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Conclusion 

1. TWO TACTICS OF LUDIC MUTATION  

Time and again across my analysis, I oscillated between two tactical orientations for 

the player in relation to the game. The first is playful change whose condition of possibility is 

a “positive” escape from societal strictures into an empty, free zone of play.  The second 

tactic is playful change that negatively mutates, hacks, or resists from an interior position 

within “the system,” whether it be from inside a game, a simulated model of the world, or an 

actual city.  Over time, a productive, dialectic relation may evolve between these two ludic 

tactics.  

Why refer to ludic tactics rather than to ludic politics?  Have I not invoked political 

concepts such as the Space of Appearance, the polis, and biopolitics in relation to games?  

Although not invested in a firm line between politics and tactics, as well as being open to 

flexible definitions of political action, the play actions of ludic mutation are often more of 

subterranean power grabs than political moves aimed at reaching definitive objectives. 

Instead of working towards a democratic consensus on a new law, such tactical maneuvers 

may only achieve a temporary shift in the game for a limited amount of players.   

In her analysis of tactical media art and games, Rita Raley distinguishes between 

improvisational, incomplete acts of tactical resistance, and totalizing programs of politics, 

writing:  “Absolute victory is neither a desirable or truly attainable object for tactical media, 

which is why it will be possible for me to trace parallels between guerrilla warfare and 

systems disruption” (10).  Her “tactical media” stance is closer to my negative tactic of ludic 

resistance from within the corridors of the game. This interior stance is also similar to the 

noisy systemic disruption of Serres’ “Parasite,” as well as to the Situationist détournement of 

the municipal plan.  Whereas my other tactical maneuver of elusion is more like a liberating 



155 
 

furlough in the Space of Appearance, or a brief inhalation of freedom in a Temporary 

Autonomous Zone (Bey). 

These two tactical movements of resistance and elusion will loosely frame this 

conclusion as I contrast and synthesize the key arguments put forth across my investigation 

into the player’s power to change the game.  I will then close with a reflection on 

methodology, from my cultural objects (game remakings), to the disciplines and theoretical 

fields that inform their analysis.  

I began with an analysis of an example from the more positive escapist tactical pole, 

of a digital folk art experiment of the early Internet in identity play, what I called an 

unfolding game.  What is unfolded in such open-ended games is an experiment in the who.  

Digital dolls were removed from the typical domestic, dollhouse setting of women’s and 

children’s dolls.  Untethered from social and gender roles, they mutated freely and queerly 

between poles such as man, woman, animal, human, and machine over the ten iterative 

frames of the digital “dollset.”  The remixable variability of the unfolding game, although not 

unique to digital media and preceded by other experimental artists’ games, is aided by a 

digital anonymity on the Internet that separates the player’s “real life identity” from his doll-

avatar.   

I drew an analogy between the ludic mutation of digital dolls to the political actions 

that unfold in Hannah Arendt’s Space of Appearance (206).  The Space of Appearance, a 

place for the disclosure of the who, is a more aesthetic, open-ended and performative political 

gathering than what is usually understood as the political exercise of the demos (178). 

According to Arendt, the prime conditions that facilitate the coming into being of the Space 

of Appearance is for people to gather and temporarily shed the roles of necessity, the 

hierarchical relations, both dominations and subordinations, of the practical household 
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“survival” sphere of “the oikia” (33).  Similarly, I proposed that the separation between the 

anonymous digital game and the player’s real life identity is a conducive condition for free 

and unfolding identity play. 

Arendt contends that during the transition to modernity, the logic of the household 

hierarchy, the oikia, spread from the feudal household to state-society, impinging on the 

possibility for the political exercise as was once enjoyed (at least by free male citizenry), in 

the ancient Greek city-state.  She thus distinguishes her unique, classical-era inspired notion 

of political action from modern notions of politics which also lay claim to similar classical 

origins, such as representational democracy, policymaking, or legislature. She likens these 

more modern, practical notions of politics to the “housekeeping” of the oikia at a grander 

public scale (28). 

