologies to enable access to a 

map of CCTV camera locations in the cities of London, Manhattan, Boston, 

Amsterdam and Ljubljana. The user of a particular city is able to track a ‘path of 

least surveillance’ through the streets, via the IAA’s website or on portable devices. 

The system frees up the possibility to traverse a city undetected by the pervasive 

surveillance network; it empowers the individual with choice and insists on 

democracy within technocracy. The familiar power structure is inverted as instead 

of being readily on display, individuals are granted protection from all-seeing eyes 

in the navigation of public space. In addition to these simply practical outcomes of 

the work, it also functioned to incite debate and questioned imposed systems of 

surveillance and their inherent contradictions.  

 

 

3.6 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has endeavoured to tease-out the relationship between generic 

and literal interactivity; the characteristics of participatory digital media art and 

play; the role and position of the participant; the distinctions and similarities 

between traditional and digital media arts; the significance of tactile interfaces; the 

potential for narcissism; the experience of performativity; the presence of the 

observer and finally, the question of agency. The ideas of Gadamer have 

established the identity of play in terms of art as ‘transformation into structure’, as 

a ‘to-and-fro motion’, neither attached to the object of art nor to the subject 

experiencing art but to the defining characteristic of play itself. In the light of 

Gadamer’s ideas of play, the distinctions between traditional and digital media arts 

are able to be reconciled. For example, Gadamer’s concept of being played by both 

                                                             
313 See, http://www.appliedautonomy.com/isee.html  
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art and the more conventionally understood forms of play was explored as a 

potential framework through which to approach the mode of participation 

characteristic of play-orientated digital media art structures. Traditional and 

digital media have distinctions, but come together under the banner of play – they 

are the same but also different. Participatory digital media art has been posited as 

generally both more literal and more forceful in its implementation of a play-space 

and in the way it plays participants. As such, participants can be literalised as 

submissive to the art – with the art/artist generating fascistic relations with its 

participants. But the situation might not be so clear cut or even so demeaning; 

rescued by the imperatives of choice, autonomy and space for the expression of 

agency. Characteristic of play (and art) is an openness to difference to diverse 

experience and to subversion. Therefore, catching oneself responding to art such 

as Hein’s Big Mirror Ball, could generate a realisation of the already existing 

constriction and direction of movement within gallery space; could literalise an 

already submissive relation to art, any art. What needs to be emphasised here 

however, is that while there has been an on-going suggestion of the polarisation of 

agency and being played, these concepts bear clear parallels to interactivity and 

interpassivity and this relation reveals a fundamental instability in the 

dichotomisation of agency and being played – which suggests that being played can 

Figure 18. Jeppe Hein, Big Mirror Ball, 2003 
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in itself be a meaningful choice in an interpassive formulation.  

 

Many of the central ideas explored in this chapter point to the nature of the 

interface – the construct that defines the structure of the experience of digital 

media art. The interface demarcates the movement of the to-and-fro, the interplay 

between participant and art subject. The interface will, therefore, be the primary 

focus of the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Shaping Play and the Player through Diverse Interface Structures 

 

 

art would indeed die if it did not renew itself, if it did not take up the challenge 

which technology presents… Because, in short, the question is one of separating  

technology and technocrasy, and what that requires is simply bending 

technology to a use other than that of those in power, to use it playfully.314 

 

Mikel Dufrenne, 1980 

 

There is a silver lining of internal discipline in every cloud of freedom.315 

 

Ken Mogi, 2009 

 

 

A play-centricity has been gaining momentum in participatory digital media 

art during the late 20th and into the early 21st century. If, following Lev Manovich, 

we take the numerical characterisation of the media as definitive of a paradigmatic 

shift, then the player-participants themselves could be called ‘digital homo ludens’. 

For Huizinga, the term ‘digital’ tacked on to his original formulation would veer 

toward anathema. Yet these combined terms underpin the shifting nature of play 

and players with the onset of data-based technologies and more specifically 

physical computing.316 This chapter will be honed toward a more committed 

engagement with case studies; it will focus specifically on the intersection of play, 

art and technology in intentionally ‘playful’ works of digital media art with 

                                                             
314 M Dufrenne, ‘Art and Technology: Alienation or Survival?’, in Woodward Kathleen (ed), The 
Myths of Information: Technology and Postindustrial Culture, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 
1980, p.168-169  
315 K Mogi, ‘Constraints and Freedom’, Qualia Journal, 1st January 2009, retrieved 15th January 2009, 
http://qualiajournal.blogspot.com/ 
316 For an discussion of physical computing as technology to bridge the physical and the virtual 
world see for example, T Igoe and D O’Sullivan, Physical Computing: Sensing and Controlling the 
Physical World, Thompson Course Technology PTR, Boston, USA, 2004 
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attention to the interface. The selection of works is predominantly restricted to the 

last decade of the 20th century and the first decade of the 21st; this is the period 

that, to this day, demonstrates the greatest blossoming of forms of play-oriented 

digital media practice. 

 

The aim is to demonstrate the prevalence and morphology of a technologically 

orchestrated language and aesthetics of play. Rather than an interpretation of 

digital media art strictly through recourse to narrative, non-linearity and 

hypertextual analysis, the paradigm of play will instead be used as a hermeneutic 

tool. At the same time the play concept, as it was discussed in Chapter one, will 

undergo further interrogation in its aesthetic dimension as a core component to 

the understanding and experience of reactive/responsive art. The intent is to 

establish the significance of play and its identity within case studies, with 

additional attention to the potential for voices of criticality, enquiry, subversion 

and seriousness to derive from the play imperative. The focus of the previous 

chapter will continue with attention as to how participants play with the art, 

relative to the interactive/interpassive nexus and how their actions are shaped by 

the art; their agency, performativity and predominantly, the role of the interface in 

the overall direction of experience. This participatory experience determines, to 

some extent, how the language of play is articulated, its identity and capabilities.  

 

The idea of a Homo Ludens… is an antidote to assumptions that technology 

should provide clear, efficient solutions to practical problems. From this 

perspective we are characterised not just by our thinking or achievements, 

but by our playfulness, our curiosity, our love of diversion, our exploration, 

inventions and wonder…Play is not just mindless entertainment, but an 

essential way of engaging with and learning about our world and ourselves – 

for adults or children…Play goes well beyond entertainment, it’s a serious 

business.317 

 

Such that when Mary Flanagan makes an eight foot high joystick (Giant Joystick, 

2006), a social collaborative play dynamic speaks to broader questions about 

                                                             
317 B Gaver, Designing for Homo Ludens, Royal College of Art, retrieved 17th July 2006, 
http://www.equator.ac.uk/var/uploads/design_for_homo_ludens.pdf 
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conventions of gaming, sociability and gender. Play is therefore extended beyond 

its normative associations (with entertainment and childhood) to implicate the 

player in structures of broader significance. The idea of a digital homo ludens 

frames the identity of the player of participatory digital media artworks when 

(especially when) the language of play is a fundamental and intentional 

characteristic of such works. The degree to which the language of play is identified 

in given works is significant both at the level of how the participant is oriented by 

the works in question and in terms of the potential for the play language and 

aesthetic to enable critical mobility. 

 

The previous chapter presented one amongst several of Gadamer’s views that 

as a player we are played. This chapter will endeavour to articulate what it means 

to be played and how participant behaviour is shaped in relation to the works and 

by the way the interface is constructed. Do play-oriented works automatically fold 

the player into the stereotype of the frivolity and inconsequentiality of play? Or can 

they reshape him or her in the direction of its assumed antithesis, seriousness, or 

criticality? Or neither? One perspective maintains that play-oriented digital media 

artworks invite a childlike behaviour of their participants; particularly evident in 

works that revolve around the theme of bodily movement, that provoke a sense of 

‘losing control’ or ‘losing oneself’- a ‘self-forgetfulness’318. Then there is also the 

previously discussed idea of the second-order players (like the audience to an 

arena game), who occupy another mode of ‘play being’, spectator play, with a 

stance of indirect, interpassive even, engagement. I will argue here that the 

structure of the play interface and the degree to which the player identifies with 

the language and type of play in given works, determines to a large extent, how he 

or she is oriented by the works, and the potential for this language to enable 

critical mobility. Questions considered will circulate around whether the artworks 

enable touch; foreground bodily movement; whether the interface replicates a 

game interface and; whether it needs a player for it to function. Two of the 

underlying concepts of enquiry will be the nature of the interface in artworks (with 

the offshoot of how this influences the player) and the associations that play-

centric digital media artworks trigger within the conventional gaming realm. 

                                                             
318 This behaviour is further highlighted and evidenced by children themselves, who display an 
immediate magnetic gravitation toward interactive structures. 
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The structure of the interface is an important consideration when interpreting 

how the language of play is voiced in participatory digital media art, as well as how 

the player is positioned to engage with the works in question. Different structures 

of interface design engender different modes of engagement. The point and click 

interface maintains a high degree of familiarity, standardisation and therefore 

expectation, whereas a squeezable teddy-bear as a ludic interface, maintains a 

greater degree of ambiguity and speaks to a discourse other than the immediately 

familiar. The gaming realm, then, emerges as a recurring and obvious point of 

association with play-centric digital media art. This manifests in a variety of guises. 

It might be a similitude simply in terms of the play imperative, an appropriation of 

the interface (joystick, mouse and so forth), an appropriation/modification of a 

particular game engine and/or a satire or critique of gaming (as for example a 

critical reflection on the shoot-‘em-up structure). In these examples the two 

concepts of interface and the gaming imperative are intertwined, but they can also 

emerge as distinct, for example, when alternative and unfamiliar modes of 

interface are applied to the endeavour of art making. If the interface is made 

strange this then pushes the bounds of expectation and habit in relation to the 

digitised realm. Presently and throughout the following chapter, both of these 

modes will be discussed through recourse to a selection of case studies.  

 

 

4.1 Interface Structures 

 

The Gaming Interface: the Joystick 

 

An interface mechanism strongly associated with play and familiar to the 

sphere of participatory digital media art is the joystick; a device of ‘simplicity, 

efficiency and control’.319 The invention of the joystick predates WW11. It was a 

term used as early as 1910, though its actual etymological history is contentious. It 

was initially used as a steering mechanism in general aviation, then more 

specifically in Germany in 1944 for the purpose of guiding missiles to targets. It 

                                                             
319 See, T Zeller Jr., ‘A Great Idea That’s All in the Wrist’, New York Times, June 5th 2005, retrieved 
10th June 2006: http://www.nytimes.com/2005/06/05/weekinreview/05zeller.html 
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FIGURE 19. Jeffrey Shaw, Points of View 1, 

1983 

wasn’t until 1977 that Stephen D. Bristow of Atari Gaming Systems patented the 

joystick with a shaft and a pivotal point to negotiate mobility within their games. 

This ushered the joystick in to general public circulation and in 1983 Australian 

artist Jeffrey Shaw developed the work Points of View through which the joystick 

eased its way into the sphere of participatory digital media art. 

 

Described on Shaw’s homepage as a ‘computergraphic installation’, Points of 

View 1 (Fig.19) maintains the use of the joystick as a navigation mechanism. In his 

artistic adoption, the content of navigation is not only visual but also contains 

auditory data. Similarly, Points of View 11, of the same year, enabled the personal 

customisation of an audio-visual experience. Shaw described the intended 

reception of Points of View:  

 

It is the particular audio visual journey made by a spectator who operates the 

joystick which constitutes a 'performance' of this work. For the other 

spectators that performance becomes 'theater'.320  

                                                             
320 J Shaw quoted in: S Dinkla, The History of the Interface in Electronic Art, 1994, retrieved 28th May 
2006; http://www.kenfeingold.com/dinkla_history.html 
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This familiar correlation between participatory art and theatre constitutes both 

first and second order players. The direct player grasps the participatory 

apparatus as a performative entity, while the observer occupies the contemplative 

stance of the traditional Western art observer/viewer/spectator. These modes of 

apprehending the artwork, and the distinction between them, are also made 

explicit in digital media games. The nature of play and the to-and-fro between 

viewer/participant and artwork in Gadamer’s sense, is literalised through the 

physicality of the joystick and imagined by traditional observation through an 

identification process. The language of play therefore comes alive as theatre and 

via the novelty of an apparatus which demands the touch and movement of the 

participant to yield to an audio-visual response.  

 

Shaw’s early joystick works are couched in the novelty of the apparatus and 

predate its fully-fledged associations with the gaming sphere, even though by that 

point in time the joystick had seeped into the public realm through the mass 

popularity of Atari games. Associations with the gaming sphere inevitably saturate 

subsequent joystick works. These embedded associations lead to assumptions 

concerning the joystick’s functionality and its effect upon the predominantly visual 

sphere. When we encounter a joystick we expect to be entertained; we expect 

relatively simple actions to yield profound repercussions in the virtual realm; we 

expect a certain level of mobility characterised by speed, immediacy and efficiency 

(the catch-cries of digital technology) and we expect to be in control. Such 

expectations have been appropriated by artists driving at a more critical - or a 

more humorous - approach. The aforementioned Giant Joystick (Fig. 20) by Mary 

Flanagan is such an example. In Flanagan’s words she endeavours; 

                                                                                                                                                                 

to create alternatives, to offer novel encounters and exchanges, to see the 

world always with fresh eyes, hands, and in the case of [giantJoystick], the 

body and the community.321 

 

                                                             
321 M Flanagan, ‘Politicising Play Culture’, in Askham G, Clements L, Catlow R, Garret M, Corrado M 
(eds), Game Play, Exhibition Catalogue, 2006 
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Flanagan understands play as a predominantly social activity that today needs 

artists to shift it away from gender, race and participation stereotypes toward 

more politicised directions capable of at least disrupting, if not altering, social and 

political conventions. The joystick controls classic ATARI arcade games and the 

interface demands collaboration with one person who is required to embrace the 

giant phallus-like structure, another to press the button. In Mathias Fuchs’ words 

this piece is “a ludic interface which is ridiculously inefficient and efficient in a 

non-technical way at the same time.”322 

 

In many digital media artworks gaming paradigms are subverted and there is a 

schism between what we expect the interface to do and what in effect the artist has 

engineered it to do. By maintaining a game-like appearance, with the assumed 

conventional characteristics of play, such art can radically thwart expectations 

with ostranenic strategies that engender a diversity of experiences and responses. 

Hence expectations provide a ready springboard for play to function in a critical, 

political or ethical manner. Digital media artist Ken Feingold is aware of the 

dissonance between expectations and actualities within his own work. He claims 

that ‘people expect unambiguous interaction’ from a technological apparatus; 

                                                             
322 M Fuchs, ‘Welcome to the Pleasure Dome: Ludic Interfaces’, paper presented at the International 
Symposium on Electronic Arts, Singapore, 2008, sent via correspondence 

FIGURE 20. Mary Flanagan, Giant Joystick, 

2006 
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toasters toast and projectors project. If a participatory technological structure 

functions in an ambiguous manner people inevitably question the ‘correctness’ of 

their actions/movements, or the functionality of the work; ‘am I doing something 

wrong?’, ‘Is it broken?’ Very specific consequences are expected from a mouse and 

similarly with a joystick. There comes the expectation that it will yield to 

immediate response, that it will be attached to a virtual sphere which is in some 

way goal-orientated and maintains a clear-cut rule base. It is assumed quite 

naturally that through a joystick one’s actions will be directed in the same manner 

that they are within previously experienced game spheres. But as works by artists 

such as Jeffrey Shaw, Mary Flanagan, ///////////fur////, Gonzalo Frasca, Kenji 

Yanobe and John Klima demonstrate, through a play with conventions, this is not 

always the case. 

  

 

Fishing for Consequences: John Klima 

 

John Klima is a Brooklyn-based digital media artist who has grasped the 

artistic potential of the joystick - and other computer-game devices - as interface. 

Klima’s works dabble in the language and aesthetics of play,ranging from simplistic 

flash constructions and net art to multilayered interactive installations. The major 

themes in his work span war, ecology, ethics and the virtual/real dialectic. One of 

Klima’s works which appropriates the gaming interface and aligns ethical 

questions with a participatory language of play is Fish (Fig.21). It is comprised of a 

contraption of wires, hoses, pumps with both live and virtual fish. The interface is a 

traditional yet modified arcade game console with the joystick at the centre. The 

console display features a video-game in which the player’s task is to guide a 

virtual fish through a virtual underwater maze to safety. A threatening virtual 

carnivorous fish lurks in part of the game and predictably tries to eat the goldfish 

that the player is guiding. When played on the aggressive level, it is exceedingly 

difficult to survive the maze; but the non-aggressive mode allows the player to 

navigate with minimal threat to their fish avatar. The standard joystick and 

buttons of the arcade box draw the player into the familiar structure and dynamics 

of play. Yet this interface is made strange by a peripheral installation of real fish in 

tanks. These tanks contain a real-life avatar for the player. Winning the game 
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FIGURE 21. John Klima, Fish, 2001 

 

makes for a safe goldfish, but capture by the carnivorous fish means a real goldfish 

is funnelled from a holding tank toward two carnivorous cichlids.  

 

Fish presents players with an ethical dilemma; save the goldfish and risk the 

starvation of cichlids, or sacrifice the goldfish to feed the cichlids. To participate 

means to occupy the god-like role that so many games ascribe to players – to play 

with and attempt total control over life and death. Only here it is literalised beyond 

simulation. Within this game, there are no rewards. Winning could simply result in 

the uncomfortable feeling that to save one fish merely leads to tragedy for another, 

that ethical acts are not so black and white but instead wrought with 

contradictions and hypocrisy. Fish feeds into the familiar trope that is the desire of 

humankind to wield dominance over nature through the decision of what lives and 

what dies at the power of human hands. Agency and its consequences are 

heightened in this sphere of play. 

 

 

While Fish places ethical responsibility in the hands of the players, in 

conventional games this responsibility is so easily deferred; for example in the 

Grand Theft Auto series, with the ready abuse of passers-by on the street in return 

for cash. Cyberspace especially facilitates such interpassive deferral because 

everything that occurs in a virtual world is disconnected from the material world – 

just as developed nations are oblivious to and disconnected from the human 

suffering in developing countries which produce many of the products the 
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developed world consumes. In Fish the consequences are transparent as the 

aesthetics of play are inverted to become not so playful; an element of seriousness 

is injected into what is otherwise perceived as the frivolous banality of the arcade 

game. Fish urges players to consider the potentially unseen consequences of 

digitally mediated actions, asking ‘what is the accident?’ – in Virilio’s terms – of life 

on the wires? 

 

 

4.2 Alternate Interfaces 

 

Moving away from the joystick, many varying and expansively creative 

interface structures have emerged in recent years, from ///////////fur////’s 

Painstation (2003), to wearable technologies such as Kelly Dobson’s Scream Body 

(1998-2004); the clock-hands of Lynne Sanderson’s Somnolent Fantasies – the 

Sleeper (2001); Ken Feingold’s responsive spine in Interior (1997); the expansive 

audio-visual experiments of Toshio Iwai, such as Tenori-On (2006), to the 

Cronenberg-like pod of Philip Brophy’s project, The Body Malleable (2004). Artistic 

digital media interfaces are not necessarily exempt from associations with the 

gaming realm or indeed from the subversive potential of the aesthetics and 

language of play. 

 

 

Prodding the Interface: Philip Brophy  

 

The Body Malleable (Fig.22) by the Australian artist, Philip Brophy, bears 

mention as a mischievous exercise at the nexus between bodies and technologies; 

as an invocation of the desire to close the gap and touch, to indulge in tactile 

sensation. The interface for this work could be described as an inverted joystick. In 

the 2007 installation at the Erotic Art Prize exhibition held at the Bakery in Perth, 

Western Australia, the piece was displayed in a rectangular room with the work 

observable to several people at once. In the experience of the work a solitary 

participant is invited to sit on a vibrating wooden seat (with a subwoofer beneath) 

facing a screen. This participant is confronted by an ambiguously androgynous 

object; clean yet fleshy, innocent yet perverse, riding the edge between anus and 
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vulva with its finger-sized point of penetration. Prodding this pod yields to a 

reaction both at the level of the visual animations on the screen and the heavily 

distorted vocal sound-scape. Variations are elicited as the sound and images 

morph from the entry of the orifice, to the moveable soft silicon end of the shaft. 

The imagery, rendering and sound are created by Brophy, with the animation by 

Isabel Knowles. The imagery is defined by polymorphic erotic forms, male and 

female, suggestive, schematic and cartoonish rather than explicitly, realistically 

sexual. The surround-sound envelops the viewer with highly abstracted ‘digitally 

processed fragments of human vocals’, with the odd inter-dispersed sexual 

exaltation. The audio-visual elements morph to the movements of the digit as the 

bodily shapes and sounds become malleable to the prodding finger of the 

participant. 

 

Gadamer’s formulation of the art viewer as played is rendered explicit through 

this example. The participant occupies a playful stance with echoes of ridicule as 

they partake in a quasi-sexual act of penetration, played by the artwork for the 

sake of at once putting on an intriguing performance for the second-order players 

and being entranced by the nuances of the audio-visual morphology. Brophy 

remarks that this work was, 

 

Intended as an outright re-sexualization of the core impulse betwixt the line of 

interactivity, The Body Malleable targets the denial of psychosexual duplicity in 

the actioning of interactive design and implementation. Its interactive module 

accents the insertable dimension rather than the ejaculative trigger points of 

FIGURE 22.  Philip Brophy, The Body Malleable, 2004 

 



170 

 

interaction which govern the ‘touch’ mechanisms of mouses and hot keys. In 

blunt contrast to the ejaculatory, emissive, streamed and showering exchanges 

which splatter the flattened screen – itself no more than a ‘vertically prostrate’ 

vanishing plane – The Body Malleable both accepts the sexual drive behind all 

acts of interaction and broadens its horizon into a malleable realm of 

polysexuality.323     

 

Through this work the playful desire to touch becomes erotically inscribed. Brophy 

suggests that this desire and inscription are already prevalent in interactive 

experiences, but subject to suppression and/or denial. This echoes McLuhan for 

whom “like the bees in the plant world, men have always been the sex organs of 

the technological world.”(sic)324 The work is not a call to ‘push the button’, but 

instead, ‘enter the button’. There is a shift from the impact and immediate reaction 

of button-pressing, to the fluid fleshy morphs of movement from the inside. Body 

Malleable draws attention to an articulation of the language of play in terms of 

sexuality and touch. This characteristic of touch was previously discussed as not 

only a pivotal characteristic of play and being human, but also of many 

manifestations of the experience of participatory digital media art. Further 

interpretation locates the work as an uneasy reminder of the driving net-user 

activity of pornography. It could function as a reflection upon the ever-

sophisticated (albeit ridiculous) interfaces constructed for the realistic simulation 

of sex through the wires. The fantasy of cyber-sex where touch is realistically 

enabled through the addition of peripheral devices and the presence of another 

human being beyond the screen-space is largely inconsequential to the acquisition 

of pleasure. This perverse desire to ‘get off’ via the screen is ridiculed through this 

work. The Body Malleable engages the participant in a sexual scenario in which sex 

and gender are rendered fluid in a melting pot of forms, sounds and vibrations, 

thus broadening the horizon of the play aesthetic in digital media arts in specific 

relation to sexuality. Play as labile is literalised and in one sense Brophy has simply 

inverted the phallic joystick, as vulva or anus, but in drawing our attention to the 

suppressed sexuality of the joystick he has re-inscribed, or even doubled, the 

repressed or hidden sexuality of game playing with an insertable interface.  

                                                             
323 P Brophy, Conceptual Outline from Original Proposal, retrieved 27th August 2007;  
http://www.philipbrophy.com/projects/bdymllbl/overview.html 
324 McLuhan, Understanding Media, p.234-35 
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A parallel could be drawn between Brophy’s The Body Malleable and Mona 

Hatoum’s Corps Etranger (Fig.23). Made a decade apart, both works call attention 

to embodiment and place the impetus on the position of the participant. In Corps 

Etranger the viewer enters a cylinder on whose floor is projected an endoscopic 

journey into the body of the artist. The experience is intimate and confronting, 

heightened by the internal bodily sound-scape of heartbeat and breath. It was 

constructed as a commentary on the invasive nature of medical technologies. 

Hatoum argues that it presents the body as both vulnerable to such technologies 

and threatening within the installation itself (the dark tunnel through a fleshy 

interior). This videoed interior maintains erotic undertones in the ambiguity of 

wet form and tight orifices, but leans towards the violent in its allusions to rape 

and medical/technoscientific penetration. Intensified by the sound and proximity 

of the projection, the body is ‘entered’ in radically divergent terms to the work of 

Brophy; yet both works still speak for ‘all bodies’ in terms of screen-content within 

a gender-less plane of representation; both envelop the participant within a 

feminized dark, corporeal, audio-visual environment and; both present an 

abstracted vision of the body; familiar, yet also unfamiliar/etranger - although the 

FIGURE 23. Mona Hatoum, Corps Etranger, 

1994 
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stranger in Hatoum’s work is undoubtedly the technology and us inside her body. 

There are of course additional, fundamental, readily apparent, differences between 

these works, which lie in the aesthetics, mode of construction, presentation, 

participant experience and intended meaning. Body Malleable makes it harder to 

draw parallels with our own bodies; it is evocative of plastic bodies, synthetic flesh 

and artificial encounters. This speaks to a clear distinction between artificiality 

coupled with the superficiality of code and coded experience and, in Hatoum’s 

work, the ‘real’ of medical endoscopic imaging of a ‘real’ body. Yet in today’s 

technology-driven, media-saturated societies, it is arguable that Brophy’s base, 

bodily representation is a more commonly experienced social imaginary.  

 

Play is a literalised characteristic of Body Malleable, both in terms of the work’s 

responsive nature, playful interface and cartoon-like animation. The tactility of 

entering the bulbous object is a directly playful, ‘naughty’, maybe ‘sexy’ experience. 

Brophy’s work has a strong humorous content echoed in the candy pink forms 

morphing on-screen (Fig. 24) and Hatoum’s does not – it is not obviously about 

play or a game ((Fig.25). Yet, it could be claimed, as does Renee van de Vall, that a 

trangressive play is apparent in Hatoums’s Corps Etranger. Accordingly, this work 

embodies a language of play in Gadamer’s terms, in so far as,  

 

It is because these structures and rules are different from those applying to 

everyday life that play constitutes itself as play and creates an opening in 

FIGURE 24.  Philip Brophy, The Body 

Malleable (detail), 2004 

FIGURE 25. Mona Hatoum, Corps 

Etranger (detail), 1994 
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time and space where the indeterminate may be sensed and valued as such 

and where new experiences may arise.325 

 

Again, play is labile. This interpretation feeds into the broad association of play and 

art. It recalls the idea that art, like play, is a ‘realm apart’, a realm that enables 

experiences different to the humdrum of everyday automatic encounters within 

the world. It can be an experience of flow326 (but in the process it can also bring us 

back to issues of that everyday world). This comparison between the two works 

highlights the key distinction between play in participatory digital media art and 

play in the more traditional forms of art. In traditional art, this broader more 

ambiguous language of play is articulated in so far as art enables experiences 

distinct from the everyday, consider Huizinga’s ‘magic circle’, whereas, digital 

media art elicits literalised, often tactile, responsive encounters and language of 

play. This latter formulation draws the play of art closer to a child-like experience 

of discovery and curiosity, especially when it comes to ludic interfaces which 

foreground difference in form and functionality. There is a further distinction in the 

imagination-rich qualities of traditional forms as against the phenomenologically-

rich experiences of digital media arts. Perhaps then, digital media art functions as a 

metonym (obvious in Brophy’s piece) rather than an ambiguous metaphor. 

 

  

The Plush Interface: Van Sowerine, Isobel Knowles and Liam Fennessy 

 

                                                             
325 R van de Vall, ‘Between Battledfield and Play: Art and Aesthetics in Visual Culture’, in  At the 
Edges of Vision : a Phenomenological Aesthetics of Contemporary Spectatorship, Ashgate, Aldershot, 
England, 2008, pp.84-85 
326 See, Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly, Flow: the Psychology of Optimal Experience, Harper & Row, New 
York, USA, 1990  
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FIGURE 26. Van Sowerwine, Isobel 

Knowles and Liam Fennessy, Expecting, 

2003 

A child-like experience of curiosity 

and discovery is enabled by a plethora of 

participatory digital media artworks and 

easily risks feeding into the association of 

such art with frivolity and 

inconsequentiality (as the dominant 

associations with childhood). But as van 

de Vall states, “[p]lay does not end with 

childhood, but is continued as a shared 

cultural reality – for instance in 

art.”327Although many works of art do 

foreground a child-like mode of 

engagement – through ludic interfaces and 

otherwise - it is often used ironically, 

subversively, critically, or coupled with 

themes of education and novel ways of experiencing the world. The immediate 

association of this form of engagement with mere inconsequentiality is a limited 

view which neglects the artistic potential for play to be ironic with a critical 

function. It is also an alternate mode of experience and vehicle for knowledge 

acquisition. This cycle of prejudiced interpretation is confronted and twisted in the 

work, Expecting (Fig.26) by Australian artists Van Sowerwine, Isobel Knowles and 

Liam Fennessy. The ludic interface for this work is a teddy-bear.  Because the 

participant is invited to squeeze it, the bear is an obvious stand-in for a joystick. It 

sits on the rim of a space-age pink pod that contains the screen and the participant 

can sit on a matching circular, streamlined seat. From the outset an explicit 

association with childhood is established. The participant is confronted with an 

animation of a little girl, Charlotte who is eight years old. She sits in the screen 

context of a bedroom, replete with teddy-bears, pictures on the wall and a toy-tea 

set. She is alone on her bed playing with a hand-held games device. Once the 

participant squeezes the interface teddy, Charlotte walks toward the front of the 

room and places a tube in her own belly. This umbilical appendage is connected to 

the bear we (as the participant) are grasping. As we repeatedly squeeze the bear 

                                                             
327 R van de Vall, At the Edges of Vision : a Phenomenological Aesthetics of Contemporary 
Spectatorship, Ashgate, Aldershot, England, 2008, p.83 
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the girl’s belly gradually inflates, until in a gruesome twist she sits down and with 

groans and wet noises, gives birth to a smaller child. This child immediately 

assumes the identity of her surrogate playmate. She sits across from Charlotte at 

the tea table then crawls under the table onto the bed to play with the games 

device. Charlotte watches her play-mate for a moment, then snatches the device 

from her clutches and resumes her original stance; the play-mate, rendered 

redundant, simply disappears. 

 

Expecting presents a saccharine façade that gives way to pathos. In the first 

place, the child’s play is mediated via technology, as a solitary endeavor which 

speaks to an absence of comfort and connection in the form of friends or parents. 

Squeezing the teddy-bear, the transitional object, acts as a reminder to Charlotte of 

her forgotten desire for communion and connection with other children – so she 

literally connects herself to the adjoining umbilical/technological tube. The surreal 

birth event materialises this desire and literalises the game of motherhood. We are 

given a portal vision into Charlotte’s imaginative play. But this avenue of solace is 

fraught when the play is again mediated through technology. Mutual alientation 

and loneliness reign. This presents a vision of the negative and indeed ominous 

aspects of technology, that pander to the idea that technology will not save us and 

it will not replace the need for human contact and companionship. A playful 

aesthetic of childhood morphs to serious play and calls attention to the meaning of 

childhood today in a world of over-worked, time-limited and over-stressed 

parents. In the aesthetic of play, childhood play can speak to a critical element 

which provokes more than a single line of debate.  Although the interface does not 

differ radically from the familiar point-and-click (as grab and squeeze), its claim to 

difference lies in its ability to function symbolically as a ludic device and form a 

direct continuity with the unfolding narrative. As the participant grasps and 

squeezes the bear, they complete the circle of play and pathos.    

 

 

4.3 Riding the Interface  

 

The digital era has given rise to an ongoing tradition of interfaces that the 

participant can mount and ride. They date back to Jeffrey Shaw’s 1989 The Legible 



176 

 

City, which placed the participant on a stationary bicycle as the mechanism by 

which to navigate through a city comprised of text that was the size and scale of 

high-rise buildings. This type of interface is very familiar to the gaming realm, as 

an arcade feature or reminiscent of the bucking broncos of fair days and the 

spring-balanced, animal, play-structures in playgrounds. This lineage of form 

points to the rideable structure as a constant in the language and aesthetics of play, 

whether it be a broom-stick, the car framed as a toy for adults or a high-tech 

apparatus: each contextually distinct manifestation foregrounds a predominantly 

physical manifestation of play which demands corporeal responsiveness and a 

certain skill and agility on the part of the participants. The majority of the more 

recent participatory art of this order borrows heavily from the gaming realm 

through the use of goal-orientated concepts, navigation within the specific 

parameters of rules and identifiably game-like visual structures – both physical 

and virtual. This marks a contrast to Shaw’s original poetic gesture of a dream-like 

journey through a readable city, with no particular goals to fulfil.  

 

 

Rocking-Horse-Play: ENESS 

 

An example of this trend is the work Virsual (Fig.27) by Melbourne-based 

Interactive Designer collective, ENESS: Nimrod Weis, Steven Mieszelewicz 

(founders) and Asaf Weis. ENESS have been working in multidisciplinary 

interactive design applications for over ten years. Virsual is an example of game-art 

- an artwork which appropriates the gaming realm to form a hybrid mix of the two. 

FIGURE 27. ENESS, Virsual (detail), 2005 
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Unlike Expecting - which subverts the notion of the play aesthetic as vacuous and 

dislodges the correlation of child’s play with frivolity and inconsequentiality - 

Virsual has a very different agenda and surrenders to the fun of play. It is 

comprised of a digital rocking horse replete with implanted motion sensors and a 

moveable head for steering. This rideable mechanism is integrated with a screen. 

Sitting on the horse and rocking activates the screen display of a 3D game 

projected in front of the horse, the faster the rocking, the faster one’s mobility 

through the world. The screen realm is a lush island – Virsual – on which players 

gallop through a variety of landscapes; above ground, underground, winter, 

summer. Along the way players encounter helpful animals such as friendly fish and 

giant snails and they acquire items such as apples, keys and horse shoes. All the 

standard conventions of gameplay are maintained. A fantasy, child-like aesthetic 

dominates this work, which is reminiscent of the tamer fantasy video-games and 

this even more firmly locates it within the sphere of conventional gameplay. The 

team aptly describe the piece as, “the ultimate toy for the playroom of the 

future”,328 which highlights its identity as a generator of child’s play. They also 

address the work as “not a simulator” but “first and foremost a rocking horse.” It is 

pitched as an easily accessible, universal, play object which maintains the aim to 

“…increase the concentration and learning capabilities of a young child by 

providing a more physical, intuitive and immersive activity.”329 The ludic interface 

structure in Virsual also acts as an object of transition between the physical and 

virtual sphere, enabling a more tangible experience of technology than the game-

pad or mouse. 

 

Virsual is clearly not intended as a critical artwork as much as a toy, reinforced 

by the group’s promotion of fun and application of a kawai330 aesthetic. It is 

considered in this discussion because it is demonstrative of the fine line traversed 

by many play-orientated artworks; the enticement of children at the expense of 

substantial critical reflection (not that the two are necessarily mutually distinct). In 

the article, The Critical Ambivalence of Play in Media Art, Daniel Palmer argues that 

                                                             
328 Virsual website, retrieved 20th March 2006, http://www.virsual.com/ 
329 Ibid. 
330 Japanese term for cute but also innocent. 
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“the links between media art, mass culture and children are fatal”331 and leave 

media art wide open to dismissal from the wider contemporary art sphere. In 

identifying a burning contradiction, Palmer notes that despite such dismissal, there 

is a prevalence of ‘infantile’ works within contemporary art itself. A critical role for 

play across artforms may be located in the strategy of bringing play back to daily 

social life “beyond mobile entertainment to draw attention to the antagonistic, 

performative, interdependent and embodied basis of our social relations.”332 This 

is not achieved by works such as Virsual, which align play with commercial 

entertainment structures and forego criticality. 

 

Media artworks suffer from danger in confusing playfulness with a lack of 

serious purpose and conversely, danger in abandonment to infantilisation. In its 

identification as a dynamic way of learning and as an experience for children and a 

novel experience for adults, Virsual is limited. The expectations of the interface are 

granted, rather than thwarted. The work falls to the way-side of other works, such 

as Expecting, which use the play-aesthetic and language in a critical way. By this I 

mean works which do not necessarily negate the imperative and aesthetics of fun, 

but privilege the provocation of thought, subversion and debate. The aims of 

Virsual are ultimately different and as will be seen in the work of the Times Up 

group discussed ahead – and in examples in the following chapter - there is at 

times a tenuous distinction between the invocation of pleasure and fun and the 

invocation of criticality and provocation of thought and debate. 

 

 

                                                             
331 D Palmer, “The Critical Ambivalence of Play in Media Art”, Proceedings of the International 
Symposium on Electronic Art (ISEA), Singapore, 25-29 July 2008 
332 Ibid. 
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A Matter of Perspective: John Klima 

 

The Great Game (Fig.28) by John Klima is a rideable game-art project which 

promises more participation than it grants. It functions as a limbo between 

participation and observation. The moving/touching player is granted identity, but 

the play interface, the game-pad, thwarts conventional play expectations and 

separates the satisfaction of response from player input. In this piece a screen and 

conventional game-controller are mounted upon a child’s, plastic, coin-operated, 

galloping horse. There is mimicry of classic game-arcade play-structures, as well as 

an echo of rideable interfaces. When seated upon the horse, the participant is 

subject to a jolting gallop, while the screen displays an unfolding vision of 3D 

flight-simulation. The participant is rendered incapable of exerting any influence 

over the visual-sphere; all they are enabled to do via the buttons is alter the 

perspective. To a significant degree this piece acts as a commentary on perspective 

in conflict and specifically, the all too prevalent differences in perspective, in binary 

oppositional terms. The conflict in question is that of Afghanistan. Through a series 

of abstracted symbols upon a landscape the screen portrays the UN controlled  

 

cities and military bases, their array of fighter planes in addition to the Taliban’s 

military bases and cities. The birds-eye view of this landscape replicates the visual 

FIGURE 28. John Klima, The Great 

Game, 2001 
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perspective of the pilot of a military plane. In contrast, the actual physical context 

(corporeal perspective) is the ground-based plastic horse -this symbolically refers 

to the horses ridden by Afghan people in the deserts which can be witnessed from 

the aircraft. Two forms of embodiment and their perspectives within the 

Afghanistan conflict are collapsed into one another. In the process a split role is 

assigned to the participant, over which he or she has a total lack of control.  

 

The manner in which The Great Game is constructed and the limitations it 

places upon the player functions to draw attention towards the nature of the 

mechanism and its meanings. This piece is a political art-game; a genre which will 

undergo deeper discussion in the following chapter. It is a work which, through the 

vehicle of play, generates critique and provokes debate. But to eschew the risk of 

mistaking image for action it must be noted that this piece is more about imaging 

the political. It nevertheless resides in the realm of ‘serious play’, another concept 

to be elucidated ahead, where commentary on perspective in conflict and 

individual impotence takes the lead. The Great Game is not a game for everyone 

and the title makes this clear when the player is not really included as an active 

agent within the game. The work reflects upon the position of the majority of the 

population in a developed nation, whose witness to such conflicts is skewed and 

partial. It is possibly a ‘Great Game’ to those in power, and it is certainly discussed 

as such, but otherwise such conflict is an event on the screen in which the majority 

have no input and limited perspective. The position of the player in this work is 

like that of a lounge-room television viewer with the conventional apathy at worst 

or symbolic frustration of impotence supplanted with a live-action physical jolt. 

The screen-representation does not display response to the prodding of buttons, 

and a dissonance between expectations and actualities in the play structure is 

readily apparent. It maintains the appearance of being playful, it sustains the 

aesthetics of play and draws players in, but it complicates the situation by 

compromising the player’s input and it only enables minimal agency - both within 

the screen space and upon the bucking structure of the horse. It therefore situates 

the participant on the threshold between traditional art player and an active 

participant in digital media. 
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4.4 Body-Centric Interfaces 

 

Beyond the interfaces that involve the hand-eye paradigm of button-pressing, 

teddy-bear hugging, finger inserting and so forth, there is a wave of artists who 

privilege the whole body as an interface. This is already evident to an extent in the 

demands on the body made by Virsual and also in the work of artists such as Greg 

Roberts, Scott Snibbe, Myron Krueger, Victoria Vesna and Jim Gimzewski, Christa 

Sommerer and Laurent Mignonneau, Steve Wilson, Mark Cypher and the Times Up 

collective. When the body becomes the trigger for a range of experiences a more 

direct and intuitive relationship to the media is enabled; there is no mediator to 

the content other than one’s corporeal vessel. For this reason the idea of abolishing 

the interface or accomplishing the ‘invisible interface’, has become a much-hyped 

notion among digital media artists and theorists. It is posited as a step in the 

direction of the ultimate engagement with data-space, like automatic doors it 

implies an ease of mobility in respect to space, which is so often fantasised in 

science fiction films (e.g. The Matrix). Although they are not always necessarily 

about an ease of mobility, body-centric interfaces are particularly complementary 

to the language of play given that physical movement is a consistent pre-requisite 

across different forms of play. 

 

 

Play Between Boundaries: Scott Snibbe  

 

FIGURE 29. Scott Snibbe, Boundary Functions, 1998 
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San Francisco based artist, Scott Snibbe, creates digital media installations, 

sculptures, screen and web-based works. Snibbe’s works primarily feature a 

minimalist conceptual and narrative aesthetic, which prioritises participation in a 

full but ultimately simple (in terms of movements) corporeal sense. The works 

draw upon participant shadows, breath and bodily presence within a digitally 

constructed space. Most of Snibbe’s works award bodily movements with 

immediate reactions. The aim is to provoke a sense of physical awareness as well 

as to locate participants within an interpersonal dynamic with others. Snibbe’s 

works are further characterised by a conceptual underbelly in that they 

foreground ideas of the self and others in order to draw the participant into 

broader fields of thought, rather than be simply halted by the reification of 

technological effects, or the frivolity associated with stereotypical ideas of play. 

Many of the works form a commentary on social interactions and communications 

and toy in a philosophical way with the idea of humans as inter-corporeal beings, 

inter-dependent with their environment and as agents within a plurality of 

connections.  