Leaving this “world of necessity” behind, players of unfolding doll games shed 

societal dictates and domestic roles to discover who else they might be. And unlike other 

multiplayer digital games on social platforms like Facebook or massively multiplayer online 

role playing games, such digital dolls games are free of social monitoring and competitive 

ranking systems, the gamic mechanisms that replicate the socio-economic realm of necessity 

in the virtual world.  Thus it became evident that not all games, but only certain types of 

games, such as the unfolding game, facilitate liberatory play. 

In other examples of playful change, rather than escaping the everyday world into a 

player-made utopia of egalitarian dollmakers, players find opportune ways to appropriate, 

mutate and destroy dominating game forms from within “the belly of the beast.”  Relations 

between players and highly developed commercial game products have a more impure, 

involucrated and hierarchically-nested character than unfolding games of identity play.  

Michel Serres’ figure of the Parasite was key to understanding a variety of game changing 



157 
 

tactics initiated by players who volunteer their efforts in the “modding” or modification of 

commercially produced First Person Shooter Games.   

Like Serres’ rats who invade the well-stocked kitchen of a wealthy tax collector, the 

game modder chews on a technically sophisticated game engine, replete with three-

dimensional effects and powerful pre-programmed movements (3).  The commercial game, 

comparable in its polish and production value to a Hollywood film, is the product of a 

professional division of labor at the game development house among game designers, 

producers, programmers, three-dimensional modelers, animators, quality assurance testers 

and visual artists. The players, who volunteer their self-taught skills to remaking the game, 

leave a mark on this industrial product, customizing characters and interfaces, as well as 

remaking entire levels and virtual worlds.  I referred to the mutated characters, game levels 

and play styles, the digital-cultural units of the game that circulate between the commercial 

industry and the player’s (modders) hands, as play material.   

Such relations can be understood as parasitic, when play material is “stolen” from 

either the commercial game or alternately from innovative mods.  At other times, rather than 

parasitic theft, symbiosis better describes the reciprocal “gifting” of play material. Mods are 

shared among modders themselves and also cross over into iterative commercial game 

releases, such as the variations on the gender of characters that passed between sequential 

versions of Quake 1-3 and its player mods.  And yet not all gifts of play material are readily 

absorbed in their original shape into subsequent commercial game releases. Game 

modifications that are too homoerotic, feminine, or radically novel in game form compared to 

what came before become “unwelcome gifts.” 

And so ultimately, even though critics of Information Age digital “potluck culture” 

might charge that the voluntary efforts of modders are being exploited by the immaterial 
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circulations of information capitalism, I conclude in relation to modding, somewhat 

contrarily, that not enough voluntary player gifts are exploited, and in fact mods and 

customizations are quite often deliberately ignored.  If an open “evolution” of gaming culture 

is desirable, open to a variety of players and game styles, then player customization of games 

should be encouraged and closer relations between players and companies should be fostered, 

like Valve Software’s practice of absorbing entire teams of amateur modders, even if such 

relations of information capitalism are intrinsically compromised and unequal.  

Taking a longer, evolutionary view on changes within gaming culture, I also 

articulated a role that chaotic mods contribute to such progressions, despite their seeming 

negation of the game. Artists have radically taken apart First Person Shooter games so that 

they are no longer even playable as games, reducing them to abstract surges of pixels and 

noise.  Although such mods have been criticized for a lack of meaningful contribution to 

gameplay, these “paidiaic” hacks clear the slate of the genre for further evolutions of games 

to come.  Thus, ludic mutation oscillates between negative and positive poles, destroying, 

customizing, borrowing, and stealing—as well as remaking the game. 

Midway through my project I moved from the relatively insular realm of computer 

gaming culture, to conducting an analysis of activist critiques of the world’s problems 

leveraged through games.  No longer just a form of mere entertainment, increasingly, the 

game is spilling outside the borders of Huizinga’s “magic circle of play” into everyday life, 

into training exercises, education, propaganda, persuasive political campaigns, and other 

regions.  War gaming, ludic activism, and urban mobile games are all instances of a tendency 

for aspects of the world to become game that I discussed in my Introduction.  The first 

instance of such gamification that I considered was the confluence of activism and play in a 

genre of serious games I referred to as the “activist simulation game.”  
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Through a comparison of two similar such activist games, a simulation of an 

exploitative business operation and a gamic depiction of a cycle of violence, I concluded that 

modeling an allegedly harmful operation in the game risks nullifying the critique of said 

operation.  I drew on Heidegger’s “everyday sight” to describe the way that functionality, no 

matter how ethically problematic, is easily accepted into a common sense, necessary view of 

the world’s workings (107). When such dynamic operations are modeled in the abstracted, 

miniature sphere of the toy world, they are even further removed from critique. 