 

In the piece Boundary Functions (Fig.29) participants step onto a floor upon 

which boundaries in the form of projected lines appear. These lines separate 

participants from one another, the more participants there are on the floor, the 

more lines appear. The piece is evocative of the concept that while we might claim 

ownership over our personal space, in fact it exists and is changeable in relation to 

the bodies of others. We are constantly adjusting our bodies relative to others in a 

state of inter-corporeality. Boundary Functions also demands social engagement in 

that at least two people are required for the work to function. The projected lines 

shift in relation to their combined positions, promoting a dialogue between bodies, 

movement and space. This poses questions about the amount of space we occupy 

and how we respond to changes in that space, such as its restriction through the 

proximity of other bodies or things. Boundary Functions also brings to life a 

language of play through the bodily activity of the participants. Bodies are engaged 

in an intuitive, physical way and in the process they inevitably try to trick the 

system, bend the rules and break down boundaries. Contrary to these efforts, the 

work insists on each body’s containment within its own personal space. This piece 

places the individual in a dialectical engagement with a collective. It frames 
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individuality by the presence of others. Therefore an art strategy of simple design 

and aesthetic is used to provoke questions of greater complexity within the world 

at large. 

 

 

Bakhtinian Mixed Reality: Times Up  

 

TimesUp, an Austrian-based collective, is responsible for the creation of what 

one of its members Tim Boykett describes as, “…large scale, medium term, 

interactive, mechanical and media enriched environments”.333 These participatory 

responsive environments are built upon principles of the Situationist 

International: experimental situations are engineered through theatricality, a 

strong ethic of playfulness and insistence upon the activation of the audience. 

TimesUp places the body of the participant within a diverse range of unusual 

positions and activities, the body becomes involved in strange and unfamiliar 

movements, play expectations are subverted. In one example a game-space is 

projected onto the ceiling and participants must endeavour to navigate it 

collectively while balanced on a platform with other players (Balanced Maze, 

2004). Every visitor within a given constructed environment becomes an active 

protagonist within a narrative of sensory stimulation and bodily engagement – to 

the extent of irritating the senses, play as illynx, as labile, disturbing expectations 

and stretches the pre-conceptions of both gaming and digital media arts. 

 

 

 Sensory Circus: A cognitive system to move along with 

 

The work Sensory Circus (2004 - 2006) is an example of the breadth, 

complexity and multi-layered nature of the group’s work. It has a Bakhtinian 

carnivalesque characterisation about it; not only in the way it urges the body to 

break with its bounds of normal/habitual behaviour, but also in the seemingly 

random but highly coordinated, ‘complex but not complicated’ array of light, 

sound, image, mechanical and digital devices. These devices are primarily focused 

                                                             
333 T Boykett, Extensive Multiscale Interactive Situations, Paper presented at the International Digital 
Games Conference (iDiG), 2006, retrieved 4th December 2006; 
http://www.timesup.org/thinktank/Games06Portugal4_col.pdf 
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on the corporeality of the participant where space and bodily movement coincide 

in an unusual performative physical panoply. The participant becomes a critical 

node within the entire system, to the extent that she affects the mood of the 

playground as a whole. For Times Up, 

 

Interaction requires the body and the perceptual system of the individual in 

order to maximally involve the participant. Interaction requires various 

timescales: immediate satisfaction and longer term developments. 

 

[Sensory Circus] embeds the public individual in a responsive physical 

environment, medially enhanced to involve the participant via the ears and 

eyes as well as the fundamental involvement of the body and its mass.334 

 

The movement of the body becomes necessary for both the experience and 

expression of the art. Sensory Circus instantiates modes of optimal interaction 

based on, at times athletic, physical participation and the corporeal integration 

with a system geared to respond in real-time or at a delay as an echo of bodily 

presence. It demonstrates a melding of physical and virtual as well as mechanical 

and digital. The type of play figured by the work could be called deviant play, for 

rules are twisted, expectations thwarted and games digitally and mechanically 

enhanced beyond conventions or prior expectations. For the Ars Digital Media 

show of 2004 in Linz, Sensory Circus was situated in the space of an underground 

car park. The environment for interaction was defined by four interdependent 

areas with a variety of environments/projects contained within each. It was a 

world unto itself. Interpretation of each sub-section in terms of the nature of play 

therein; the type of interface structures created and the position/s of the 

participant/s, would be too extensive for the current project, therefore a summary 

of the space in terms of the four main sections must suffice. 

 

 

1. Reality Shift 

                                                             
334 Times Up, Sensory Circus: A Cognitive System to Move Along With, retrieved 12th April 2007: 
http://www.timesup.org/sc/pdf/sc-print-eng.pdf 
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FIGURE 30. Times Up, Sensory Circus, 

Reality Shift (diagram), 2004-2006 

 

 

At the entrance of the Sensory Circus 

there is the Reality Shift (Fig.30); this is 

simply the entry point to the environment. 

This ‘path’ marks the fact that a shift has 

occurred, that the world of play has been 

entered and the outside world has been 

left far behind with things inside defined 

by their difference. This difference is 

figured by guiding the movement of the 

participants in particular ways. At the 

outset the play is introduced as mechanically/industrially and digitally manifested. 

A carousel that forms a labyrinth occupies all of this space with a grid of larger 

than life-sized cylinders, which rotate to meet the doors of parallel cylinders to 

enable the participant to gradually weave her way through this maze towards the 

main space (or indeed become hopelessly lost). As participants engage in an 

exercise of puzzle play and mechanical constriction within the cylinders, they are 

also stimulated with light and sound which is an apt forewarning of the following 

environment.  

 

2. InterGame_BalanceSpace 

 

The participant edges her way through the maze to then find herself in the 

InterGame_BalanceSpace. This space contains a diverse range of interface 

structures such as the Lightning District, Sonic Pong, Gravitron, Balanced Maze and 

Breakout. Each of these interface groups share characteristics; they foreground 

movement and deviant play. Some require balance and coordination and make use 

of force-feedback and they all stimulate the senses through a combination of 

coordinated and integrated light, sound and/or projected image displays. Lightning 

District, for example, is an audio-visual installation which engages the participant 

in a play of movement across an optically and acoustically responsive floor. 

Surround sounds envelop the participant in various tones co-ordinated with their 

steps upon the floor. The floor, in turn, changes, for example the gridded squares 

projected onto the floor rotate, change colours and/or morph to become circles. 
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The floor can also record the paths taken by previous participants, as for example, 

a series of highlighted squares that connote past presence of a participant. 

 

Times Up describe this section as an interface that offers; “simple and intuitive 

interaction”, their being “no barriers in terms of mechanical apparati or sensors. 

The body and its motion becomes the triggering moment.”335 The effect of this is 

that bodies engage in activities beyond the norm, beyond the habitual activity of 

walking. The everyday act of walking is brought to a level of heightened awareness 

and it becomes a playful endeavour as it morphs into the creative navigation of the 

responsive floor and sound-scape. Participants are enthused to explore the 

experiential scope of the floor, by, for example, dancing, jumping and crouching on 

all fours. The Lightning District recalls Myron Kreuger’s 1983 wish for intelligently 

responsive light floors and formulates an answer to his mourning of the limited 

nature of disco floors: 

 

Disco floors are an example of an effective use of discrete lights. However, 

while they are dramatic, these displays lack the resolution to create anything 

but rough patterns. In addition, they receive only minor attention from the 

dancers, as they do not respond to motion and must compete with many other 

sources of stimulation.336 

 

With the Lighting District installation Times Up mark a testament to the rapid 

shifts in the capabilities and sophistication of media technologies, as they 

successfully address each of Kreuger’s expressed limitations. The floor becomes 

the focus for the participants, the surround audio and projected light is veritably 

integrated to the steps of the participant, supporting hints of what Kreuger 

describes in utopian tones as; “…more than an art medium; it is a whole new realm 

of human experience.”337  

 

A fundamental aesthetic of the InterGame_BalanceSpace, beyond the simple 

intuitive play interface, is the invitation for bodies to combine with mechanical 

                                                             
335 Times Up, The Lighting District, retrieved 12th April 2007; 
http://timesup.org/sc/pdf/ld_prop_en.pdf 
336K W Myron, Artificial Reality, Addison Wesley Publishing Company, USA, 1983, p.84 
337 Ibid. p.54 



187 

 

FIGURE 31. Times Up, Sensory 

Circus, Sonic Pong (detail), 2004-

2006 

 

apparati in a media driven situation. An example is the installation, Sonic Pong 

(Fig.31). As its name suggests Sonic Pong is an appropriated and reconfigured, 

indeed technologically-enhanced, yet classic, game of Pong – an art-game. The 

interface is composed of a foot-pad that can be tilted, with an attached console 

comprised of joysticks and a switch.  Again, within the context of play, it is an audio 

visual experience. In this instance, given the parameters of the traditional game 

structure, the rules are distinct. The sound is manipulated by the control panel, 

which activates a variety of sampled, vintage 

computer-game bleeps. The foot panel controls 

the movement of the light rectangle and the 

paddle which hits the light ball. As the ball is hit a 

sound is triggered and loops.  It follows the 

movement of the ball and becomes subject to 

manipulation via the control panel of the player. 

The sound then travels to the other side where it 

morphs again to another hit and can be 

manipulated by the other player. The experience 

is not only the habitual competition of Pong, but a 

creative acoustic exercise with concentrated 

physical endeavour. The normative play of Pong is 

deviated from and expanded, as this 

interpretation is not limited to goal-orientated 

competition but becomes inclusive of collaborative music making.  

 

 

3. Systemic Bar 

 

The third section of the Sensory Circus, the Systemic Bar, is the social hub of the 

system, the zone in which to re-group, re-configure and reflect. However, this is 

not a place where the stimulation and participation ceases. The bar is fully 

automated and has a permanent resident in the form of a self-absorbed, beer-

drinking robot. This robot demands coins to purchase drinks and maintains all the 

uncanniness of early automata. Boykett describes the robot as perhaps ‘the most 

human robot in existence’, because its actions are based purely on self-interest. In 
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addition to the robot, monitors line the space to keep visitors in touch with their 

surroundings and to enable them to observe and discuss the experiences of others 

within the InterGame_BalanceSpace. The monitors also display the highlights of a 

FoosBall game contained within the bar space. Sports commentary runs alongside 

the FoosBall as participants play. The roar of cheers celebrates goals with the 

replays displayed on the surrounding screens. The Systemic Bar, is a space in which 

to relax and have a drink, it does not indicate the cessation of play, but rather 

maintains continuity in its integration with the broader field of participation. In its 

own internal play apparati it functions both as a space in which to discuss and 

continue to engage in play.  

 

 

4. Proto-Cognitive System 

 

The core controller of the Sensory Circus is the Proto-Cognitive System. This 

section defines the brains of the entire environment as a network “…set up to 

register, perceive and react to all manipulations of the system”.338 Statistics are 

collected based upon the paths taken by visitors, their movements and the amount 

of time they allow for a given interface structure. The Paranoia Engine ties in with 

this system as the information collector; it manifests in a series of cameras and 

spotlights spread throughout the system in order to survey, track and observe 

visitors within the broader playground. The information collected is fed back to the 

Proto-Cognitive System, which absorbs the input and responds with its own 

assessment of a mood reflective of “the perceived general state of the entire 

space.”339 The nature of its responses takes the form of sound, image and light 

effects, which for example, might appear either calm or hyperactive. This structure 

reflects Boykett’s correlation between mood and climate, in the remark that “mood 

is to interaction as climate is to weather”.340 This structure furthermore 

demonstrates the core concept that each visitor has an impact on the generation of 

the experience as a whole for all of the visitors – intercorporeality - it highlights 

social space as a community of interrelated bodies and energies (like Snibbe’s 

                                                             
338 Times Up, Proto Cognitive System, retrieved 12th April 2007;  http://timesup.org/sc/index.html  
339 Times Up, The Mood, retrieved 12th April 2007; http://timesup.org/sc/index.html 
340 T Boykett, Extensive Multiscale Interactive Situations, 
http://www.timesup.org/thinktank/Games06Portugal4_col.pdf  
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Boundary Functions) in which each individual bears responsibility for the mood of 

the whole, whether or not they are aware of this role.  

 

The majority of the spaces within the Sensory Circus involve the exchange of 

audio and/or visual input and output. While there is an over-riding focus upon the 

language of play, the overall aesthetic of Sensory Circus is clunky, mechanical and 

industrial, pointing to a coinciding concern with functionality, reflecting upon 

many of the digital displays which are graphically simplistic. If anything, while the 

play becomes deviant, the aesthetic could be called industrial festive; with the 

irrepressible onslaught of lights and visual and acoustic information in consort 

with the assortment of mechanical devices and moving bodies. These 

environments lend themselves to accusations of reification of technological effects 

and techno-frivolity; of the utopic vision of interactive technology in its cross 

between an amusement park, play-ground, science fair and video-game. Yet the 

technology is far from the ivory towers of MIT and attention is always brought 

back to the body as the experiential, ‘e-motional’ node. TimesUp collapses a retro-

vision with a projected utopia of art as inter-corporeal environment. The games 

within, for example, are variations of previously existing games as if a future utopia 

(which they seem to evoke) will merely be a new version of the present or past; 

cannibalising the past. As Boykett observes, 

 

The artist’s use of the idea of game, of the technologies of gameplay, is filled 

with re-use, re-purposing, inversion, addition and subtraction and all other 

forms of manipulation that can be imagined.341 

 

 And although the Time’s Up agenda is to a large degree about fun, like Sensory 

Circus, it also operates at greater levels of complexity. As has been demonstrated 

above, Times Up presents an aim motivated by the desire to “build worlds, realities 

of a kind”342, for bodily and social engagement - as well as bodily estrangement, by 

placing the body in an array of unusual situations with technology (ostranenie), 

making the body itself strange. Then, as argued by Boykett; “…the goal is to incite a 

                                                             
341 T Boykett, ‘Playing the Game: Notes on Games, Play and Gameplay in Interactive Installations’, 
Paper presented at Games-Art Interface session of the Computer Games and Interactive 
Entertainment Conference, Perth, Western Australia, December 2006, retrieved 24th January 2007, 
http://www.timesup.org/thinktank/perth_games06_v3.pdf 
342 Ibid. 
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process of thought and discussion, of action and reaction.”343 The work provokes a 

mélange of escape and engagement, focus and distraction. The visitor is presented 

as an entity who will (ideally) voluntarily play in the space, exploring the 

possibilities with a similar freedom to a child who explores the world. However 

adults, the main visitors, do not act as children. Having lost or at best only 

misplaced the desire to freely explore. Especially in public, most adults need to be 

led gently into a state of exploration and as Boykett remarks “One technique that 

we have found useful is to set up situations that resemble, in some way, a game.”344 

  

Boykett describes the engagement of business people, (CEOs and so forth) 

within the spaces, remarking that they voluntarily remove their jackets, surrender 

their wallets, phones and shoes and transform, with stern faces morphing into 

uninhibited grins. The free-form sections such as the Lightning District enable a 

play of exploration, discovery and surprise, paidia, whereas the game 

environments enable visitors to follow a structure, ludos. According to Boykett,  

 

Through this avenue of gameplay, adults can be encouraged to become less 

distanced, to overcome their fear of contact with the devices and to begin to 

explore the possibilities of the space.345 

 

Here an agenda of exploration, intimacy with technology and play is made 

transparent. But the social aspect is also primary, with many of the structures 

requiring bodies to work in unison, in an interpersonal dynamic. This form of 

socialisation goes against the grain of popular criticism of gaming, which often 

foregrounds alienation. Play becomes the facilitator of child-like exploration for 

adults, an interpersonal and inter-corporeal experience, as well as an avenue for 

thought and discussion. 

  

 

4.5 Spectator Games: the Game without the Primary Player 

  

                                                             
343 Ibid. 
344 Ibid. 
345 Ibid. 
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The final section of this chapter will briefly discuss a recent trend of new 

media works which feature spectator games or the game without the primary 

player. This might seem paradoxical to the rest of the discussion, which has 

focused on interface structure and the position of the participant with attention to 

touch, bodies, movement, mutual responsiveness, input and feedback. However, 

games without primary players within and without the art sphere serve to 

highlight the aesthetics of play, distilled from the imperative of physical player 

input; a play aesthetic and language of play remains critical to the work, but the 

participatory player in the literal sense in which we have been discussing, becomes 

irrelevant. This is the language of play moving closer to the generic interactive 

sense, for its own sake (autotelic) or for the sake of peripheral observers, rather 

than direct/primary players. Players are not entirely absent though, for without 

players, play has little relevance (much like the idea that without spectators art has 

little relevance) it is through players/spectators that play/art is set into motion 

and validated. One aim of games as artworks without primary players could be to 

impart meaning without the distraction that abandonment to play might entail, 

whilst at the same time not to dismiss completely the value of the aesthetics of 

play. This stream of works oscillates between traditional and non-traditional 

means of representation; non-traditional in so far as they remain generated by and 

dependent upon the aesthetic endeavor of coded experience for their 

manifestation and traditional via the mode of engagement they elicit, generic 

interactivity, as well as for example, via the close continuities maintained with the 

genre of video-art as a potential subset or extension of this genre.  
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The works by Los Angeles based artist, Miltos Manetas are examples of the 

continuity between the video-art genre and spectator games/games without 

primary players; specifically his Videos after Videogames series of 1996 to 2006. 

The title of this series in itself illustrates the dependence such works have on the 

play aesthetic. These works include several short videos titled Super Mario 

Sleeping (1997). Nintendo’s iconic Mario sleeps in a variety of contexts, rather than 

relentlessly bounding, clearly exhausted from his tiresome mission to save 

Princess Peach. Cory Arcangel’s Super Mario Clouds  (Fig.32) then, displays the 

original Mario game with all the details hacked-out except for a quaint sky-scape of 

drifting clouds. Another work, titled People Against Things (Fig.33) by Manetas 

represents a stereotypical soldier in an FPS game sitting on a step and tapping his 

foot for the entirety of the scene, unconcerned with the action so typical of his 

character. These examples all work in contradistinction to the action-fueled logic 

that dominates computer games. They could also be said to work against play, for 

although play is the primary expectation of such visual material in terms of the 

aesthetic, the antithesis of complete inaction or stasis is the reality. The player’s 

impulse to touch is thwarted and instead they are directed to embody the 

distanced stance of the traditional art viewer. Yet neither play nor the player is 

erased. Gadamer’s formulation of the art viewer as being played by art becomes 

more apparent in such works in the conventional sense of being detached from 

physical engagement with the work, yet still experiencing the work as a world 

apart or a magic circle of sorts. The generic interpretation of play is apparent, 

FIGURE 32. Cory Arcangel, Super Mario 

Clouds, 2002 

FIGURE 33. Miltos Manetas, People Against 

Things, 2001 
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where play is not doing, or touching, but rather watching, contemplating and 

engaging on a cognitive, imaginative level, the circle of play completed as a 

spectator. This is similar to the kind of play assumed by van de Vall in reference to 

Mona Hatoum’s Corp Étranger, though with an even lesser degree of participation, 

drawn closer towards the sphere of television, rather than immersive installation. 

These video/game works also function as commentaries on the nature of 

participation. Their erasure of the need for participatory engagement screams of 

the absence and this enables them to exist as meaningful artworks; their aesthetic 

depends on an abandonment of literal interaction, as well as a simultaneous 

allusion to it. This representation of play, more traditional play, would perhaps 

appeal to Huizinga’s sensibilities, given the portrayal of the disappearance of the 

player in the fusion of play with technology, as Huizinga once prophesied. 

 

 

Pac-Painting: Bani Abidi 

 

The piece Game Over (Fig.34), by Pakistani video and new media artist Bani 

Abidi, is a painterly animation and poetic adaptation of Toru Iwatani's classic 1979 

Pac-Man. There have been many appropriations and adaptations of Pac-Man, 

either in the gaming realm or art sphere with works such as Pac-Mondrian (cover 

image, 2004) by the Prize Budget for Boys group. The iconic nature and form of the 

yellow devouring character has led to an easy adoption by the art realm. The 

FIGURE 34. Bani Abidi, Game Over, 2003 
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aesthetic of Game Over is derived from Mughal Miniature paintings developed 

during the Mughal Empire which spanned the 16th-19th centuries in India. The 

themes of these works vary from the representation of flora and fauna to Hindu 

epics, court-life, battle-scenes, love scenes, portraiture and landscape. From this 

expansive representational library Abidi takes the theme of the garden. The smiley 

yellow Pac-Man is launched into the scenery of a Muhgal garden, where his usual 

diet of cookies transforms to become what looks like flowers, but they are 

described by Abidi as loot. In this realm Pac-Man has found independence in an 

Eden-like world as he eats his way through, uninhibited by outside control and 

unthreatened by the usual ghosts, scoring for no other entity than himself. Pac-

Man has escaped the bounds of player control to reign in a flowery, water fountain-

dotted utopia. And as suggested by the title, literally the game is over when the 

influential participant is made irrelevant. Perhaps the game is also over for an 

avatar without counterpart in the physical world, left to circle the fountains in 

solitude. 