At this point in my analysis, rather than emphasizing the player’s power to change the 

game, I focused more on instances of when the game overpowers the player, either 

rhetorically or enchantingly.  Gadamer’s notion of the game that plays the player, which he 

originally invokes as a metaphor for an art viewer’s aesthetic union with the artwork, was 

applied to the analysis of player and game (105).  I proposed that in order to break this spell 

of the game over the player, the game must be sabotaged, either by the player, or by a “time 

bomb” installed into the game by its maker, such as the pre-programmed interruptions that 

solicit charity donations in Susanna Ruiz’s Darfur is Dying. 

Therefore, what seems to work best in the activist simulation game is that the 

gamemaker effectively sabotages his or her own game.  For instance, Frasca’s September 12 

forces the player to lose when he tries to win at eliminating the terrorists.  Against the 

expectation of the player, the game’s air striker “equipment” generates more terrorists when 

the player is skillful at eliminating the initial terrorists.  Dislodged from the certainty that the 

game can ever be mastered, no matter how well he plays, the player really “sees” the process 

that Frasca is trying to bring to light, an escalation of violence exasperated by the War on 

Terror.  A break in the game’s logic of rewards and punishments is necessary to bring the 

message home, and to cut through the obscuring ordinariness of “everyday sight.”  
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The toy world’s artificial operationality is soothing, consisting of an ongoing sphere 

of interlocking circulations and functions like a model train set.  Breaks in the game’s flow 

are unsettling, they discomfortingly remind the player of other immanent stops and 

unfinished endings. And yet such breaks can also lead to a deeper questioning and evaluation 

of the wrongness or rightness of the broken toy.  Therefore the negative, critical power of 

when things break down is especially important with such activist games, and uncovers a 

methodological blind spot that can easily be missed by the “positive” structuralism of game 

studies. Furthermore, an underlying no play imperative is evident in such self-sabotaged 

games, a stance of disengagement and refusal to participate in a harmful operation of the 

exterior world. 

Artists’ hacks of commercial shooter games, activist simulation games of the “no play 

imperative,” and the Situationist’s playful détournement of the city, all call upon the negative, 

resistant tactical approach to ludic mutation.  In Debord’s build up to his initial 

conceptualization of the Situationist game, he highlights “Dadaist negativity” as an essential 

component of future avant-garde artistic and political movements: “The dadaist spirit has 

nevertheless influenced all the movements that have come after it; and any future 

constructive position must include a dadaist-type negative aspect, as long as the social 

conditions that impose the repetition of rotten superstructures—conditions that have 

intellectually already been definitively condemned—have not been wiped out by force” 

(Report).  Such “avant-garde” ludic critical resistance, the destruction of and negativity to 

what came before, may open a space for a later more “positive” constructive game. As only 

become clearer to me as a structural possibility midway through the project, what initially 

seemed a messy contradiction between liberating escapist and critically resistant tactics, takes 

on the appearance of a generative process, as playful change (ludic mutation) oscillates 

between positive and negative poles. 
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The hacktivist protesters who detourn militant game cities, staging obstructionist 

virtual anti-war protests on digital streets, are also tactical heirs to the more “negative” 

culture jamming template proposed by Debord.  And although more of occupiers than 

resistors, military game developers and players also tactically repurpose urban space via play, 

transforming cities into urban battlefields. The latter portion of my project thus shifted the 

setting for the analysis of playful change to the city, an important locus of contemporary 

gamification.   