 

However, in Game Over player input is not entirely absent. In the online 

version we are invited to press start. We are reduced to a physical digit – a finger 

on a remote-control – in order to set Pac-Man’s virtual paradise in motion. The 

anticipated ‘ejaculatory response’ mentioned by Philip Brophy, is the result, the 

automatic action of pressing the button yields to the game being set in motion. In a 

sense this is the ultimate interpassive formulation; we really are devoid of 

responsibility and enabled to watch our avatar in the virtual sphere carrying out 

actions without us (like with the movie sequences of many video-games dubbed 

interactive cinema). Once the loot is devoured and the scores added up, the 

familiar ‘game-over’ appears on-screen as a point of closure. Pac-Man has played 

himself and us for the time it took for him to devour the loot. This work could be 

said to illustrate the fantasy of game-characters who, like ghosts in the machine, 

have separate lives once we turn off the screen (like in Pixar’s Toy Story where the 

playroom toys animate beyond the reach of the human gaze). This is coupled with 

the fantasy that such fictional characters in fact live differently to the roles 

assigned them for our play pleasure. But even in this alternate context, Pac-Mac’s 

identity is inherent to his form and his activities follow suit. Pac-Man is still 

running around on paths devouring things rather than sunning himself by a 
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fountain, or taking a much deserved nap, like Manetas’ exhausted Mario. And this 

comes back to the idea that as players of such games, more often than not, we will 

do exactly what is expected of us; our actions are shaped by the interface. Thus, a 

commentary on the nature of participation is apparent. In terms of the aesthetics 

of play, this work clearly demonstrates its dependence on the realm of the 

computer-game for its ability to create new meanings as it enables new 

interpretations and thwarts expectations that arise from familiar representations. 

 

 

The Perfect Soldier: Eddo Stern 

 

Fort Paladin (Fig.35), created by the Israeli-born artist Eddo Stern, is a work 

that contains a game where the player’s eerie absence is entirely appropriate to its 

themes. It is a quasi-propaganda work; a commentary on the American Army’s 

strategy of enticing recruits through the release of America’s Army (2002). This 

was a very popular first-person shooter, multi-player, army-recruitment game 

geared to present a mimetic prototype of the experience of the soldier.346 Stern’s 

work features a child’s Lego-like castle of plastic and a computer hard-drive. 

Where we would imagine a drawbridge instead we see a portal into a virtual 

world, a screen embedded in the fortified symbol of the militaristic power of the 

state. Displayed on the screen is America’s Army. The screen image portrays the 

game being won automatically. A frightening correlation is made between the 

perfect player and the perfect soldier, with the perfect player/soldier as a de-

humanised machine, literally. A keyboard below the screen moves without a player 

as a series of robotic pistons, interlocked by cables punch down on the keys, 

controlled by "GodsEye". This is the system written by Stern to infallibly defeat the 

game, in better than human terms, time and time again. Does this imply that the 

real player, the real soldier, is then no longer on the earthly plane?  

 

                                                             
346 To be discussed in greater depth in the following chapter 
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Fort Paladin folds all the implications of the castle – state power, militarism, 

the feudal system and so forth – into the up-to-date articulation of the same 

themes in the realm of simulation. The violence and prerogative of defense 

techniques characteristic of the Middle-Ages is conflated with the fear, terror and 

the American military might of today’s times. America’s Army is unique as a game 

because it conveys the military’s purpose as strategic communication to the public 

in the form of coercion with the clear aim of recruitment. The castle in its time was 

also a powerful symbol of communication; its awesome presence maintained an 

aura of power and austerity to the everyday person. Paradoxically, it coupled of the 

theme of security with fear. Both structures convey uneasy symbolic associations, 

and coinciding realities. The castle is an architectural icon of a bygone time. 

Therefore it makes an appropriate home for this critical enquiry driven by the 

aesthetics of play. Here we see a complicated dance between authority and the 

ludic, for if a game can convince the player to join the army then it is certainly 

more than just a game. Potentially the toys of today carry serious consequences 

despite their benign packaging. In Fort Paladin play is morphed from the child’s 

play room-like aesthetic of the smooth castle, to take on the more sinister and 

uneasy aspects of symbolic language. It functions to question the conflation of the 

perfect soldier/player in simulation/gaming and reality and to ultimately question 

the relationship between fantasy and reality. 

 

 

Figure 35. Eddo Stern, Fort Paladin, 2003 
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4.6 Conclusion 

 

Through a diversity of interface structures various modes of participation and 

identification are enabled for the digital homo ludens. Play in participatory digital 

media art is certainly not a static construct. Instead it morphs alongside the 

characteristics and configurations of the particular interface structure whether it 

be traditional, haptic, ludic, corporeal or a combination. The same might be said 

about the nature of the content, whether it be audio, visual or mechanically 

enhanced. The examples given operate on a diversity of levels, with fluctuating 

meanings for the participant, provoking cognitive, corporeal and/or emotional 

responses. It is apparent that certain works pander to the associations of play, such 

as frivolity and childhood, that have the imperative of fun. Yet it has also become 

apparent that there are many works that communicate a critical perspective 

through the language and aesthetics of play. There is therefore a broad spectrum 

that ranges from the stereotypical concept of play at one end, to its extended and 

subverted interpretation at the other. When play is extended in the direction of 

critical enquiry/commentary and seriousness it verges on an identification with 

‘not play’. Works that foreground a critical agenda will be further discussed in the 

game-art and art-game examples in the following chapter where the concept of 

‘serious play’, briefly mentioned here, will be brought to fruition, and the position 

of the digital homo ludens will be challenged, questioned and complicated. 
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CHAPTER FIVE   

Art and Games: Critical Commentary, Counter-action and 

Intervention 

 

 

Mixture is the way we understand the new, the third space. It is through mixture 

that we are able to re-articulate the old in order to comprehend the new. There is 

a delicate but subtle level of transformation that occurs as we move from the 

known to the unknown, the familiar to the unfamiliar”347 

 

Homi Bhahba, 1994 

 

It’s not just a question of worrying or of hoping for the best, but of finding new 

weapons.348 

 

Gilles Deleuze, 1995 

 

 

A subtle but ongoing suggestion throughout this dissertation has been the idea 

of play as a structure that enables subversion; as a microcosm of the real world in 

which both safer and more radical dynamics are able to flourish. Sutton-Smith 

maintains the idea of ‘games as adaptive phenomena’ where a problem is reduced 

to a manageable scale and any attendant anxiety is also reduced. A game can 

become a safe-space as a result of its severance from serious consequential reality, 

yet it can also be an ostranenic space through the way it manipulates that very 

reality. The trends of political art-games and game-art generate such a dual space, 

in which traditional play is subverted by the addition to the game-space of 

unfamiliar elements such as political actions and imaging. The focus of this chapter 

is concerned with such ‘elements of the political’ in art-games and game-art with 

                                                             
347 H Bhahba, The Location of Culture, Routledge, London, 1994, p.218 
348 G Deleuze, ‘Postscript on Control Societies’, in Negotiations, translated by Martin Joughin, 
Columbia University Press, New York, 1995, p.178 
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attention to how they affect the game and the player. Art-games and game-art are 

hybrid creations that merge the language and aesthetics of video games with 

artistic intent; they defamiliarise the standard space and are subversive to 

conventions of the game. Artists break the rules of the game with alternate tactics 

and goals counter to conventional play action. Strategies which merge the game 

not only with artistic but also political intent can be called counter-actions. “To act 

in opposition to; to hinder, defeat or frustrate, by contrary agency or influence,”349 

to subvert through inversion. Counter-actions break with previous actions, they 

disrupt a previous understanding, they work literally counter to the play action. 

This chapter will develop a framework from which to discuss examples of counter-

actions, beginning with relevant background knowledge followed by attention to a 

range of specifically delineated case-studies that present the notion of ‘serious 

play’.  

 

 

5.1 The Relationship between Art and Games 

 

In their initial aesthetic, the playground of video games and digital voice and 

imagery of computer art, not only mirrored one another, but were also in harmony 

with the aesthetic trends of the art-world of the 1960s period and onwards.350 The 

move away from figuration characteristic of abstract-expressionism, minimalism 

and conceptualism, is synchronous with the abstract and minimal geometric forms 

of early computer art, such as Michael Noll’s Gaussian Quadratic (1963) series and 

early games such as Spacewar (1961) or Pong (1972). The Happenings of Allan 

Kaprow are also structurally related to these initial and subsequent 

video/computer games. This is evidenced by their breakdown of the conventional 

relationship between the audience and performer and privileging of participation. 

Both of these traits cross-over into participatory digital media art and computer 

games. During the 1990s this shared aesthetic began to diverge when both 

computer games and digital media art grew to define their own turf. The art-world 

veered to different pastures (for example with renewed attention to the assumed 

antitheses to code - corporeality and ecology). Computer art was subsumed as a 

                                                             
349 N Porter (ed), Webster's Revised Unabridged Dictionary, 1913, “counteract”, retrieved February 4 

2005, http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/counteract 
350 See M J P Wolfe (ed), The Medium of the Video Game, University of Texas Press, U.S.A, 2002 
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category under the banners of digital art, electronic art and new media, which 

functioned to delineate a series of sub-genres that tackled, showcased and 

critiqued the technologies at hand. Against this background the computer game 

has grown to become the poster-child for the commercial success of the 

combination of art and technology; the first digital mass-entertainment medium 

and the fuel of the engorged industry we are familiar with today.  

 

Both the art world and the games industry have functions that overlap. Art has 

and does function variously as a means to tell stories, to illustrate history (or 

versions thereof), to elucidate concepts and to explore formalistic aspects. It is also 

used as a representational vehicle for educational purposes. Games and play, like 

art, have maintained a pedagogical function, as skill-building and learning 

experiences (in the action of play as against the traditionally static nature of 

viewing art). For example a game such as Gorri or Wungoolay played by Aboriginal 

people throughout Australia functioned to develop critical spear-throwing skills 

for hunting.351 The games industry feeds on novelty as an infantile counterpart to 

the wizened art world, although it has an ancestry at least as long as that of art in 

the act of play and the legacy of games. While play may be older than art, both 

could be considered universal attributes of human behaviour. Games provide a 

means of diversion, entertainment and release from the exigencies of the everyday, 

as well as facilitating the socialisation of groups (although many games are also 

solitary). Both spheres invite removal from the concerns of the everyday, often 

based on pretence of the real, they can launch the viewer/player into alternative 

spatial/reality arrangements. They are both tied to tropes of escapism and 

distraction and might be regarded as inconsequential to the ‘real’ matters of life. In 

their various distinct and overlapping functions games and play each occupy a 

fundamental place in human cultures. Each can have a significant transformative 

impact on an individual or collective, through the experiences they enable. As such, 

the status-quo of a given culture can to a certain extent be discerned from the art it 

produces and from the games it plays. Indeed, Caillois came to the conclusion that 

the ‘games a culture plays’ act as a ‘culture clue’352 – embedded with signs as to the 

nature and function of the given culture.  

                                                             
351 S Wilkins, Sports and Games of Medieval Cultures, Greenwood Press, USA, 2002, p.286 
352 Caillois, Man, Play and Games, p.xi 
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5.2  Hybrid Genres: Art-Games and Game-Art  

 

It comes as no surprise then, that culturally current artistic projects that use 

the medium of games have arisen not as a pretence of the real but as an endeavour 

to bring the medium back to the real. These fledgling hybrid genres can be 

considered under the following banners. 

 

 Art-games: purpose-programmed, self-contained constructions, either 

purely software-based (including some forms of software art) or extended 

into the material realm as installations/responsive environments.  

 Game-art: artistic interventions in pre-existing games that use game-

spaces as performative/exhibition spaces or the partial or total conversions 

of pre-existing game engines (modifications) with either minor or more 

significant impact on the experience of play. 

 

These genres mark a burgeoning trend in the convergence of art, play and 

technology that warrant critical unpacking. They are distinguished from 

conventional, commercial video/computer games by the manner in which they 

enable the formation of distinct experiences, meanings and associations. Rather 

than simply facilitating play, art-games and game-art complicate this concept. 

Many of the projects to be discussed invite critical reflection which begs the 

question of whether critical thought can co-exist with participation in play or if the 

two are necessarily antithetical. The situation is undoubtedly more complex, but 

significant tension arises between the apprehension of art-games and game-art as 

being ‘in-game’ or ‘out-of-game’. In-gaming and off-gaming are entirely intuitive 

concepts; another way to describe being engaged with diegetic elements of play; an 

‘insidedness’ and present to, as against an ‘outsidedness’/absence. More simply in 

ludic terms this is play or not-play: in-game is being immersed in the magic circle of 

play as opposed to a detached out-of-game stance of critical reflection. In such an 

understanding the two are pitted against one another, but as the previous 

discussion of play has demonstrated, the boundary between the two is not 

necessarily so fixed. The use of a medium intricately associated with play situates 
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play as the surface of the experience, yet in the works to be discussed this surface 

is destabilised to give way to a deeper play/art/political agenda. This process not 

only complicates play but also opens up the potential for it to move beyond the 

stereotyped, frivolous associations and the explicit connection to the sphere of 

childhood. Instead play is pushed toward the communication of significant issues 

and the debate of real-world questions. This could be considered as play riding on 

art’s ability to engage in languages of social and political relevance, as well as 

supplementing such languages through the corporeal, tactile and performative 

engagement of audiences.353  

 

Broadly defined, art-games and game-art predominantly foreground aesthetics, 

narrative, a concept or politics (a statement), in distinction from – though not 

necessarily absent of - the prerequisite of good game-play. To quote Tiffany 

Holmes the art-game “challenges cultural stereotypes, offers meaningful social or 

historical critique, or tells a story in a novel manner”354 (similar to art movies).  A 

number of artists modify a given program to create new meanings; SOD (Fig.36), 

for example, by JODI (Joan Heemskirk and Dirk Paesmans), draws attention to the 

constructedness of games in a defiance of player expectations; it uses the strategy 

of ostranenie. SOD is a modification of the game Wolfenstein (1992), in which the 

space of this FPS is reduced to black and white forms, sapped of detail. Only the 

original sound-scape remains true to form, a referential remnant. The scenario is 

absent, the game instructions incoherent, conventions thwarted. The 

defamiliarisation of the space of 

the game draws attention to the 

underlying artificiality on which 

game spaces are based, at once 

compromising play and 

launching the player into a 

reflective space. The space is no 

longer a seamless world, but a 

jolting, skeletal landscape, 

                                                             
353 This is not to say that non-play oriented, traditional and contemporary artworks necessarily 
preclude such modes of experience. 
354 T Holmes, ‘Arcade Classics Spawn Art? Current Trends in the Art Game Genre’, Proceedings of the 
5th International Digital Arts and Culture Conference, RMIT University, Melbourne, 2003, p.59 

FIGURE 36. Jodi, SOD, 1999 
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where doorways/portals, for example, hover out of context - removed from their 

aesthetic clothing, stripped-down to a simplistic infrastructure. Rather than 

working in harmony with the whole, the aesthetic points to conceptual concerns 

beyond a formalist integrated universe of the game. Chris Crawford, writing in 

1982, had a vision of the potential for the convergence of art with games to “…be 

more important as a social force than the homogenized clones of the mass 

market…”355 In the face of yet another action-packed FPS following the craze 

indebted to Wolfenstein, projects such as SOD provide an alternative voice and 

vision for those who look towards the medium for ‘something different’. 

 

In their experimental nature and through their de-privileging of entertainment, 

art-games and game-art are both one move closer to the early game constructions 

of the 1960s and 70s, and one move toward early computer art. To be more 

specific, they are working within a petri-dish of cultural convergences – art, 

politics, entertainment and popular cultures while at the same time they speak to 

an agenda beyond the reified prerogative of good gameplay. They are variously 

located under the banners of advergaming, newsgaming, political games, 

modifications, simulations and/or edutainment with significant over-lappings 

across a diversity of platforms. Popular games such as the Grand Theft Auto or the 

Myst series fall to the wayside of this tentative definition, because, not to deny their 

complexity or even validity as artistically engaging and complex works, they are 

predominantly entrenched within the imperatives of commercialism and the 

rhetoric of good gameplay. They are focused on sophisticated graphics, scope and 

the freedom of movement, achievable goals and strategy/puzzle solving, with little 

alternative agenda beyond the diegetic and extradiegetic elements inherent in the 

game and the peripheral, profit-driven industry. Art-games and game-art are often 

brief, internet-based, non-compulsive and invite reflection or contemplation, 

rather than reaction/reflexion, in addition to enabling alternate and dissident 

voices. Yet they can also extend over a longer time-frame and, as aforementioned, 

be non-internet-based in the use/appropriation of game engines, aesthetics or 

conventions, in excess of the initial infrastructure. Here the potential addition of 

peripheral installation elements enables them to culminate in, for example, 

                                                             
355 C Crawford, The Art of Computer Game Design, 1982, retrieved 12th November 2004, 
http://www.vancouver.wsu.edu/fac/peabody/game-
book/Chapter7.html#The%20Flowering%20of 
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responsive environments. These latter formulations are swallowed by the art 

world and are thus more likely to be found in a contemporary gallery space 

alongside other digital media art installations, and again, both play and seriousness 

can be pivotal elements. 

 

 

5.3 Serious Play 

 

Politically-orientated art-games and game-art projects have been designated 

particularly relevant here because social commentary marks a challenge to the 

concept of play and at the same time invests it with additional layers of complexity 

and subversive potential. These projects respond to a plethora of issues – racism, 

religion, war, Nazi Germany and other historical moments; migration, the 

environment, the global and local political climates.356 A persistent manifestation 

over the first decade of the 21st century is a response to Terrorism and the War on 

Terror launched in 2001.. These responses manifest as activist statements and/or 

docugaming and harness undeniably serious topics. Nevertheless, as media artist 

and theorist Marisa S. Olson observes, “the field of “game-art”… often meets 

criticism for its perceived lack of seriousness”.357 This is undoubtedly a result of 

the stigmas that surround the games medium, for paradoxically, play as ludus is 

already a serious business. The universe (of the game) delineated by rules and 

conventions is spurred into animation by a player who consents to take the 

artificiality of the rules seriously, to suspend disbelief for the duration of the play. 

‘Serious’ in terms of video games is more generally understood by ‘serious gamers’ 

as any game that is played with passion and dedication. It should not be 

underestimated how seriously some gamers take their games from childhood and 

adolescence well into adulthood and old age. But a gamer’s serious intent is 

distinct from a creator’s political, educational or ethical motivations in creating 

alternate games. If anything the intent of the latter is to disrupt the compulsive, 

absorbing state of the former, disrupt the meditative game-play and defamiliarise 

this kind of seriousness with another. Art-game and Game-art projects flex the 

                                                             
356 For example; Blacklash, SOD (1999), Take Back Illinois (2004), They Rule (2001), Taking Mount 
Doom by Strategy (1997)), La Migra (2001) and Real Lives (2004)  
357 M Olson, ‘Deadly Games’, Rhizome, 5th May 2006, retrieved 17th November 2006: 
http://rhizome.org/fp.rhiz?id=1878 
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rules and introduce new content that often works to expose the artifice of the 

game. They thus apply an additional dimension of seriousness in the specific 

nature of their content. This seriousness is coupled with a manipulation of 

traditional game conventions (goals, score, closure, competition, accumulation, 

time limits and so forth) and this further reinforces its counter-active 

characterisation. The outcome of this for participants optimally leads to the 

provocation of a ‘think-space’- as described by Lee Shuen-shing.358 However, as 

presently discussed, it also has potential to instead provoke an ‘anger space’ where 

the effect is disconcerting and infuriating to ‘serious gamers’, thus negating 

thought altogether.  

 

Another perspective on seriousness in play situates it not as a safe-space in 

which to tease-out real-world issues, but rather as a provocative space, as the 

generator rather than the diffuser of real-life problems. This kind of seriousness 

also counteracts the association of play with lightness, derivative of its late 

nineteenth-century attachment to the sphere of childhood. As an example, in non-

digital terms, the football player Andres Escobar was shot dead to yells of ‘goal!’ 

from his shooters (after he unfortunately put through his own goal in the 1994 

World Cup).359 Then, in terms of digital play the opening of the first Video Game 

Rehabilitation Centre in Amsterdam, in January 2006, testifies to the potential 

serious consequences of video-gaming, which are just now beginning to be taken 

seriously in the face of deaths connected to obsessive play time and real-life 

revenge (killing) from virtual disputes.360 A series of crimes are (perhaps 

tenuously) linked to video games, from the Columbine killer’s engagement with 

Doom and Wolfenstein 3D, to Joshua and William Buckner’s shooting of cars on an 

interstate Tennessee highway reportedly inspired by Grand Theft Auto III, to a 

Korean baby who died because her parents dedicated excessive hours to World of 

Warcraft. The playful apprehension of the playspace is challenged by such 

                                                             
358 L Shuen-shing, ‘I Lose, Therefore I Think: A Search for Contemplation amid Wars of Push-Button 
Glare’, Game Studies: the International Journal of Computer Game Research, vol. 3, issue 2, December 
2003, retrieved 28th March 2004, http://www.gamestudies.org/0302/lee/  
359 However, as argued by Caillois, professional sports are in a different league, where the player, 
through their specific relationship to the play instead becomes a worker (see Caillois, Man, Play and 
Games, p.6). 
360 Shanghai based Legend of Mir player Qiu Chengwei stabbed a fellow player to death following 
the theft of a Sabre sword in-game. See: Li Cao, ‘Death Sentence for Online Gamer, China Daily, 6th 
August 2005, retrieved 11th May 2006: http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/english/doc/2005-
06/08/content_449494.htm  
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examples, but rather than play being a form through which to specifically provoke 

thought and challenge stereotypes, it is play ‘gone sour’ to the extent that whether 

it has provoked vengefulness, mockery or pathological obsessiveness, it is no 

longer recognised as play in the positive sense of the term: play is instead 

subverted in a socially and ethically fraught manner. As against this, art-games and 

game-art use the games-medium as a medium of realisation. They are a means 

through which to translate an artist’s vision, rather than a way to seduce a 

multitude of paying players.  