Both the original Situationist artists’ intervention and the military game are ludic 

interventions within the everyday mercantile flows of the city.  In the military takeover, the 

tactical maneuvers of urban warfare and counter-terrorist exercises are practiced on the 

digital streets of the game. Snipers search out opportune vantage points from rooftops, and 

foot soldiers hide behind abandoned cars, repurposing what was once civilian terrain. In the 

Situationist style game, the everyday flows of the city are also detourned at key nodes, and 

the systems set in place by the municipal authorities, such as subway systems and other urban 

circuits, are mapped, explored and momentarily diverted.  As players adopt a hacking, 

resistant, or parasitic relation to the dominant game or encompassing system at hand, the city 

starts to seem more a fluid, hackable technology than a concrete solidity.   

According to level designers, the underlying ludaform of the multiplayer computer 

game’s architecture, when weighted more towards entertainment than combat training, is a 

heart composed of looping arterial alleyways. Streets are designed to pump players into 

central plazas of adrenaline-pumping conflict and civilian architecture is reformatted into a 

tactical ludic terrain carefully balancing between the advantages and disadvantages afforded 

to each specialized team. The logic of asymmetrical warfare, the war of either a few terrorists 
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or of a small team of imperial commandos, amidst a larger civilian population, is prevalent in 

such ludic military takeovers of the city.  

In preparation for actual deployment in key urban hot spots, more serious military 

games train players in saving hostages and refugees, among other so-called “military 

operations in urban terrain” practiced in the gamic city. And the objectives of such missions 

move beyond that of mere battle, from death to life, as modern military purview expands to 

life support, global policing, combat trauma therapy, and biocontrol. Symptomatic of an 

imperial, militant society at war abroad and amidst its own population, military play reaches 

into the arteries and pulses of population centers, virtually and on the ground.   

My exploration of playing the city concluded with an analysis of fictional games 

played by child-characters in Mitsuo Iso’s Japanimation series of Dennou Coil. Urban play in 

this last example became acts of resistance against and elusion to civilian rather than military 

biocontrol (population control).  In a science-fictional, near future Japanimation city, Iso 

envisions a soft net of total control imposed upon urban space through gadgets and mixed 

reality infrastructure.  As I analyzed the games played by the children of Daikoku City, I 

again found myself oscillating between negative and positive tactical poles of ludic mutation.  

First of all, the child-characters play games that escape the surveillance of the augmented 

urban grid, hiding behind protected, constructive barriers, recalling Arendt’s notion of free 

political exercise that can only unfold behind a protective shield or fence. In the protected 

anonymity of this “obsolete space,” players are (sometimes dangerously) free to experiment 

with playing games and constructing artificial life forms, shielded from the intrusive, 

controlling touch of their guardians, the insidious Megamass corporation, and the municipal-

corporate toy police who roam the city.   
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In other games of Daikoku City, the player’s power of ludic mutation manifests as a 

more negative, critical “hacking” of the dominant system at hand, a game played by children 

against the biopolitical city or the corporation, similar to the interventionism from within of 

Situationist play.  The child-hacker characters unearth troubling rumors of unethical 

biotechnological practices, following electronic trails through Daikoku City’s streets and 

alleyways to hospitalized human experiments. And through information retained in an 

electronic diary application, they discover the site of a fatal traffic accident caused by a 

malfunction of the corporation’s technology.  The children thus turn the same apparatus that 

was put in place to control the populace, against the Megamass Corporation itself.  

The biocontrol function of the mobile apparatus that filters and manipulates daily 

urban living in fictional Daikoku City correlates to the smart mobile devices that increasingly 

track members of present day informatic society.  As I will again touch on in the upcoming 

section, such technologically enhanced population control follows the rationale behind a 

biopolitical relinquishment of everyday freedoms and political agency to the urgent needs of 

the bios—needs such as population security, health, and economic vitality. Yet despite the 

convincing cases made by Deleuze and Agamben for the control effect of networked 

communication technology and mobile apparatuses on a population, I suggested that the 

gadget may be reconfigured into a freeing toy of biopolis. As Callois points out, toys, unlike 

the fixed objectives of most games, are amenable to fluxuating uses determined by their 

players.  