  

 

Relationship to Play: Play Subversion 

 

In contrast to commercial gaming, Shuen Shing argues that, “Critical games take 

us [games] one step further to convert contested spaces into twisted ones by 

perverting conventions for purposes beyond pure entertainment.”361 What is 

meant by conventions is closely tied to the decree of the rules of any given game, 

for example, that the game has a score-chart and points will accumulate; that there 

is a threat that the player must overcome; that the player must compete to 

progress through the game; that winning is the aim of the game. Rules and 

conventions delineate play freedoms and delineate the bounds for the expression 

of agency. Conventions are closely attached to specific game genres, but they also 

interrelate to form the underlying ‘make-up’ of games as games. How they are 

played and the expectations placed upon them and the manipulation or disregard 

for game conventions is therefore a significant affront to the integrity of play as it 

relates to the game in question. SOD is a prime example, where the rules are 

incomprehensible and the play becomes disassociated from the representation on 

the screen which in turn offends the original intent of the game as commercial 

entertainment. It obscures and confuses gameplay. Defining strategies which 

function to subvert the habitual course of play include: 

  

 The notable absence or even irrelevance of closure; 

 The value placed on inaction as against action; 

                                                             
361 Shuen-shing 
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 The inclusion of everyday issues (political, ethical and so forth) which are 

discontinuous with the habitual expectations placed on the play-space; 

 The omission of a point to the game as in the absence of an overriding goal 

or the goal is inverted, to lose as against to win  or to accumulate points; 

 The further omission of a score, the accumulation (of points or objects), the 

progress, time-limits, demands on skill and so forth.  

 

These points can arise in combination or individually to de-familiarise the 

normative experience of a play-space in order to forcibly draw attention back to 

the nature of the content or to pierce the fabric of play in an endeavour to morph it 

from a play-space to a think-space. In Gonzalo Frasca’s Sept 12th: a Toy World, you 

can shoot all the terrorists you like, but this does not prevent the screen from 

becoming flooded with replicates – the conventions of winning and closure are 

thwarted. In this example, the inevitability of loss provokes questions as to the 

nature of the content. Art-games and game-art often appear to be game-like even 

though they empirically unfold as the contrary. They confuse the art world as 

much as the games industry with their veneer of entertainment and ethically 

informed drives. In some manifestations they mark a terminal challenge to the 

limits of game-play and become more like an interesting exercise or art experience 

than a conventional game and play experience. Yet certain artists also intend to 

maintain good gameplay, and therefore attempt to smoothly integrate their agenda 

into the play-space. 

 

The following discussion situates art-games and game-art under the banners 

of: 

 Animated Editorials  

 Modifications  

 Performative Interventions and;  

 Responsive Environments.  

 

These categories fluctuate and incorporate others as the field unfolds and they are 

by no means to be taken as rigidly fixed. They are suggested in this discussion for 

the sake of tentatively mapping the territory and enabling an understanding of a 

diversity of artistic practice taking shape within the art/game nexus, Animated 
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editorials are projects that mirror graphic editorials in their cartoon-like aesthetic, 

structure and impact; modifications impact on or appropriate existing game 

engines for subversive ends; performative interventions use the game-space as a 

public space and refuse to abide by the rules therein and finally; immersive 

multimedic/mixed reality spaces/environments extend the game-world into the 

real-world through installation elements and objects. Specific examples will be 

addressed with attention to how they function as counter-actions, the means by 

which an alternative agenda is communicated and the relative effectiveness of this 

play subversion and interlude of the unexpected.  

 

 

5.4 Animated Editorials 

 

 News-Gaming: Art-games  

 

Gonzalo Frasca is one of the loudest voices in both the theory and creation of 

games with a social conscience. He creates games for political campaigns and in 

response to the War on Terror and terrorist acts. From the site 

www.newsgaming.com, Frasca releases topical political simulations responsive to 

global events. The two featured works at the time of writing are, September 12th: a 

Toy World (2003) and Madrid (2004). In a similar manner to editorial cartoons 

their messages are poetically simplistic, although they can also be rhetorical, resort 

to exaggeration, stereotypes and the distortion of a political situation. These 

simulations make a serious point via the modality of an accessible form in a 

language that is conventionally accessed via humour/entertainment. According to 

Cristina Penmarin, the aim of the political cartoon genre “is usually to provoke, 

ridicule, or question what is commonly accepted.”362 As an inversion of the 

strategies of infotainment, Frasca’s works are provocative in the manner in which 

they treat their content. They frequently ridicule systems of power and self-

reflexively question that which is commonly accepted, both in their treatment of 

content and their use of the medium. They are non-profit, net-based and defined as 

simulations; “… the act of modelling the behaviour of a complex system through a 

                                                             
362 C Penamarin, ‘Polemic Images: Metaphor and Index in the Language of Political Cartoons’, VS. 
Quaderni di Studi Semiotica, No. 8/81, 1998, retrieved 1st June 2006: 
http://www.ucm.es/info/per3/profesores/cpenamarin/cartoons.pdf 
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simpler system”,363 rather than as games. They do, however, fall under the rubric 

of political art-games, because of their imaging of the political, their contra-games-

industry stance, “… their reconception of gaming form, their alternative goals, such 

as meditative play or off-gaming engagement, and their appeal to new audiences in 

cyberspace.”364 

 

 

 September 12th: a Toy World  

 

The inaugural game on the Newsgaming site is September 12th: a Toy World 

(Fig.37). The player is presented with a simple choice ‘you can shoot or not’. The 

scene is set in a Middle-Eastern city, populated with recognizable civilians and 

stereotyped terrorists who benignly wander the streets. The point of view is from 

above and the mouse controls the cross-hair view of a missile launcher. As players, 

we decide to shoot the terrorists. It is Sept 12th after all, the threat has been 

identified and ‘we’ must react accordingly for it is the only choice within the given 

parameters of the game. But the impact is much worse than anticipated because 

there is a huge discrepancy between the precision-shot-vision and the aftermath of 

an out-of-proportion bomb blast that impacts on the buildings and surrounding 

                                                             
363 G Frasca, ‘Playing with fire: "serious" videogames’, Proceedings of the Fourth International Digital 
Arts and Culture Conference, 2001, retrieved 12th June 2006, 
http://www.stg.brown.edu/conferences/DAC/abstracts/frasca.html  
364Shuen-shing   

FIGURE 37. Gonzalo Frasca, September 12th: a Toy World, 

2003 
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civilians, people with families – collateral damage. The surviving family members 

weep for the killed and then raise their fists to a skyward enemy and morph into 

terrorists themselves. Persistent gunfire fills the decimated city with terrorists. At 

first glance this game mirrors George Bush’s comment - “the measured use of force 

is all that protects us from a chaotic world ruled by force”365  Once played, the game 

flips to reflect Gandhi’s famous saying, ‘an eye for an eye only makes the whole 

world blind’ – it is a false revenge.  

 

Frasca is the first to admit that ‘this is a simple model’ and as such 

acknowledges the potential shortcomings of the work. The overall message is 

explicit, with the ‘bad guy’ simply inverted or modified from terrorist to missile 

launcher (thus equalising the two).  There is no conceptual resolution. The 

dualistic outcome is didactic and reductive. It would be a sad world if the only 

choice was whether to shoot or not or if there was no choice about whether to 

offer aid and find other avenues for conflict resolution. Nevertheless, perhaps this 

is the point, that it is not really a choice at all. Sept 12 invites engagement in the 

play only to present the player with a lose-lose situation. The game is counter-

closure, counter-accumulation/acquisition, counter game-action and functions 

against the dictates of entertainment consumerism. Furthermore, as observed by 

Jim McClellan; 

 

…in contrast to most games, you can't shoot constantly - you are forced to wait 

and see the results of each missile fired. So players are denied their thumb 

candy and forced to think instead.366 

 

In this case, play is subverted because it is unable to run its course. The futility of 

the gameplay triumphs in the inevitability of collateral damage, just as the reality 

check functions as a means to bring players back to a consideration of “some of the 

aspects of the war on terror.”367  

 

                                                             
365 G W  Bush, President Bush Discusses Iraq Policy at Whitehall Palace in London, 2003, retrieved 
12th April 2007, http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2003/11/20031119-1.html 
366 J McClellan, ‘The Role of Play’, Guardian Unlimited: Technology, May 13 2004, retrieved 22nd June 
2007, http://technology.guardian.co.uk/online/story/0,3605,1214955,00.html 
367 G Frasca, September 12th: a Toy World, retrieved 4th August 2007, 
http://www.newsgaming.com/games/index12.htm 
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Madrid 

 

With Madrid (Fig.38) Frasca opts for a poetic simplicity, even more minimalist 

than that of Sept 12th. This simulation was promptly released in the days following 

the Madrid terrorist attacks as a response to the emotional landscape of mourning 

and hope during that time. A simple grey crowd fills the screen, fading into 

darkness, holding candles. They sport t-shirts printed with “I Love NYC”, “I Love 

Paris”, “I Love Bagdad” and so forth. The t-shirt stating “I Love Madrid” is the key 

point of focus in the mid-foreground. The player action is relegated to the 

brightening of candles via mouse clicks and so a penetration and dispelling of the 

darkness. A light meter in the lower screen responds to the rise and fall of light 

emissions. This symbolically parallels the rise and fall of hope. Once click-fatigue is 

reached and the candles dim down to just a minute glow, the screen blacks-out and 

the words ‘you have to keep trying’ appear. 

 

The ‘game element’ in Madrid of raising the light meter is almost superfluous 

to the participatory action. The lights fade to a dim glow at a faster pace than the 

meter can reach its maximum. There is therefore a pseudo-sense of progression. 

Through its simplicity Madrid is legitimated as a simulation in which small 

movements refer to a profound moment of loss. As meditative and free-form the 

play is closer to paidia than ludos. This type of play might give way to reflection, for 

ultimately it is boring because its scope is rapidly exhausted. This allows for the 

content to gain more prescient attention; because the play is minimally-engaging, 

questions about the point of the project arise, which optimally lead to a greater 

FIGURE 38. Gonzalo Frasca, Madrid, 2004 
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attention to the details. The t-shirt slogans, for example, point to unity amidst 

diverse affiliations in the presence of tragedy. The burning of candles maintains a 

high symbolic currency, with candles being pan-religious symbols of God(s), life, 

light, spirituality, the divine and truth, among other associated meanings. Madrid 

occupies a slippery status between entertainment as an engaging object of 

curiosity and political insight and would therefore sit comfortably as an interactive 

feature in a digitised newspaper in the place of the political cartoon. Wearing the 

cloak of entertainment Madrid at once invites engagement and provides the 

participant with a pointer towards political realities, thus extending the 

capabilities of the medium and the orientation of play in gaming. Here the 

unexpected is not as sudden and abrasive as it can be in other such projects. It is a 

gentle poetic encounter that enables a slide into a think-space directed by the 

subtle subversion of the play dynamic.  

 

 

5.5 Game-art: Interventions and Conversions 

 

 Modification as Vehicle for Subversion  

 

Interventions and conversions treat video games as objects ripe for artistic 

manipulation. One of the most popular manipulative practices is modification. 

Modification became available to a multitude of players following the 1991 release 

of Doom - thanks to a flash of foresight from the iD software developers. Available 

to anyone with access and some computer skill, it has developed as an ongoing 

trend with a diversity of creative applications outpoured by game-players, game-

developers and artists. Tilman Baumgärtel observes that, 

 

As a rule, fans contented themselves with ‘new decorations’ of existing 

structures, whereas artists carried out very many far reaching changes, 

some of which led to the games becoming completely unplayable.368 

 

                                                             
368 T Baumgärtel, ‘On a Number of Aspects of Artistic Computer Games’, Media Art Net, retrieved 
21st September 2007, http://www.medienkunstnetz.de/themes/generative-
tools/computer_games/ 



213 

 

Cosmetic/beauty mods in Oblivion, companion mods in Morrowind or the 

transformation of male characters into female (Quake, Doom), for example, occupy 

the sphere of ‘new decorations’. In comparison Australian artists Josephine Starrs 

and Leon Cmielewski, radically alter the play-scape of the FPS Marathon Infinity 

(1994) with their Bio-tek Kitchen (1999) patch, where cooking utensils become 

weapons and tomatoes enemies (a recipe for disaster). Then in the spirit of game-

art, there are also the unplayable interventions, such as Arcangel’s previously 

mentioned (Chapter four) Super Mario Clouds (Fig. 32). Or on the same theme is 

Myfanwy Ashmore’s Mario_Battle_No.1 (2000) where the Mario avatar is made 

available to the player, but only the landscape remains. The player can but wander 

through the landscape till time runs out and Mario dies, there is no longer a part to 

play – it is a solitary anti-mission.  

 

Modification is all about ‘appropriation and redesignation’, writes Baumgärtel. 

He locates this alongside recurrent trends of these themes in a greater art 

historical context, insisting on artistic modification as an art-form within its own 

right while in continuity with a greater past. It is undeniable that appropriation 

and modification have been key conventions of art practice over time. Art is often 

taught through processes that privilege the copying, or mimicry, of existing forms. 

But such processes are not limited to art; they are also seen in games prior to the 

digital era. The classic example is chess, which is one of the most prolifically 

appropriated, modified and subverted games to date. Dating from its origins in 

India, as Chatarunga (sixth century AD),369 the evolution of chess board and piece 

design is tightly interconnected with context as a morphing communicative beacon 

highlighting cultural complexities beyond the game. For example, during the 

French Revolution in 1793, Baron Guyton-Morveaux proposed a Republican chess 

set with the pieces defined more militaristically, than regally, by the replacement 

of the King piece with a flag-bearer, or simply flag and the devolution of the Queen 

to a general officer.370 Chess sets appropriated and modified by artists followed 

suit in the twentieth century as a tumultuous century mirrored in individual 

designs. Like with digital games of today, specific modding cultures formed around 

the game of chess, around an infatuation with the game and a belonging to a 

                                                             
369 The specific origins of Chess are still debated. 
370 J. G Alger, Paris in 1789-94: Farewell Letters of Victims of the Guillotine, George Allen, London, 
1902, p.128 
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culture of like-minded players. In modifications of the past, as with modifications 

of today, there is a discernable distinction between artists who are faithful to the 

game and artists who wish to question, challenge and subvert the games’ 

mechanics and what it represents. 

 

 

Velvet Strike 

 

Velvet Strike (Fig.39) by Anne-Marie Schleiner, Joan Leandre, and Brody 

Condon is a partial conversion of the game Counter Strike (1999), which is a total 

conversion of the much appropriated Half-Life. Counter-Strike is a network-

shooter, terrorism game with gameplay that foregrounds tactics, strategy and 

involves the formation of teams in counter-terrorist or terrorist units. Goals 

progress through maps and involve activities such as the diffusion of explosives, 

assassinations with various kinds of weaponry, the rescue of hostages or retrieval 

of stolen weapons. Velvet Strike then, was conceived in response to Counterstrike 

mods which featured derogatively the Middle East and Osama Bin Laden-like 

characters and more generally, the war on terror. Velvet Strike allows players to 

spray paint graffiti tags of peace-orientated messages onto the various spaces of 

Counter Strike (or submit sprays to the counter-strike website). As with Sept 12th 

the concept makes for the overriding appeal while the mods add little to the 

gameplay. They in fact rile and alienate many gamers, while pleasing 

contemporary art curators. The former is evidenced by the flaming reactions, the 

last thing many gamers seem to want to see in their game-scape is the slogan, 

“Hostages of Military Fantasy”.371 It is undesirable to be reminded of the fact of 

fantasy, when disbelief could be suspended for that moment within the sphere of 

play. The players are primarily within the game for release, distraction, escape and 

entertainment or simply out of compulsion/habit and certainly not to be ridiculed 

or to confront the political realities of the world beyond. Their irritation is made 

evident on the Velvet Strike site, “what you're telling people to do will ruin the 

'expericance' [sic] for all who play and pay for the game”. This frames the Velvet 

Strike team as agent provocateurs, and again, “Groups of people get together 

                                                             
371 Velvet Strike Screenshots, retrieved 2nd February 2004, http://www.opensorcery.net/velvet-
strike/screenshots.html; Other sprays include soldiers dressed in camo engaged in an embrace and 
a teddy-bear with a bubble-gun. 
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FIGURE 39. Anne-Marie Schleiner, Joan Leandre, Brody 

Condon, Velvet Strike, 2002 

 

expecting a challenging game and intense teamwork. But this challenge is 

undermined because a few people joined the server just to ruin the game for 

everyone.”372 Gamers refer to the intervention of the artists and other counter-

game behaviours as ‘grief gaming’. They are unappreciated interruptions to the 

flow of play. 

 

The agenda of Velvet Strike is made apparent in its side-ways nod to the 1989 

‘Velvet Revolution’ in the former Czechoslovakia, in which the communist 

government was peacefully overthrown. The point of Velvet Strike is not so much 

to ‘overthrow’ the genre, but to intervene in and subvert the ideologies of virtual 

combat and their increasing convergence with realism373 reminding players that 

the reality to which their simulation refers is other than a game. The project 

generates an effect of ostranenie, where the unexpected is abruptly encountered 

through the placement of social commentary into a game-space. Play is challenged. 

Yet the overall effect might be self-defeating, like a fiery argument based on a 

misunderstanding that yields to an adverse reaction rather than reflection. The 

overriding player consensus is that the ruin of the play experience is a 

consequence of such intervention; the tags generate ‘grief’ and exasperation. 

Against the background of such reactions, does this project really open up the 

potential for significant peaceful protest? Does it make the most of the game-world 

                                                             
372 Velvet Strike Flamer Gallery, Available online, http://www.opensorcery.net/velvet-
strike/mailgallery.html 
373 Correspondence with Anne-Marie Schleiner, August 2009 
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as a public space in which to communicate alternative views to the dominant fight 

and survival paradigms? In some ways yes, but perhaps this is only communicated 

to and received by a specific, already converted, audience – an audience who 

applause a challenge to the celebration of militarism and are already suspicious of 

gaming. Nevertheless, as the controversial America-based Iraqi artist Wafaa Bilal 

states, “when we are at war with another nation, it is our duty as artists and 

citizens to improvise strategies of engagement for dialogue”374 and this is exactly 

what this project and others endeavour to do, as a political strategy Velvet Strike does 

expand the field of possibility for thinking about game spaces as a site of protest. 

 

 

 Total Conversion: Escape from Woomera  

 

Escape from Woomera (Fig.40) is a total conversion of the pre-existing game 

engine of Half-Life. The opening commentary for the game’s trailer reads as 

follows, 

 

… you risk your life travelling across the world in search of a new beginning. 

But when you arrive, you are locked away in blatant defiance of UN laws. 

Those who have locked you away are acting illegally, but it is you who are 

treated as a criminal…375   

 

This premise echoes many others within familiar game-play rhetoric - the role is 

established, the blamed allocated. The player is placed in the role of a political 

entity in a contemporary socio-political reality, as the protagonist in a narrative of 

desperation, danger and betrayal. The aim-of-the-game is to escape whether it be 

with the aid of protestors, lawyers, or simply brute force. This modification retains 

but also disrupts familiar FPS gameplay conventions. Missions, goals, character-

control, a time-limit and so forth are included, but the time limit, for example, is set 

by a rapidly depleting ‘hope meter’. The content is derived from media archives, 

maps, interview data and takes form as a 3D game-space inhabited by 

                                                             
374 W Bilal, Wafaa Bilal's Response to President Jackson Regarding the Closure of his Exhibit, 18th 
March 2008, retrieved 2nd April 2008, http://www.wafaabilal.com/statement.html  
375 Escape From Woomera Game trailer, retrieved 7th September, 2008, 
http://www.ljudmila.org/~selectparks/archive/escapefromwoomera/media/efw.mpg 
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conversational in-game characters who detail the untold stories and conditions of 

daily detention life. To all intents and purposes out-of-game issues are overlapped 

with in-game play in the name of political awareness. The supportive website 

firmly supplants the activist perspective with additional facts about the political 

situation, research and campaign links, as well as frequently asked questions, 

information about the team, design, media and so forth.376 The project becomes an 

art-game in the manner that contentious political issues are included, presented 

and communicated to the player and through the intent of the makers (a diverse 

team mostly from a fine-arts background). It is also not a commercial project, 

which frees it of the need to comply to demands of profit. 

 

The makers of EFW maintain that; 

 

Escape from Woomera will be an engine for mobilising experiences and 

situations otherwise inaccessible to a nation of disempowered onlookers. It 

                                                             
376  See, http://ljudmila.org/~selectparks/archive/escapefromwoomera/ 

FIGURE 40. Kate Wild, Stephen Honegger et. al., Escape from Woomera, 2003-2007 
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will provide both a portal and a toolkit for reworking and engaging with what 

is otherwise an entirely mediated current affair.377 

  

This is a revealing commentary, which in its underlying premise to invert the 

strategies of infotainment highlights the key polarities embodied within this game; 

it is both a political endeavour locating one in real-world issues, and a means of 

play and immersion within a game realm. It sets up a pre-programmed political 

imaginary as the toolbox with which to unpack the issues that emerge out of the 

refugee crisis in Australian political life. A portal implies travelling from one 

space/dimension and into another - into a liminal and comfortable play-space, 

whereas a toolkit evokes phenomenological notions of being-in-the-world 

characterized by thought-driven navigation via the use of tools. The above quote 

both counters and confirms the proposal that the refugee and surrounding issues 

are distanced through the game medium (by the simulation and coinciding 

simplification of the events, individuals and context). There is precedence given to 

the idea that through playing with the events, rather than merely reading or 

observing them, we engage the issues with a greater degree of immediacy and 

intellectual involvement. The makers state that “… we seek to engage player’s 

minds – emotionally, ethically, intellectually – not just their trigger fingers”.378   

 

Alongside the conversational content and supporting website, further 

strategies are employed to communicate the intended messages, which include an 

open-ended game structure and character inversion. The role of the refugee in 

EFW is inverted from impoverished victim to empowered hero,379 thus unsettling 

the predominant stereotypes of the refugee as terrorist, invader, queue-jumper 

and usurper of resources. The conversational inserts with non-player characters 

                                                             
377 Escape from Woomera, Frequently Asked Questions, retrieved 12th September 2008, 
http://ljudmila.org/~selectparks/archive/escapefromwoomera/faq.htm 
378 Ibid. 
379 The traditional symbolic imagery of the game hero in EFW is morphed to call attention to the 
plight of a very different kind of individual as hero. Both the image of the hero and the conventional, 
normalised image of the refugee as weakened, impoverished and dispossessed individuals are 
inverted and perverted through the game mechanics. Yet this strategy along with the use of 
violence, risks upholding the stereotyped myth of the refugee as Terrorist, and feeding into fears 
and misconceptions. Or, contrarily, it risks placing the refugee in an equally false realm of 
misrepresentation through idealization.  
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(NPC’s) additionally function to communicate information about refugee life380 (if 

somewhat sentimentally381). The open-ended structure allows players to dwell on 

their own conclusions and, as is hoped, the conclusions faced in real-life detention. 

This optimal outcome is somewhat disrupted, however, by the idea that the 

incentive to escape functions symbolically as the ‘win drive’. Although efforts have 

been made to not make the win-orientation so clear cut, there is still a risk that it 

works against the complexity of issues concerning terrorism and refugees, such as 

the communication of the breadth of tragedy, ambiguity and the multiple levels of 

human suffering and hope amidst adversity. “[W]e do not pretend to offer a 

political or ethical solution to the plight of refugees in detention” state the makers, 

instead aiming “to set up a simulated environment where players are empowered 

to explore the possibilities, to be confronted with dilemmas”.382 The generation of 

empathy is assumed to come with taking on the role of the refugee, and facing 

similar decisions and dilemmas, albeit in a realm of simulation. Being empowered 

to explore possibilities, then, is simply necessitated by the depleting ‘hope meter’ 

and the need to re-start to explore other options of navigation through the game. 

But this inbuilt constraint could hinder rather than facilitate agency, it could limit, 

rather than enable choices.  

 

Against this background is the obvious point that the refugee who is detained 

in the desert prison has no replay option if caught in the act of escape. A kind of 

ethical void opens up as a result of the lack of consequences inherent in the 

realisation of immortality in many FPS games. Randy Shroeder argues that 

computer games,  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

Teach that ethics are superfluous; only the game counts and the game can 

                                                             
380 For example, as stated by a NPC: ‘All the time people, children even, are attempting to commit 
suicide! Everyone is taking antidepressants, it shouldn’t be like this! Animals in Australia have 
more rights than we do!’ 
381 See: P Stalker, Gaming in Art: A Case Study of two Example of the Artistic Appropriation of 
Computer Games and the Mapping of Historical Trajectories of ‘Art Games’ Versus Mainstream 
Computer Games, Masters Thesis, University of Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, 2005, retrieved 4th 
March 2009, http://www.selectparks.net/dl/PippaStalker_GamingInArt.pdf 
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be started over and over again… accountability and ethics drop out. There 

are no more consequences except the need to push re-start. 383 

 

The trivialisation of death and the lack of responsibility for the consequences of 

one’s actions and indeed one’s play is part of the reason why the medium itself has 

been associated with triviality. This is where the drive toward serious play 

demonstrates that more than the game counts, it demonstrates that beyond an 

ability to replay (which is often beside the point in game-art/art-games) there is a 

world replete with lives of consequence. In this world Australia’s Minister for 

Immigration and Multicultural Affairs (1996-2003) Philip Ruddock, reacted 

against the ‘unlawful’ nature of the content of EFW. This was an ironic reaction 

when we consider the (contra-basic human rights) conditions of detention at 

Woomera and other euphemistically titled ‘Immigration Reception and Processing 

Centres’.  Like with Velvet Strike this project incites questions: it upset the 

Minister, but does this creative political exercise go far enough? Is it successful in 

generating meaningful political awareness through the medium of play? Or is it 

simply absorbed into the very structures that enabled it to come into being? If 

anything it did, for a moment, add timely fuel to an already fiery political debate in 

Australia, as well as work toward reconfiguring perceptions of the possibilities of 

gaming form. 

 

 

Performative Intervention 

 

Similar to modification, performative interventions often use the game-space 

as a site of protest – as a space in which to stage a counter-active event. Agitators 

perform an intervention through the surrogate body of an avatar. Multiplayer 

online games such as Americas Army and world simulations such as Second Life are 

treated as public space, available to be occupied, open to intervention. This practice 

resounds with echoes of the Happenings of the 1970’s, where an often small, 

discrete audience or simply passers by in the right space at the right time, 

happened to chance upon a durational event. For example Chris Burden’s Doorway 

                                                             
383 R Schroeder, ‘Play Space Invaders: Huizinga, Baudrillard and Video games’, Journal of Popular 
Culture, Vol.30, Iss.3, 1996, pp. 143-153. 
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to Heaven (1973), where as he states, "At 6 p.m. I stood in the doorway of my 

studio facing the Venice boardwalk. A few spectators watched as I pushed two live 

electric wires into my chest. The wires crossed and exploded, burning me but 

saving me from electrocution."384 Here the everyday sight of a person in a doorway 

is defamiliarised by the unusual act of self-electrocution. Acts such as this are 

repeated in virtual space, with the flesh of the virtual performers’ bodies acting 

metonymically. Burden’s work has even been re-enacted in Second Life with his 

famous Shoot (1971) piece performed by Eva and Franco Mattes. Virtual space is 

open to performative acts. Some benignly integrate with the laws of the space 

while others intervene and subvert. Performative intervention, particularly of a 

political nature, can maintain significant ties to actual space, thus disrupting and 

de-familiarising the internal dynamics of the game-play-space. 

 

 

Visitation as Intervention: Dead in Iraq 

 

The work Dead in Iraq (Fig.41), by Josephe DeLappe targets the Multiplayer 

Networked, tactical FPS, America’s Army (2002). Instigator, DeLappe, enters the 

game-space as a ‘neutral visitor’ with the user name ‘Dead-in-Iraq’. DeLappe stages 

an intervention that uses the text messaging function to type the name, age, service 

branch and death date of the service personnel who have so far died in Iraq. For 

example “Jonathon Lee Giffor, 20, Marines, Mar 23, 2003”. This action is his sole 

purpose in the game, which he continues to the point of inevitably being killed, re-

spawned and re-killed ad infinitum – or at least until he is voted off the server by 

other disgruntled players. This project will be ongoing until the last name has been 

listed. It is a poetic cycle of protest and remembering and a cautionary gesture, 

which recalls the more sinister cycle at play that interconnects with the underlying 

ideologies and aims of America’s Army, virtual and actual. The purpose of 

DeLappe’s project is to be a “…fleeting, online memorial to those military 

personnel who have been killed in this ongoing conflict.”385 This runs in a contrary 

direction to the goals at play in the virtual space which are discussed by Zhan Li, in 

                                                             
384 C Burden quoted in, Stiles Kristine & Selz Peter (eds), Theories and Documents of Contemporary 
Art: A Sourcebook of Artists' Writings, University of California Press, USA, 1995, P.770 
385 J DeLappe, Dead in Iraq, 2006, retrieved 3rd August 2007, 
http://www.unr.edu/art/DELAPPE/DeLappe%20Main%20Page/DeLappe%20Online%20MAIN.ht
ml 
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his thesis, The Potential of America’s Army the Video Game as a Civilian-Public 

Military Space.   

 

The primary official goals of the project are to support Army recruiting 

efforts, particularly of teenagers with high-tech aptitude and skills; raise the 

positive profile of the Army as an interesting, high-skilled organization; and 

to promote the revival of military-civilian grassroots contact.386 

 

DeLappe finds these goals ‘deeply questionable’ as he argues “…they use 

essentially a very addictive format in order to bring in impressionable youngsters”. 

He goes on to write that it is his “Right and responsibility as a citizen to know this 

game and address it as an artist.”387  

 

America’s Army is not only a strategic marketing tool in the conflation of war 

and gaming, but another example of a hybrid offspring - this time at the nexus of 

                                                             
386 Z Li, The Potential of America’s Army the Video Game as Civilian-Military Public Sphere, Masters of 
Science in Comparative Media Studies, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, USA, 2004, p.6 
387 J DeLappe, Televised Interview with CBC (Canadian Broadcasting Corporation), 1st April 2007 

FIGURE 41. Josephe DeLappe, Dead in Iraq, 2006 
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the video game industry and the military industrial complex; serious play in yet 

another formulation. It must be noted that this formulation of serious play is 

extremely successful and people are recruited. America’s Army is a clear 

demonstration of how play can be put to instrumental uses and generate intended 

outcomes in the process. The virtual action is played with the potential of making it 

actual and although the actual similarities are tenuous, Americas Army 

nevertheless targets players to take the game seriously enough to generate this 

desire.  

 

The connections between play and war are made explicit by the overriding 

recruitment agenda of Americas Army yet the reality of war and its inevitable 

casualties is sublimated. Zhan Li, writing about the game prior to, during and 

following the outbreak of Gulf War 2, was able to observe the reactions (or lack 

thereof) to the war within the insulated artificial universe of the screen. He 

concluded that, 

 

For most, the idea of discussing real war seemed to threaten their sense of 

carefree pleasure and represented the encroachment of the serious into the 

liminal space of gameplay.388 

                                                                                                                                           

The ‘sense of carefree pleasure’, inconsequentiality and freedom from moral 

responsibility is threatened by the inclusion of content that runs in a contrary 

direction to the immediacy of the gameplay. Delappe remarks that, “the context of 

the names in this environment brings reality to a fantasy.”389 The space is no 

longer liminal, segregated play, for the actualities of the outer world seep in. It is 

like a player of Monopoly making a stand against capitalism, refusing to roll the 

dice or to participate in the ideologically-laden rules of the artificial universe. 

Social commentary is understood by Li as an unwanted stranger to play. And again, 

player responses testify, “Dead-in-Iraq shut the **** up!” or the surprise at such 

‘real’ content; “are those real people??” And again,  

 

                                                             
388 Li, p.3 
389 Email correspondence with DeLappe, 10th October 2007 
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dead-in-iraq's participation methods remove that escapist quality of the 

simulation tool, giving it an actuality which is probably un-ignorable by those 

playing it on the same server with him.390  

 

A wealth of dialogue emerges from this clash of reality and fantasy. It is easier to 

absorb the recruitment strategies when they are in continuity with the gameplay, 

than it is to listen to a player making a political statement and refusing to concede 

to the underlying rules and ideologies of the game. This player is a spoilsport and 

treated as such, with as much disdain and/or disgust. Serious play in this 

formulation is play subverted to the point of extreme morphology when it becomes 

an exercise of alienating irony. Dead in Iraq received mostly negative backlash 

within the game through such grief gaming, but Delappe nevertheless describes 

positive instances where, for example, in one of his sessions a couple of gamers 

worked to protect his avatar by taking the position of body-guards who stood 

defiantly in front of him.391 While positive responses from players are the 

exception not the rule, this nevertheless demonstrates glimmers of acceptance and 

encouragement from within the game community itself. In a sense the social 

purpose of Dead in Iraq inverts that of Americas Army – the former communicates 

the realities of war through the casualty count and the latter communicates the 

realities of war through the simulation of combat scenarios and subjection to 

disciplinary regimes. Both use the medium of play in different ways to work 

toward a serious conclusion. 

 

 

5.6 Art Games: Responsive Environments 

 

Responsive game environments are often ambitious projects, which stretch 

the applications of new technologies and converge genres to culminate in multi-

layered, multi-medic experiences. Other terms which could be used to describe the 

same phenomena are, mixed reality spaces, transient realities, real-virtualities, 

augmented realities and interactive installations/environments. The title Responsive 

Game Environment is a sub-set of the term Responsive Environment originally used 

                                                             
390 Dead in Iraq screenshots, retrieved 3rd August 2007, 
http://www.unr.edu/art/DELAPPE/Gaming/Dead_In_Iraq/dead_in_iraq%20JPEGS.html 
391  Email correspondence with DeLappe, 10th October 2007 
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by Myron Kreuger to describe the ideal interactive environment, which for him 

was termed ‘artificial reality’. Responsive Game Environment is termed as such 

because it accounts for the play concept and aims to describe the ideal interactive 

experience. It is ideal because as discussed in Chapter two, responsiveness is a 

defining trait of full-interactivity, against which reactiveness so often prevails in 

quasi-interactive works. Nevertheless, responsive game environments can be 

interactive, as well as quasi-interactive, interpassive or a combination thereof. The 

term responsive game environment is chosen here to evoke the sense of being 

optimally present to, fully engaged with and surrounded by a play-

orientated/generating space and/or objects. This space is in some way responsive 

to player presence or physical engagement.  

 

Desert Rain  

 

Desert Rain (Figs. 42a-42b) put together by Blast Theory and the Mixed Reality 

Lab at the Nottingham University, is a responsive environment that can be situated 

at the political art-game, virtual reality, performance and installation nexus. It toys 

with the virtual/real boundary, their juxtaposition and definition, as well as the 

manipulative capabilities of the media and its position as a stand-in for the real. In 

terms of games as social commentary, Desert Rain is more obtuse than previous 

examples in so far as it trades in ambiguity and foregrounds the fluidity of media 

information.  

 

At the beginning the participants/players are given a mission to find a person 

whose image they are handed in card-form; they are removed of their personal 

FIGURE 42a. Blast Theory, Mixed Reality Lab, Desert 

Rain, 1999-2003 

FIGURE 42b. Blast Theory, Mixed 

Reality Lab, Desert Rain, 1999-2003 
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belongings, passed a jacket to wear and zipped into an individual vertical capsule 

with sensor-activated panels underfoot (via which their movement through a 

virtual world is controlled). The view of the unfolding virtual world is projected 

onto a curtain of rain, detailed with hotel rooms, underground bunkers, random 

digits and a desert scape. Players navigate the world in their plight to find their 

designated other. Following this twenty-minute journey, team work is demanded 

in order to find the exit point. They are then physically led to a replicated hotel 

room. A swipe card machine is placed on the wall alongside a television monitor. 

Each player swipes their card to find the person of their mission displayed on the 

screen and describing their individual encounters with the Gulf War. The talking 

heads detail a range of experiences, from a range of points of view - a soldier, 

journalist, actor, peace-worker, tourist and general observer. Their descriptions 

reveal the discrepancies between perceptions of what occurred in the Gulf with 

specific attention given to the varying points of view about the number of civilian 

casualties. The game therefore ceases with a jolt as to the multiple realities 

surrounding war. Thus it folds back upon the viewer, opening up a reflective space 

for her own consideration of what happened. Closure comes in the form of a 

provocative question mark.  

 

By acknowledging the distorted media landscape and detached experience of 

digital representation and moving beyond - similar to Velvet Strike - this project 

effectively deflates the traditional play sphere. Yet through the play of art it draws 

attention to wider political games. The language of gameplay is a front, a lure even 

for the realisation that experience of such events is ultimately constructed, shaped 

and driven in various ways according to highly mediated information. Such influx 

eludes the ‘real’ in a wash of Baudrillardian simulacra. The many hours of satellite 

coverage, missile attacks and bombardments splashed over television screens 

merely led to a population who know less of the actualities of the situation. The 

more witnessed the less learnt. “… the media promote the war, the war promotes 

the media, and advertising competes with the war…”392 - a vicious interrelation. 

 

(T)Error  

                                                             
392 J Baudrillard, Translated and with an introduction by Paul Patten, The Gulf War did not Take 
Place, Power Publications, Syndey, Australia, 1995, p.31 
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FIGURE 43. Robert Praxmarer, (T)Error, 2004  

 

 

On the same theme but through distinct means the art-game (T)Error (Fig.43) 

is a responsive video installation by Austria-based artist Robert Praxmarer. A life-

size silhouette of the participant is transposed onto a screen through the use of a 

video tracking device. The player’s movements are co-ordinated in real-time with 

those of her on-screen-surrogate shape. A choice of personae is given to the player 

in the form of a clichéd-media-entity associated with Terror, namely George W. 

Bush, Osama Bin Laden or a flag associated with countries involved in the Iraq war. 

These representations are compressed to fill out the player’s screen shape and to 

give it an identity. Tasks are assumed according to these stereotyped roles, for 

example the abuse of citizens, the accumulation of oil pumps and cash, the 

avoidance of various kinds of weaponry (tanks, jets, submarines, bombs) and the 

destruction of property (houses). The player becomes an ‘evil entity’ and is directly 

engaged, through their body as interface, in this range of stereotypical activities 

associated with their particular avatar. Praxmarer’s position in relation to this 

work is as follows:   

 

This interactive video installation is my reaction on the Afghanistan 

campaign and the following Iraq war. It is a political persiflage on world 

politics, a mixed-reality game, which playfully tempts - through the whole 
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body interaction - to participate, but at the same time the not very playful 

content of (T)ERROR wants to provoke reflection and self-reflection.393 

 

Here we have a tension between play and not-play, play and seriousness, 

participation and reflection. Praxmarer retains close ties with the conventions of 

early games (such as Space Invaders). This highlights the tension between play-

participation and reflection, as the fun of participation risks overriding reflection 

(instead players become absorbed in the simple play tasks and challenges at hand). 

The conventions in question are, point score accumulation (increases based on the 

amount of planes avoided, civilians abused and so forth), a score communicating 

energy levels, the inclusion of levels to pass for the sake of progression through the 

game and the familiar ‘game over’ closing screen. A familiarity also characterises 

the manner in which the gameplay is visually represented in the use of graphic 

symbols that have been simplified through abstraction (e.g. planes) – further 

reminiscent of classic games. A series of challenges is presented to the player in the 

form of simple, readily intuited, repetitive tasks, jumping, ducking and moving to 

obtain or avoid incoming objects. (T)Error maintains an even greater proximity to 

early game constructions than does EFW to the FPS (especially with the release of 

the Nintendo Wii and its similar interface). This serves correspondingly to raise 

questions as to the effectiveness of its critique. Is the controversial content and 

unusually physical gameplay enough for it to speak in a different voice to other, 

similar (though less physical) game constructions released post 9/11 in response 

to that day and the ensuing events? How does it differ to projects labelled hate 

games394 which foreground juvenile revenge post-911? 

 

Through this piece Praxmarer claims to be interested in the ‘artistic 

examination of computer games’ and foregrounds his intention to launch a four 

pronged critique against: 

 

1. The war in Iraq  

2. The ‘gaming culture’ associated with young people  

                                                             
393 R Praxmarer, (T)Error – the Trademark of Error, retrieved 4th April 2001, 
http://www.servus.at/cubic/(t)error.htm 
394 A term discussed by Mark Weitzman which can be applied to games such as Kaboom: the Suicide 
Bombing Game alongside others such as on the website, www.resist.com/racistgames/, for 
example. 
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3. Media society and;  

4. The abuse of computer games by the military and economic sectors395  

 

The Middle East is the imagined terrain of the play-scape in which the fill-in play 

personas are framed as polarised clichés defined by the rhetoric of ‘us and them’. 

However, unlike in games such as the Suicide Bombing Game, in which one’s avatar 

is simply a stereotyped terrorist exploding oneself along with civilians, the player 

is presented with a choice of personas and the finger is not pointed at one 

particular group (i.e. Muslims), each has a destructive role to play. The message is 

loud and clear that Terror is an error if the war in Iraq is a game in which the main 

players jump, duck and grab at a variety of offensive and enticing material. Political 

satire is used to unhinge the habitual use of the games medium and to critique the 

violent orientation of the games industry and its conflation with the military 

sector. The real-time physical engagement provides a directness or immediacy to 

the play experience. Players play themselves in terms of shape and movement, but 

are overrun by an alien body-fill whose role they must associate with for the sake 

of progressing through the game. The ways in which video-games set up internal 

sets of relations is highlighted through this explicit interconnection between 

individual player and imaginary role, not to mention the undeniable reality of that 

imaginary role and related political context. In addition to this, the piece also 

provokes consideration of the relationship between individual and society in terms 

of the various roles we take on and the masks worn to conform to society’s 

demands. It also calls attention to the convergence of war and games and as 

Huizinga makes clear “Ever since words existed for fighting and playing, men have 

been wont to call war a game.”396 If war is a considered a game on a more than 

simply metaphorical level, then we see another alignment between play and 

productivity.  