 

2.  METHODOLOGY:  FROM OBJECT TO THEORY  

Over the course of this writing, I approach my underlying research question, that of ludic 

transformation and power, through the analysis of a few select games in each chapter.  The 
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methodological strategy of this work, although it touches on philosophical, theoretical, 

political, and artistic questions, therefore always returns to the games and gamic artworks that 

anchor each chapter. In the terminology of the cultural analyst, these games constitute “the 

objects” of this analysis. Many of the salient works I selected are well-publicized on the 

Internet, through exhibits, art catalogues, and other written critiques, and games made as little 

as a few years ago may already seem exhausted from the rapid pace of media exhibits and 

festivals.  Even more quickly, obsolescence sets in only a few months after a commercial 

game is released to market.  But my approach has been that even “ancient” computer games, 

even those played over a year or longer than a decade ago, have more to tell.  

My own practice of art and gamemaking, as well as opportunities that I have had to 

meet and collaborate with other artists, gamemakers and activists active in the field, has 

informed this project.  In an earlier phase of the Internet in the 1990’s, I curated exhibits of 

Internet art at the interstices of fine art, popular art, and commercial games.  I have taught 

game design, art, and play theory at universities and in artist workshops.  Although this multi-

faceted engagement with “my object” sometimes leads to a peculiar shift in view, for instance 

when in the fourth chapter I analyze my own ludic anti-war activism, many of the research 

questions for these chapters arose, at least initially, from a hands on immersion in digital art 

practice.  

Bridging the vertiginous gap between theory and cultural object has been for me the 

most formidable challenge of “cultural analysis.”  At times I have forgone an overlong detour 

into theory, so as to ground my thinking more firmly in the reality of the object. In the first 

and last chapters, I devote more pages to unravelling theoretical and philosophical threads, 

yet throughout all the chapters, theory and object are interwoven.  When a closer reading of 

playing the game resists my original line of argument, I have still attempted to give voice to 

the object even at the risk of theoretical friction. In other words, my intent is not to impose a 
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total, airtight theory of ludic mutation and ludic power on the selected examples of games and 

artworks, but to shed light on phenomena in such a way that is of potential research value in 

various disciplinary contexts.  

Depending on the game or artwork at hand, my project brought diverse thinkers and 

disciplines to bear on the power of players and games.  I discovered much that was useful in 

the theorizations of play of early “ludologists” and play researchers like Huizinga and 

Callois. More recent ludology, through its attempt to define itself as a unique discipline 

against narrative forms such as cinema, has made important advances in theorizing the 

structure of interactive computer games.  But such gamic analysis also tend to implement an 

operational, engineer’s optic that erases worldly consequentiality from the game, relegating 

cultural theory, and the analysis of power and gender, to a superfluous stratum of visual 

representation.  What matters in such a ludological “nuts and bolts” analysis is often the 

underlying game function, regardless of who the players are, and regardless of the power 

effects of playing the game.  Additionally, the pursuit of the game’s structural qualities may 

miss the importance of when the game breaks down. 

But I do think that an analysis of games should be informed by actually playing 

games and a grasp of game structures, and when possible I invoke the insights of more recent 

game analysts. A more interdisciplinary line of game scholarship informs my argument 

regarding the effect of the activist’s game’s operationality on the player, where I made use of 

Ian Bogost’s proposition that games persuade with “procedural rhetoric” by showing “how 

things work” (125).  Also, in relation to activist games, I discuss Frasca’s argument that 

player-driven outcomes afford the player rhetorical liberation from the game designer’s 

“script.”  Interactive games, although in certain ways similar to other cultural forms, are 

unique and game scholarship aids in illuminating these distinctions.   
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Some game analysis that I reference takes an even wider view of its object. Mckenzie 

Wark's theorization of the agonistic capitalist logic of  “gamespace” moves from Plato’s 

allegory of the Cave to a Marxist critique of information capitalism.  Claus Pias’ Computer 

Game Worlds underscores illuminating parallels between digital play and Industrial Age 

labor. Mary Flanagan puts forth a theory of “critical play” derived from the under-analyzed 

feminine, domestic sphere of toys and games, from Victorian dollhouses to “digital 

dollhouse” games of the Sims.  Rita Raley analyses games and artworks under the rubric of 

“tactical media,” emphasizing the performative “virtuosity” of such digital works, and their 

symbolic resistance to immaterial sign systems. 