 

Observing players of the game, Praxmarer claims that, “reflection hit them a 

couple of minutes later.”397 This brings us to another aim of the game, which is to 

provoke an experience that morphs the state of the player from one of laughter to 

                                                             
395 See: http://www.servus.at/cubic/(t)error.htm 
396 Huizinga, Homo Ludens, p.110 
397 R Praxmarer, (t)Error the trademark of Error, 2004, retrieved 4th August 2007, 
http://www.servus.at/cubic/(t)error.htm 
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contemplation of the media manipulation of Terror. As Praxmarer claims, laughter 

is experienced in the action of playing and ideally reflection occurs following, as 

one wonders whether is was really fun to kill civilians in the guise of George Bush 

and the twisted nature of the content hits home. This double effect of laughter and 

doubt recalls Bakhtin’s discussion of laughter as an internal form of truth,  

 

Serious aspects of class culture are official and authoritarian; they are 

combined with violence, prohibition, limitations and always contain an 

element of fear and of intimidation…Laughter… overcomes fear, for it 

knows no inhibitions, no limitations. Its idiom is never used by violence and 

authority.398 

 

In (T)Error the fear and terror associated with the icons of war and avatars of 

officialdom is ridiculed as the banality of the repetitive actions triumphs. This 

could be mistaken as a crass celebration of the status quo (much like the Suicide 

Bombing Game) but there is no ‘triumphant revenge’. It is an abstracted 

representation of movements in the Middle East, which nevertheless walks a 

controversial path between being mono-dimensional in its message, aligning with 

conventions and fostering reflection on the (at times) tragicomic nature of world 

politics. Praxmarer seeks to collapse the banality of the gameplay with the tragedy 

of the reality for the sake of challenging the gaming culture of young people. 

Frivolity and seriousness enact a tight tango in this example, the laughter is tinged 

with sadness in response to real-life tragedy, rather than a victorious revenge over 

the dreaded terrorist. Bakhtin describes carnivalesque laughter as “… a free 

weapon in the hands of the people…”399 and a form of victory over fear. 

Praxmarer’s views echo Bakhtin when he writes, 

 

Nowhere else it is as simple and as easy to slip into the role of authorities, 

to play with the overthrow of established social systems and experience 

the dynamism of action and reaction without any danger. 400 

 

                                                             
398 Bakhtin, p.90 
399 Bakhtin, p.90-93 
400 Praxmarer, (t)Error the trademark of Error 
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Here the inconsequentiality associated with play is highlighted, as the medium of 

the video game is posited as a safe space through which to engage with issues of 

complexity. But how thoroughly does it engage with such issues? In (T)Error the 

flow of the gameplay is not halted, but rather maintains continuity with the 

political commentary. In a similar manner to EFW there is an intention to preserve 

the experience of play, to imbed the critique simultaneously and in this case to 

provoke reflection following the play experience. Though unlike EFW whose 

gameplay is laborious in its echo of detention life, (T)Error  maintains the ‘fun 

quality’. This detracts from its political force and imbeds it well within the realm of 

an emulation or parody of the game form, enabling it to primarily function as a 

commentary on game rhetoric in the guise of a satirical work of art.  

 

 

5.7 Critical Content and Subversion for the Generation of Reflection  

 

A recurrent and fundamental theme in the growing field of criticism on Art-

games and Game-art throughout this discussion is their ability to “morph the 

player from an in-gaming loser to off-gaming thinker”401. This is the result of a 

diversity of strategies, one of which is that of the un-winnable game where the goal 

can be to lose or the goal is simply irrelevant or removed from the overall 

structure. According to Shuen-Shing; 

 

While some players might quit an un-winnable game out of sheer 

frustration, other players might proceed from the level of negotiation to a 

cognitive interaction with the game's puzzling design. Subsequently the 

cognitive inquiry may evolve into the level of recognition: not only realizing 

the anti-denouement design but also the symbolic meaning of the you-

never-win form in aesthetic correspondence with an implanted political 

message. This recognition emancipates the game from the claw of win-lose 

logic, turning the game (ludus) of motor action to play (paidia) of cognitive 

exploration,[12] wherein the form and the political message echo each other, 

fashioning the gamespace into a thinkspace.402 

                                                             
401 Shuen-shing 
402 Ibid. 
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Here the potential transportation to a think-space via the un-winnable formula is 

assumed to morph the character of play from that of ludos – rule bound and 

structured – to paidia – open-ended and exploratory (cognitively, rather than 

physically enacted). The examples discussed demonstrate that the provocation of 

reflection is attempted both in continuity with the conventions of the play-space 

and as a contra-conventional, counteractional rupture – as in the un-winnable 

formula.403 There is tension between the content of an art-game and game-art and 

the construction in regards to the generation of reflection. Social 

commentary/serious play might derive predominantly from the particular leaning 

of the content or alternatively from specific attention to the construction: such that 

the artist may engage tactics such as ostranenie in order to construct the game/art 

contrary to the normative range of applications. Some projects tie these together 

for the sake of serious play, insisting on the message and foregoing any attention to 

good gameplay.    

 

The crucial element of gameplay is a quality-factor in terms of the appeal of 

any given game; it is that which makes a game fun. If game-art and art-games 

maintain the conventions specific to individual genres or more broadly in terms of 

traditional game conventions, then they are also intent on an alliance with good 

gameplay. But many art-game and game-art projects go against the grain and thus 

explicitly, rather than indirectly, draw attention to something other than playing 

the game. As such, the position of play is readily de-stabilised through the intent of 

counteraction. But rather than being forgotten or foreclosed, it is deliberately re-

appropriated and re-designated. The game language and medium is used as an 

accessible facilitator of communication, a means of translating a message. Play 

remains a critical element in the apprehension of the works in question, it is 

cognitively enacted and provoked by an element of seriousness. Often the space 

presents itself as a game and thus invites this orientation. Becoming engaged in a 

given piece is about entering the space of the piece and thus Huizinga’s so-called 

‘magic-circle’ of play. A being present to the material at hand is therefore expected 

and it is often in the form of generic or quasi interactivity. This is reminiscent of 

                                                             
403 The un-winnable formula is also applied by games such as the Sims, which designer Will Wright 
claims to be a toy, rather than a game, for the reason that it does not strictly adhere to what defines 
games. 
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Gadamer’s interpretation of the apprehension of art as an experience of play. For 

to recall, Gadamer argues that one is ‘given over’ to the autonomous time, order 

and structure of the play of the work of art - the viewer of the art and the art in 

question form a totality. The added ingredient of an artistic bent in art-games and 

game-art, morphs the concept of play from that of strictly rule-bound ludos, closer 

to the more free-form and un-hindered paidia. For the structured rules often no 

longer matter (or at least not in the way they were intended to), but there is still 

the possibility for engagement and the willingness to pursue such engagement 

comes from a willingness to explore, to play according to the given structure.  

 

SOD, Sept 12th and Madrid deliberately have poor game-play, which makes 

them unexciting. Instead they become of interest conceptually and the ideal 

participant will engage with the possible paths presented by the interface. The 

alternate application of the medium directs the player to the wider meanings, 

beyond abandonment to the assumed frivolity so easily attached to the play-space. 

In contrast, EFW and (T)Error maintain gameplay and therefore remain of interest 

on that level, even if somewhat tenuously as is the case of EFW.  The makers of 

EFW still foreground their intention to disrupt the status quo through the content. 

Because the game continues around the performative elements Velvet Strike and 

Dead in Iraq have an ambivalent relation to gameplay, but the performative 

elements function as a rupture of the play fabric and thus interrupt the continuity 

of the play experience. The explicit confrontation with actuality in a realm of 

fantasy yields to significant impact and provokes debate, but as we have seen, it 

also risks the alienation of dedicated and serious players and perhaps even mars 

the potential of play for deconstructive and creative thought. The critical force of 

EFW and to an even greater degree (T)Error, rests almost entirely in the nature of 

the content, rather than the means by which it is transmitted in the sphere of play. 

EFW offers players a strategy for an awareness of the situation that faces the 

refugee in detention. This is done through the proximity of the content to the 

reality and the need for the player to make decisions based upon that reality. The 

game is imbedded with pointers to the outer-reality as distinct from the 

immediacy of the game-play, but is this enough to drive home the gravity of the 

situation? (T)Error remains very much tied to the game-play conventions of early 

games. The corporeal interface gives the player an even greater access to the game 
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mechanics through the physicality of movement, but this also risks abandonment 

to the rhetoric of technological novelty. Reflection is claimed to occur once play has 

ceased and everyday life is resumed. The not so playful content wants to provide 

reflection and self-reflection, but this relies ultimately on the willingness of the 

player to take that step. Post-play reflection can occur following any game – 

commercial or otherwise - just as easily as it can be forgone. It is not a fail-safe 

strategy. But for the inversion of infotainment and abstracted symbolism, (T)Error 

displays no insistent beacon to the seriousness of the outer-reality: the critique 

remains internal to the political-aesthetic play dynamics as parody. 

 

One of the greatest challenges of political art-games/game-art is the question 

of how events, such as the refugee crisis or the War on Terror are to be 

represented tactfully in light of the already overbearing myth surrounding them. 

The risks waver between those of trivialisation and didacticism, artistic insight and 

propaganda, insult and inanity. There are question marks over whether or not the 

message will be transmitted alongside good gameplay - as with the (T)Error 

example. The final product might come to inadvertently promote that which it is a 

protest against. The EFW example has attracted opprobrium from both the 

Government and Refugee groups. Both of these groups’ concerns are focused on 

the trivialisation of serious issues via the computer-game medium and in the case 

of the government, the representation of ‘unlawful behaviour’.404 The weight of 

stereotypical associations placed on the medium leave it wide-open to 

misunderstanding and work against its voice which speaks of alternative 

directions to the blood and gore, sport, puzzle, or fantasy stereotypes. The addition 

of political content for the sake of transmitting a message in the form of serious 

play and the manner in which it is presented can, nevertheless, function as a 

catalyst for a different kind of art/play experience, marked by a forthright 

insistence on reflection. This is particularly evident when that which is framed as a 

game is thrown into ambiguity, made strange and the conventions of play warped 

to the point at which they cease to have relevance (as in Desert Rain, Sept 12th, or 

SOD). 

 

                                                             
404 Philip Ruddock Australian Minister for Immigration (1996-2003), quoted in S Nicholls, ‘Ruddock 
Fury over Woomera Computer Game’, The Age, 30th April 2003, retrieved 12th December 2003, 
http://www.theage.com.au/articles/2003/04/29/1051381948773.html 
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Geoff King comments that, 

 

In all gameplay, a tension exists between experience of the game-world in 

diegetic terms (an imaginary experience inside the game…) and an 

experience of the game as a game (involving awareness of the process of 

play as an abstracted activity revolving around the performance of core 

game mechanics). It might be argued that both dimensions are often or 

usually in play, simultaneously or in variable combinations, during the 

process of gameplay.405 

 

Art-games and game-art challenge this second mode of experience (the awareness 

of the game as a game) and in its place, bring about the awareness of the game as 

not a game, but something quite different or still a game with an unconventional 

twist in the direction of serious play. This difference might come in the form of the 

inversion of infotainment, the modification of the play-space, performative 

intervention and/or the construction of critically oriented responsive 

environments. Serious play involves the awareness of any given game as at once an 

exercise in play mechanics and something beyond a game. Art-games and game-art 

as social commentary or education maintain the agenda to alert the player to 

issues out in the world, such that the game-space becomes a space that generates 

learning or awareness. This is counter-intuitive to the habitual expectations placed 

on play as a sphere of escape, and this is why this ‘serious’ element 

interrupts/ruptures the pleasure of play as an element of the unexpected.  

 

 

5.8 Conclusion 

 

Art-games and game-art are present on the media-scape as emblems of hope 

for the generation of debate and thought on a variety of issues, and the 

deconstruction of stereotypes so readily consumable in other forms of media-

output. The medium of computer games is harnessed as a means to express 

alternate meanings, as a voice for artistic expression and social concerns. It opens 

                                                             
405 G King, ‘Play, Modality and Claims of Realism in Full Spectrum Warrior’ in Aesthetics of Play, 
Conference Proceedings, retrieved 17th December 2005, http://www.aestheticsofplay.org/king.php 
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up the potential to reach a different audience with a provocative perspective on 

familiar societal codes and conventions. The tools conventionally used for profit 

are thus used for the sake of serious play.406 According to game designer, artist and 

academic, Eric Zimmerman, “as reality increasingly dovetails with the virtual, 

games have a tremendous amount to teach us about building inhabitable and 

meaningful social spaces.”407 Art-games and game-art might not necessarily be 

inhabitable – in the sense of online world games - but they are one way in which 

we can learn from our play experiences. Greater complexities than those usually 

witnessed in the game sphere are brought into the open and made possible 

through the language of code. This may not necessarily occur in the act of play, but 

could be apparent in the preceding debate provoked by a particular intervention 

such as Dead-in-Iraq. This is not so much achieved through a dovetailing of reality 

with the virtual, but more often through the interruption, rupture and making 

strange of the virtual with an element of reality which in some instances would 

function to render projects like Dead-in-Iraq anti-games or rupture the play of the 

game with another form of transgressive play. And this is significant because it 

demonstrates one way in which digital play is not just about escapism, not just 

about winding down after a day’s work, not just about frivolity, but it can also be 

about cognitive engagement with the world. So play again begins to occupy a wider 

position, removed from its isolation in the sphere of children, to gain greater 

relevance and depth in adulthood.  

 

The examples discussed demonstrate that the genres of art-games and game-

art are still in their infancy. Many more challenges and questions are yet to be met 

and tackled as these genres continue to grow. But for now it is possible to establish 

that the insertion of social commentary within the game-space acts as a sign of 

difference that confronts players with the unexpected (to a different way in which 

games require the unexpected for the generation of anticipation and excitement). 

The presence of elements of social commentary, no matter how integrated, runs 

contrary to the continuity of the habituated norms projected onto the game-space. 

Critical art-games and game-art provocatively push the limits of play and as such, 

function as a beacon for what was called ‘serious play’ and a pointer to the world 

                                                             
406 Just as unusual interface structures make for alternate forms of play. 
407 E Zimmerman and F Lantz, ‘Checkmate: Rules, Play and Culture’, Merge Magazine, No.5, 1999, 
p.41 
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beyond the digital. They are, furthermore, a valuable aesthetic endeavour insofar 

as they form a counter-aesthetic to the dominant drive of a long-stigmatised 

medium. As such, they can be seen as an antidote, as well as an emergent means of 

communicating serious issues, to emerge as a partial realisation of Crawford’s 

vision: 

 

Eventually, games will be recognized as a serious art form. The exploration 

of games as a serious art form will be restricted to a tiny fraction of the total 

activity…this tiny group of games-artists will be responsible for creating the 

future classics of games, the games that endure.408 

 

It remains to be seen whether these cultural artifacts will endure, or even reach 

the status of the grand claim - ‘future classics’. But for now they mark a significant 

trend in an expanding field of many possible paths. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
408 Crawford 
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CONCLUSION  

Play, Ambivalence, Interaction, Subversion and Contingency  

 

 

 Artistic activity is a game, whose forms, patterns and functions develop and evolve 

according to periods and social contexts…409 

 

Nicolas Bourraud, 2002 

 

This is what artists can achieve; challenging the status quo, drawing on the 

relational and trans-subjective, inscribing the inexistent as possibility, and 

unravelling and transforming the social fabric – here art in its failure/triumph, 

however swiftly it is recuperated, makes manifest the potential of our present.410                                                                                                                                                                                                   

 

 Catherine de Zegher, 2008 

 

 

Play is a seductive concept and activity whose appearance can be deceptive: at 

first blush it is seemingly so simple, so innate, but a deeper probe reveals a realm 

of inexhaustible complexity. The present research delved into a small but 

significant element of this complexity to articulate the contemporaneous 

intersection of play, art and digital media. It aimed to bring an original perspective 

on an aspect of contemporary practice and theory. It aimed to pull together 

traditional theories and philosophies about play and participation in conjunction 

with present-day play and game orientated digital media. Traditions in thought 

and ludic art defined the field of analysis and it was committed to contemporary 

understandings of interactivity and traditional art within an art historical 

framework.  

 

                                                             
409 N Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, trans. Simon Pleasance and Fronza Woods with the 
participation of Mathieu Copeland, Les Presses du Réel, 2002, p.11 
410 C de Zegher, ‘Questionnaire: de Zegher’, October Magazine Ltd., Iss.123, Winter, 2008, p.183 
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Play was established as an ever-present, historically embedded and flexible 

concept perceived variously across different cultures and societies. In the 

discussion of Huizinga’s views on play it was apparent how certain characteristics 

persist. Huizinga’s formulations of play as free, for itself, outside ‘ordinary life’, 

within fixed boundaries, labile and social, are disrupted, maintained and built upon 

in a post-industrial, digital culture. In terms of the broader ideological context, 

Huizinga’s reaction to technology is clearly to the technology of industrialisation, 

to a continuation of Enlightenment attitudes and the coinciding negative impact on 

social life, community, traditional skills and the environment. Today we are 

confronted with different kinds of technology, which ripple distinct patterns 

through societies and yield an impact of a different nature, even as similarities 

persist. The impact on society and culture might not be that which McLuhan 

envisaged in the utopia of the ‘global village’, today’s technologies can still splinter 

society with alienating effects, provoke new environmental and social ills as well 

as the increasing atomization of individualism. These effects and others have been, 

in part, discussed by Deleuze in his description of the shift from disciplinary to 

control societies.411 Today there are very real ways in which populations are 

insidiously controlled as much as there are avenues for alternate expression 

where; end-users can become primary creators; globally distant individuals can 

form strong alliances with greater access; and the dissemination of information 

can engender community formation and empower individual as well as collective 

agency. Against this background play persists in ever-evolving ways to reflect 

historical, sociological, technological and cultural paradigms. The same can be said 

about art. For this reason, when art and play converge it is important to be attuned 

to the ways they converge and the implications for society, participation and being. 

This is especially the case when play is realised as a means to disrupt ideological 

stagnation, to deconstruct social and political norms, to image the political, to 

mobilise seriousness for political ends and to draw participants into unanticipated 

experiences with art and technology. 

 

The ideas of Roger Caillois were integrated to more comprehensively 

demarcate the play-ground through the dedicated perspective on games. Games, 

                                                             
411 See: G Deleuze, ‘Postscript on Control Societies’, in Negotiations, trans. Martin Joughin, Columbia 
University Press, New York, 1995 
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whether formalised in official rituals or surreptitiously played in underground 

dens, are always relevant to understanding of the particularities of a given culture. 

As Iain Banks writes in The Player of Games, “Gurgeh never ceased to be fascinated 

by the way a society’s games revealed so much about its ethos, its philosophy, its 

very soul.”412 Play is always sewn intricately within the fabric of a particular social 

context “with its own particular social arrangements. There is no lasting social play 

without play culture.”413  

 

The ambivalent connection between play and productivity was significant for 

thinking through play beyond the ‘frivolous paradigm’. The definition of play as 

necessarily unproductive was understood as a limited perspective attributed 

largely to the de-valuation of play as an inconsequential realm. While frivolous it 

can be, it was concluded that play is not necessarily unproductive, neither is it 

simply a case of productive or unproductive. Instead, it is important to 

acknowledge the lability of play, its polymorphous and un-fixed identity, such that, 

as Jesper Juul remarks, a game might bear ‘negotiable consequences’ that are 

‘optionally assignable’.414 Through poly-morphology, play is an activity of utmost 

light-heartedness as much as profound seriousness. It can draw one away from the 

world and the everyday as much as fold back upon these spheres. At the risk of 

falling into a ‘progress rhetoric’ it is arguable that play, in its consequences, is 

always productive of ‘something’. It is not entirely futile.  

 

Huizinga’s and Caillois’ philosophies of play remain consistent through to 

today, but they are also open to re-conceptualisation. Digital media challenges 

ossified ideas about play, its language and aesthetics, such that ilinx and mimesis, 

for example, occupy distinct roles in a digital, industrial or proto-industrial culture. 

Play through digital media art functions as a culture clue, as it always has, revealing 

a range of intricacies incarnate in a post-industrial realm, as well as affecting 

traditional, historically embedded ideas of art and participation with art. 

 

                                                             
412 I Banks, Player of Games, Harpercollins, UK, 1997, p.30 
413 Sutton-Smith, The Ambiguity of Play, p.120 
414 See, J Juul, ‘The Game, the Player, the World: Looking for a Heart of Gameness’, in Level Up: 
Digital Games Research Conference Proceedings, edited by Marinka Copier and Joost Raessens, 
Utrecht Univesity, Netherlands, 2003, p. 30-45 
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In a divergence from the theoretical approaches of Huizinga and Caillois, the 

sociological views of Brian Sutton-Smith were included to delve into the function 

and socio-cultural position of games. Through Sutton-Smith’s ideas, games were 

discussed as ‘adaptive phenomena’, with the computer game as a tool for the 

adaptation to an information flooded context. The computer as a ‘logical and 

mnemonic’ force was argued to be countered by the computer game as 

carnivalesque entity. Concurrently however, it is evident that the play-space of the 

computer game can also replicate the programmatic rationale and logic of 

computing. Digital play might be a carnivalesque element in digital culture, but it 

can also support ‘official culture’. It can be both labile and phallic: for example 

simulations such as Second-Life have an evidently different orientation to games 

such as Americas Army or Fold It.  

 

The potential of games to function as vehicles through which to approach 

issues of consequence was introduced in order to establish the ground for the 

discussion of art-games and game-art, and to tease out the relationship between 

play and seriousness. Play was framed as a means to approach seriousness and 

also as an escape/diversion. Its carnivalesque characteristics are apparent when it 

can both mock seriousness and be revelatory. These ideas function to identify the 

lability of play and disrupt Huizinga’s metaphor of a contained ‘magic circle’, for 

play is seen to leak into the world beyond, and the world beyond is incorporated 

into play which at times throws the boundary between fiction and reality into 

confusion or even dissolution. The Operation Iraqi Freedom cards, for example, 

were discussed as a medium of play that insidiously incorporates a profoundly 

serious narrative of war and revenge. This clash of reality and the game unsettles 

the concept of play and positions it in distinction to its familiar, all-too-

stereotypical framing against a background of childhood, frivolity and 

inconsequentiality. 

 

 

 Initial Aspects of Interactivity 

 

Interactivity was understood as a vital if over-inflated characteristic of play 

that demanded to be approached with caution and awareness of other nuances 
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that define the relationship of player to play. The definition of interactivity 

developed by Kioisis was adopted to delineate the concept in technocentric terms 

based on three necessary but sufficient characteristics: the structure of the media, 

the characteristics of the communication setting and perception of the individual. 

When working in unison these characteristics make for optimal interactivity. Yet 

this kind of interactivity fails to be present in many manifestations of digital media 

art under the banner of ‘interactive art’. Instead what we see is a failed grasp at 

interactivity, the art might be reactive, but it is not responsive and reciprocal. 

Participants only engage with it on a singular plane, there is no third order 

dependency. This is referred to as ‘quasi-interactivity’ for it is still interactive to a 

partial degree; it maintains some of the essential, though not entirely sufficient 

characteristics. Quasi-interactive experiences can still be engaging, for example 

Ken Feingold’s Head, but they don’t instantiate a comprehensible dialogic situation 

with the participant.  

 

Interpassivity was considered as relevant for understanding the nature of 

engagements within the digital domain in addition to the interactive, quasi-

interactive and non-interactive. Interpassivity has been theorised by Robert Pfaller 

and Slavoj Žižek in somewhat ambiguous terms. These theorists present it as the 

delegation of passivity and enjoyment but the examples given are often of an 

activity; weeping women, people who attend a party in our place and so forth. 

Therefore, to traverse this terrain by the path chosen to clarify this ambiguity was 

to understand it as a process of ‘passive transferral’, where the end-point could 

indeed be an activity. ‘Degrees of interpassivity’ are defined by the degree of 

control assumed or relinquished over the interpassive medium. In certain 

manifestations interpassivity folds into interactivity as its mirror, or shadow 

concept. If understood following Žižek as a ‘primordial substitution’, interpassivity 

can be a significant concept for thinking through the substitutive role of stand-ins 

for our-selves in cyberspace. This led to a consideration of the interpersonal 

aspects of interactivity and interpassivity in terms of engagements with the digital 

domain, play modes and modes of relating to digital others. But its key function 

was to help unpack the role of interactivity and to de-stabilise its over-arching and 

superfluous dominance. 
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Subsequent Aspects of Interactivity 

 

The relationship between art and play in itself was another point that 

screamed for attention. This was approached with specific focus on the ideas of 

Hans-George Gadamer, in particular his thoughts on participation, art as play, play 

as transformation into structure, play as a too-and-fro motion and the player as 

played by the art. The discussion began with the easily contentious claim made 

today, that all art is interactive and following this, that there may in fact be a lack of 

distinction between traditional and digital media. It was concluded that a 

distinction is apparent in the modes of participation with interactive art, as against 

traditional media art. Interactivity becomes literalised with digital media – ‘literal 

interactivity’ – in contrast to what can be called ‘generic interactivity’ with 

traditional art. In terms of digital culture, what was discussed in Chapter two as 

interactive, interpassive and quasi-interactive is located under the rubric of ‘literal 

interactivity’, whereas paradoxically, the non-interactive became defined as 

‘generic interactivity’; thus further teasing out the understanding of interactivity 

and player participation. In generic interactivity the interactive aspect is a 

metaphorical construct, more a function of the imaginative and affective relation of 

the participant to the art than a physical action-reaction/response scenario. The 

discussion affirmed this point with attention to tactile interfaces. Touch was 

figured as a key element in the consideration of the distinctions between 

traditional and digital media; touch instantiates a literal continuity between the 

body of the participant and the art. Counter to the stereotypical alienating aspects 

of technology, it was claimed that phenomenological experiences are heightened in 

digital media through attention to tactility (kinaesthetic modalities, telepresence 

and haptic interfaces). Such experiences have been attacked by some theorists and 

accused of flattering the narcissistic impulses of participants as performers and 

eradicating the traditional observer. However, as was argued, there is as much a 

place for the traditional observer as there is for the primary and secondary 

players. This conclusion points to play as not only an element of deconstruction 

but also reconciliation, that traverses both traditional and digital media to mark 

similarity rather than difference. Nevertheless play is expressed distinctly relative 
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to the modes of participation enabled by the art; whether it invites metaphorically 

(generically) or literally enacted interactivity. 

 

Crucial to the consideration of the being of the participant in relations of play 

with art was the concept of agency. Agency in play is relative to the particular 

structure and has the potential to be both heightened and limited relative to the 

degree of choice. In optimal literal interactivity, agency - in terms of the ability to 

exercise meaningful choices and act accordingly – is superlative. But it can just as 

easily be basically non-existent in digital media structures, where the participant is 

played as a reactive/reflexive, rather than responsive/dialogic entity. It was 

argued that we are not in control of how a painting will affect us, we are only in 

control of whether or not we choose to contemplate the painting initially, this can 

be seen as a generic interactive limitation of agency. Nevertheless, being played 

does not automatically evaporate agency, for if it is aligned with interpassivity it 

can involve meaningful choices – to delegate, to defer enjoyment through another. 

In comparison a digital media artwork might build choice into the program, 

enabling the participant to direct the outcome of their experience, whether it be 

interactive, quasi-interactive or interpassive. But this choice can just as easily be 

an illusion, veritably constrained by limited programmatic parameters and fixed 

directions. Essentially there are varying degrees of choice, substitution, deferral, 

control and complicity, enslavement and liberation, when engaged in digital media 

structures. But in play with optimal interactivity comes optimal agency.  

 

 

Experimentation in Play Experience through Interface Manipulation 

 

The primary focus of Chapters four and five was to bring case studies into a 

more art-historically couched discussion and apply thoughts developed in the 

preceding chapters to the given examples. Chapter four was grounded in a 

discussion of the apparatus of interaction, the interface, with the aim of developing 

the concepts of interactivity and participation with art. The interface was 

understood as a structure which holds the potential to shape play, how the player 

plays and is played – essentially shape the mode of participation. The labile 

characterisation of play was discussed in regard to ‘making strange’ as an artistic 
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strategy. This is a familiar strategy of Modernist art in general, but what becomes 

compelling with digital media art is that it is not only the content of the art that can 

be made strange, but also the border, the crossing point, into the art. Whether the 

interface is prodded, squeezed, ridden, or embraced, engages the actions of our 

bodies in specific ways with a veritable physical impact on how the art is 

experienced – as corporeally awkward, dizzying or intimate, for example. 

Normative expectations of not only traditional art but also traditional computing 

are disrupted. Beyond the initial novelty factor this strategy is significant for 

opening up different conversations and incorporating the body with art in literal 

and sometimes challenging and emotionally engaging ways. Body-centric 

interfaces pull the body into the art beyond solely touch, into movement and more 

involved physicality, they endeavour to generate alternate realms of sensation and 

experience with art; whether the participant takes the guise of automaton or 

indeed autonomous agency. 

  

The inclusion of the game without the player was intended as a contrast to the 

heavily body-centric interfaces of groups such as TimesUp. Instead, such projects 

demonstrate the possibility for the aesthetics and language of play to still maintain 

compelling artistic credibility despite the absence of a literal player. The absence 

however, naturally refers back to the idea of the player and to the idea of 

participation. These works therefore still depend on a symbolic player; they imply 

a player much like paintings imply a viewer. In the affirmation of a place for the 

traditional art viewer, the generic form of interactivity is instantiated. It is also 

apparent that they can establish an optimal interpassive relation with the 

participant; like with the sit-com laughing at itself through canned laughter, the 

artwork observes itself, plays itself, takes over the role of the literal interactor. The 

pleasure of play is delegated to the machine, to the artwork as interpassive 

medium; the viewer can simply allow the work to play itself out and thus 

surrender their role as an interactive entity. 

 

 

Strategies of Détournement and Play Subversion 
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The final chapter continued discussion through case studies to supplement 

thought on ostranenie with a more specific analysis of strategies of 

détournement415 and the subversive qualities of play. The point of focus was the 

intersection of critical-space/’think-space’ and play-space where play itself is 

subverted. A number of case studies of politically-orientated art-games and game-

art in the realms defined as animated editorial, modification, performative 

intervention and responsive environment, drove the discussion. Play, it was 

argued, can be subverted to become serious play in these projects, for the reason 

that relative to game logic it courses along counter-actional and counter-

conventional channels. More than anything questions were raised as to the nature 

of the impact of these projects, as to whether they are successful in the generation 

of meaningful political awareness or conversely, whether they are ineffective and 

instead articulate didactic opinions in the imaging of the political and simply 

preach to the converted. The answers reside somewhere between, for although the 

projects might provoke ‘grief’ on the part of gamers, and although they can be 

completely unplayable or ultimately dull, they nevertheless disrupt the terrain 

enough to warrant their significance. In short, the conclusion arose that these 

genres – whether individually politically challenging, or simply trivial or didactic, 

beyond whether they are ‘bad’ or ‘good’ art – do open up a new spaces for debate 

and thought on contemporary culture, politics and media. Play, in such practice, 

has the potential to be tactically mobilised as a critical political language and 

aesthetic because of its deconstructive lability and predisposition to invert the 

official status quo.  

 

 

Directions for Future Research 

 

There are many other paths that could have been taken or included in this 

dissertation, but the decision was made to situate it within the already broad 

nodes of play, interaction and digital media, viewed through an art historical lens. 

Having said this, the discussion has nevertheless sought to remain open to future 

directions. On a philosophical level an undercurrent throughout the dissertation is 

                                                             
415 A term that originated from the Situationist International to described the parody of works to 
create new works with alternate meaning. 
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the idea of play as a deconstructive concept. This thought is not realised to a high 

degree. But it is apparent that similar to Gadamer’s notion of play as a to-and-fro 

motion, deconstruction is a movement through a text rather than a set of doctrines 

or a methodology. They share an inherent polymorphology. Derrida champions a 

playful approach in his writing and uses play as an interpretive strategy through 

deconstruction and its critical force, différance. Using a deconstructive approach 

coupled with the play concept could optimise play’s subversive, labile and 

boundary dissolving potential; emphasise an interplay of connections; and operate 

in the margins or between the lines. This would function to further disrupt the 

predominance of Huizinga’s magic circle as a metaphor for play and allow for 

flexibility between and across what are ordinarily considered distinct modes of 

participation and distinct realities. It should be emphasised however, that 

Derridaian freeplay holds more relevance for thinking of play in terms of art rather 

than in terms of games. Games rely on structure delimited by rules and while 

freeplay unleashed upon the game might function to reveal alternate 

interpretations of the structure and gameplay, it might just as easily be destructive, 

rather than deconstructive. 

 

In a more pragmatic direction the relationship between play and games in art 

history as well as in contemporary art in general is an area demanding more 

thorough critical engagement. There is a discernible gap in art theory when it 

comes to the relationship between games and art in a rigorous theoretical 

approach.416 Questions concerning the pre-digital relationship of the two demand 

to be tackled. This relationship is evident in: the very literal representation of 

games and play in traditional media and even more palpable in the carnivalesque 

elements of culture splintering the stronghold of the official order; in anti-art 

movements such as DADA and later as manifest in Surrealism, performance, 

Fluxus, happenings and the Situationist International. More recently there has 

been a strong relationship between the concept of play and contemporary arts 

burgeoning from the influence of postmodern, poststructuralist theories and 

                                                             
416 A forthcoming publication edited by David J. Getsy does tackle this topic see, From Diversion to 
Subversion: Games, Play, and Twentieth-Century Art, Refiguring Modernism, University Park: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, forthcoming 2011. Mary Flanagan also approaches this topic in 
Critical Play: Radical Game Design, MIT Press, USA, 2009 and Daniel Palmer in the paper 'The 
Critical Ambivalence of Play', International Symposium on Electronic Art (ISEA), Conference 
Presentation, Singapore, 25-29 July 2008. Each of these are very recent forays into the area. 
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relational aesthetics.417 This is play-orientated art that is not necessarily 

dependant on, nor limited by, digital technologies for its use and expression of an 

aesthetics and language of play. 

 

Another realm ripe for further research and demonstrative of a particularly 

strong connection between play and art is certain areas of practice in Japan. This is 

seen in the field of Device art, described by Kusahara Machiko as “a logical 

extension of a change in the notion of art that already started in the early 20th 

century with art movements such as Dada and Surrealism… a form of media art 

that integrates art and technology as well as design, entertainment, and popular 

culture.”418 In this field, curious devices are created, or everyday objects are 

appropriated, re-purposed and occasionally granted magical power.419 Other 

practices in Japan demonstrate the application of play as a political, aesthetic and 

subversive tool.420 In some areas a ‘cute-ification’ ‘warms’ stereotypically cold 

technology and the artistic directions resonate with a mixture of traditional 

Japanese aesthetics and innovation in the application of media technologies. All in 

all an unbridled language and aesthetic of play is burgeoning in Japan and other 

parts of the Asia-Pacific region such as Seoul.  

 

More generally, practices based on wearable, mobile and networked 

technologies, as well as practices that converge ecology or biology with new 

technologies421 could be dealt more rigorous research with attention to the 

concept of play. The genre of ‘wearable technologies’ as expressed in the 

                                                             
417 For example the playgrounds of Palle Nielsen as exercises in actionism and empowering 
communities with pedagogical aims; the installation works of Jeppe Hein which challenge and 
confuse normative participation with art; the giant slide works of Carsten Holler; the colourful 
performative practice of Arlene Texta Queen; the conceptual-sculptural puzzles of James Angus and 
some of the work of artists such as Gabriel Orozco, Jeff Koons, Damian Hurst, Jake and Dinos 
Chapman and many others. 
418 M Kusahara,’Device Art: A New Form of Media Art from a Japanese Perspective’, Available online, 
http://www.intelligentagent.com/archive/Vol6_No2_pacific_rim_kusahara.htm 
419 For example the works of Yuichiro Katsumoto.  
420 For example Toshio Iwai, with a prolific practice of ever-inspiring audio-visual devices; Kenji 
Yanobe, who builds somewhat unsettling inhabitable spaces and surrealistically purposeful robotic 
contraptions; Momoyo Torimitsu with her manga-inspired installations and tortured robots 
reflecting on the Japanese culture of the workaholic; Yayoi Kusama with her obsessive-compulsive 
spotted environments and; Takashi Murakami with his manga-regurgitated, post-apocalyptic, neo-
pop explosions. 
421 Realistically, there is no end to the range of practices that delve into the aesthetics and language 
of play, for play is so intrinsically connected in a marriage with art as an aesthetic strategy. Other 
significant areas include; Reality Jamming, Tactical Aesthetics and Sound Art/Interfaces.  
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introductory artwork by Takehati Etani - The Third Eye Project - often includes a 

playful orientation. Bodies affixed with technologies might be part of a game, as in 

the Mixed Reality Lab’s Human Pac-Man, (2002), or their behaviour may be 

comical to themselves or outsiders, as in Kelly Dobson’s Scream Body (1998-2004). 

Wearable technologies are a dynamic field of practice with a history dating back to 

the 15th century with pocket-watches.422 They point to an area of further research 

around the concept of play that, like tactile interfaces, directly includes the body of 

the participant in a phenomenological experience with the art. Wearable 

technologies by virtue of their nature are generally mobile technologies. 

GPS’s/locative media, mobile phones, portable gaming consoles and other 

paraphernalia have become ripe for appropriation by artists in a digital culture. 

Tactical media artworks such as Blast Theory’s Can You See Me Now (2001) is an 

exercise in urban gaming as art which folds mobile-phone, GPS and the internet 

into a game of chase. This allows art to occur in geographically distinct yet 

interconnected places and spaces simultaneously.  

 

From the outset the internet itself was appropriated for playful and subversive 

purposes. Early net artists such as Vuc Cosic, Alexie Shulgin and Heath Bunting had 

a defiantly prankster, culture-jammer, anti-art and anti-institutional orientation. A 

recent example of the continuation of such strategies is works by the net art group 

UBERMORGEN. In their project [V]ote-Auction (2000), for example, a play of 

misrepresentation and détournement enabled US citizens to ‘sell’ their vote to the 

highest bidder in the G.W Bush v’s Al Gore presidential election. It provoked a 

furore in the process. Finally, there is a pressing realm of research and practice 

counter to the technocratic paradigm that mobilises technology in a convergence 

with ecology and biology to foster challenges and commentaries on the state of life, 

organisms and the natural environment - as well as re-imagining what indeed 

constitutes technology. This is seen in works such as Tad Hirsch’s Tripwire (2006), 

a site-specific work in which custom sensors surreptitiously hidden in coconuts 

receive information on the noise levels of passing aircraft. Excessive noise levels 

trigger the sensors, which then trigger a call to the airport’s complaint line on 

behalf of the city’s residents and wildlife.423 In this piece a strategy of disguise, of 

                                                             
422 See, E Huhtamo, ‘Hidden Histories of Mobile Media’, Receiver Magazine, No.11, October 2004 
423 See, Tripwire, 2006, Available online, http://web.media.mit.edu/~tad/htm/tripwire.html 



250 

 

play, of mimicry - in the sense of blending with the environment by the replication 

of the coconut - is used to political ends. Or again, Protozoa Games (2003) by Steve 

Wilson, where; “interactive installations allow humans and live protozoa to 

compete in pinball-like environments.”424 Such endeavours demonstrate a 

continuation of a diversity of forms and media through which play is mobilised as a 

powerful, flexible, subversive language and aesthetic that reveals a vibrant field for 

researchers and practitioners alike. 

 

 

‘The Play’s the Thing’ 

 

A good interactive artwork has ‘interesting contingencies’, or so argues 

Japanese media theorist, neuro-scientist and television personality Ken Mogi.425 

This is contingency in the positive sense of the term, contingency for which one 

does not need to prepare and simply interesting in so far as it elicits compelling 

moments of surprise and delight, in that it triggers the chemical release of 

dopamine in the brain. For Alphonso Lingis there are instances in which we 

experience a “moment of release from our subjugation to the anticipating mind; 

the moment that was chained to future moments is miraculously liberated.”426 This 

experience is one of contingency and ‘interesting’ contingency flows with 

uninhibited ease through the language of play. Play is defined by a mixture of 

surprise and expectation, regularity and randomness. The game of peek-a-boo, for 

example, never ceases to bring a child to irrepressible laughter – yet it is an 

entirely artificial construct, based on an entirely predictable premise whose 

precise moment of realisation is unpredictable, inevitable and thus yields to 

surprise. Mogi argues that “In order for contingency to be interesting for the brain 

it must somehow be embodied…it must have some relevance to your own physical 

body.”427 He calls for interactive digital media in the form of embodied contingency 

structures.  

 
                                                             
424 S Wilson, Protozoa Games: a Series of Art and Biology Installations by Stephen Wilson, Available 
online, http://userwww.sfsu.edu/~swilson/art/protozoagames/protogames10.html 
425 K Mogi, ‘The Contingent Brain’, Keynote Address, International Symposium on Electronic Art, 
National University of Singapore, 25th July 2008  
426 A Lingis, Dangerous Emotions, University of California Press, Berkeley and Los Angeles, 2000, 
p.165 
427 K Mogi, ‘The Contingent Brain’ 
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Many of the works discussed throughout this dissertation involve the body 

through touch and movement. In this way they work toward answering Mogi’s call; 

towards drawing participants into playful, cognitive and inter-corporeal dynamics. 

But this is not the limit of contingency with digital media art, or indeed with any 

art. Play as a language and an aesthetic of art is the ‘contingent’ appeal of art, in 

general. How this is established is essentially relative to the mode of participation 

that art invites; whether it appeals to the movement of the body, to touch, or to 

more distanced observation; whether the interface be ludic, or visually structured 

like a game or visual play; whether it invites generic or literal interactivity. 

Through play as language and aesthetic, art can be understood as a vital 

relationship with the world and its participants that enables a diversity of 

dynamics – from the frivolous to the earnest - to unfold.  

 

As demonstrated by the works under discussion, the language and aesthetics of 

play can also be a challenge to stagnant relations with art, to dominant hierarchies. 

It can dislodge pretensions that can, but do not necessarily, encircle art and slip 

through gaps in the normative channels of art, as a liminal dynamic that confronts 

and surprises. Concurrently, it can also ride on the familiarity of the expected as a 

dynamic of accessibility in order to ease the transmission of intended meaning. In 

any case, there is little sense in demarcating play solely to the frivolous, 

inconsequential, or unproductive, for in its polymorphology it functions as a 

critical ontological tool, in this instance, to better understand the nature and 

characteristics of participation with digital media art. 
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