My project is similar in breadth to these writers’ cultural optic, yet I bring somewhat 

different sets of thinkers to bear on game analysis. So as to better understand the power 

reversals of the player against the game, I referenced the tactical approaches to everyday life 

and culture theorized among continental writers like Michel Serres, Michel de Certeau and 

Gaston Bachelard.  I applied the gender and subjectification theories of Judith Butler to the 

analysis of unfolding games of gender and identity experimentation, and throughout the 

project I found much that was useful in Michel Foucault’s prolific work on power 

apparatuses and flows.  I also relied on Paul Virilio’s military theorization, the early 

interventionist urban play theories of the Parisian Situationist artists and architects, and I 

discovered provocative material among a set of Italian political authors writing on the 

Information Age cultural commons. 

At various turns, my project is informed by a stream of political thinking rooted in 

phenomenology.  At first glance, this philosophical tradition’s opposition to abstraction and 

metaphysical transcendence, to “alienation” from the world and the body, may seem at odds 

with the analysis of ephemeral, digital games (Arendt 209).  Computer games are often 

played with disembodied avatars in transcendent online virtual spaces.  And yet I find the 
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phenomenologist philosopher’s attention to the driven and freeing aspects of engaging in 

worldly actions applicable even to virtual gamic actions.  Running back through Agamben, 

Arendt, Gadamer, and Heidegger, is a theorization of action in “the world”–even when 

formulated as a critique of a lack of freedom.  I similarly critique the extent of freedom and 

open-endedness in the actions of the player.  

Towards the conclusion of my project, in relation to the control effects hypothesized 

in Iso’s near future Japanimation city, I invoked a field of political theory increasingly 

categorized under the heading of biopolitics. Although by no means uniform among its 

primary thinkers, biopolitics is useful for explaining an increased tightening of population 

control in the 21st century.  Drawing from the theorizations of Foucault, Agamben and 

Arendt, I understood this erasure of political space as a mounting tension between the alleged 

dictates of the living “bios,” such as economic and security concerns vs. citizens’ rights and 

everyday freedoms.  The first component of the compound term overtakes the second, for the 

dictates of “the bios” subsume political exercise and freedom in most biopolitical 

formulations.  Furthermore, the biopolitical critique does not privilege one force of 

oppression from the realm of the bios. Regardless of who is the controlling agent—for 

instance corporation, state, or society— the danger of what I referred to as the biocontrol 

society lies in the easily exploitable control apparatus itself that has been wired into the city, 

programmed to track the motions of each city dweller.  

And yet even as a biopolitical future city treats its entire populace as children in need 

of guidance and control, freedom is exercised through children’s play. The circuitry of the 

apparatus of control is reprogrammable, and the playing of toys, unlike most games, is open 

to shifts in objectives. Thus at the close of the project, through the analysis of fictional ludic 

acts of power waged in a science fictional city, I picked up on a thread that was broached at 
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the project outset in relation to unfolding games with Arendt, which is in what way is the 

polis, the city populace’s political freedom constituted.  

Ludic mutation oscillates between positive and negative tactics, moving between 

constructive play in separate free zones, to critical “negative” hacking from within the game 

system. Although political formulations such as the polis and the Space of Appearance were 

relevant to my understanding of these exercises of the player’s power, for the most part, game 

changing belongs more to the gestural, cultural realm of tactics rather than to the instrumental 

activities customarily associated with the formal sphere of politics. Although waging 

resistance, exercising freedom, staging ludic protests, and propagating persuasive arguments 

through transformative play, ludic mutation is distinct from political activities such as 

legislative debate and public policy making.   

Thus, the ludic mutation of unfolding doll games, activist games, and ludic affronts, 

as well as urban play within the polis, for the most part unfurl below politics’ radar.  In 

certain situations, this obscurity may work to ludic mutation’s advantage, for under a 

tightened implementation of technologically enhanced biocontrol, and as we are subject to 

the incursions of Infocapitalist gamespace, such ludic tactics may be among the few 

responses available to us—and certainly are among the more entertaining.  And even when 

not substituting for politics, the player’s ability to change the game is in itself a powerful 

move. 


