
Preface 

Philosophy, G illes Delcuzc and F~ l ix GU;Jn ari wrote late in life, is 
about the creation of concepts. To them a concept is a lways a type of 
vector (or thought. a cognitive vehicle desiboned to move th ings fro m 
one place to another. In the five essays in this book, I try [Q formu
late a few conceptual mo\'ements, a few conceptual algorithms, for 
thinking about video games. What is an algorithm if nO[ a machine 
(or the motion of pans! And it is the artfulness of the motion that 
matters most. Following Deleuze and Guanari. [ wish my conceptual 
algorithms to be as ad hoc, as provisional, as cobbled roget her as 
theirs were. Let them be what Northrop Frye once called "an inter
connected group of suggest ions." 

Video games have been cCOIrol to mass culture (or more than 
twenty years, yet surprisingly few books today an cmpt a cri tical analy
sis of the medium. In th is study, I try not to reduce video game studies 
to ot her fields, such as li terary criticism or cinema studies, nor do I at

tempt to dissect games as mere data for soc iological or anthropologi
cal research. Instead, I attempt an analysis of what Fredric Jameson 
ca lls "the poet iCS of social fOfms," that is, the aesthetic and political 
impact of video games as a formal medium . 

• i 



xii 

So, at the end of the day, this book is not a book about video 
games, just as Jameson's SignalUre5 of the Visible is not a book about 
film in any narrow sense. The text by Jameson offers instead certain 
conceptual algorithms for modernity, the information age, and the 
various aesthetic and political realities at play within them. I hope 
that my book will approximate something similar. 

"No more vapor theory anymore," wrote Geen Lovink. This applies 
to the video game generation as much as anyone else. Our genera
tion needs to shrug off the contributions of those who view this as all 
so new and shocking. They came from somewhere else and are still 
slightly unnerved by digital technology. We were born here and love 
it. Short attention spans, cuhural fragmenmtion, the speeding up of 
life, identifying change in every nook and cranny-these are neu
roses in the imagination of the doctor, not the life of the patient. So, 
above all , this book is about loving video games. It's about exploring 
their artistry, their political possibi li ty. their uniqueness. The first ques
tion is: Do you play video games! Then next we may explore what 

they do. 
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Gamic Action, Four Moments 

A game is an activity defined by rules in which players try to reach 

some sort of goa l. G ames can be wh imsical and playfu l, o r highly se
rious. They can be played alone or in complex social scenarios. This 

book, however, is not about games in the abstract. nor is it about 
games of all varieties, electronic or not, There is little here on game 

design, or performance, or imaginary worlds. or nonlinear narrative. I 
avoid any extended reflection on the concept of play. Rather, this 
book stans and ends with a specifi c mass medium , the medium of the 
video game from the 19705 to the beginning of the new mi llennium. 
A few detours will be necessary along the way: to the cinema, and to 

the computer. 

A video game is a cultural object, bound by history and materiality, 
consisting of an electronic computational device and a game simulated 
in software. The electronic computat ional device- the machine, for 
short - may come in a variery of fo rms. It may be a personal com· 
puter, an arcade machine, a home console, a portable device, or any 
number of other e lectronic machines. I The machine will typically 
have some SOrt of input device. such as a keyboard or conu oller, and 
also have some sort of intelligible surface for output such as a screen 
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or other physical interface. Loaded into the machine's storage is the 
game software. Software is data; the data issue instructions to the 
hardware of the machine, which in rum executes those instructions 
on the physical level by moving bits of information from one place to 

another, performing logical operations on o ther data, triggering phys

ical devices, and so on. The software instructs the machine to simu
late the rules of the game through meaningful action. The player, or 
operator,l is an individual agent who communicates with the software 
and hardware of the machine. sending codified messages via input 
devices and receiving codified messages via output devices. Taking 
these elements in sum , I use the term "gaming" to refer to the entire 
apparatus of the video game. h is a massive cultural medium involving 
large numbers of organic machines and inorganic machines. Embed
ded as it is in the information systems of the millenary society, this 
medium wi ll likely remain significant for some time to come. 

Begin like this: If photographs are images, and fi lms are mov ing 
images, then video games are acrions. Let this be word one for video 
game theory. Without action, games remain only in the pages of an 
abmact rule book. Without the active participation of players and 
machines, video games exist only as static computer code. Video games 
come into being when the machine is powered up and the software is 

executed; they ex ist when enacted. 
Video games are actions. Consider the formal differences between 

video games and other media: indeed, one wkes a photograph, one acts 
in a film. But these actions transpire before or during the fabrication 
of the work, a work that ultimately assumes the form of a physical ob
ject (the print). With video games, the work itself is material action. 
One plays a game. And the software runs . The operator and the ma
chine play the video game together, step by step, move by move. Here 
the "work" is not as solid or integral as in other media. Consider the 
difference between camera and joystick, or between image and ac
tion, or between watch ing and doing. In his work on the cinema, 
Gilles Deleuze used the term "action- image" to describe the expres
sion of force or action in fi lm. With video games, the action-image 
has surv ived but now exists not as a pan icular historical or formal 
instance of representation but as the base foundation of an ent irely 
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new medium. "Games are both object ami process," writes Espen 
Am'seth, "they can't be read as texts or listened to as music, they must 
be played.") To understand video games, then, one needs to under
stand how action ex ists in gameplay, with spci:.ial attention to its many 
variations and intensities. 

One should resist equating gamic action with a theory of "inter
activity" or the "active audience" theory of media. Active audience 
theory claims that audiences always bring their own interpretations 
and recept ions of the work , Instead I embrace the clai m, rooted in 
cybernetics and information technology, that an active medium is one 
whose very materiality moves and restructures itsclf- pixels turning 
on and off, bilS shifting in hardware registers, disks spinning up and 
spinning down. Because of this potent ial confus ion, I avoid the word 
"interactive" and prefer instead to call the video game, like the com
puter, an action-based medium." 

Because of this, for {he first time in a long time there comes an 
interesting upheaval in the are~ of m~ss culture. What used to be pri
mari ly the domain of eyes and looking is now morc likely that of 
muscles and doing, thumbs , to be sure, and what used to be the act of 
reading is now the act of dOing, or just "the act ," In other words, while 
the mass media of fil m, literature, television, and so on continue to 
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engage in various debates around representation, tcxtualitY, and sub
jectivity, there has emerged in recent years a whole new medium, 
computers and in particular video games, whose foundation is not in 
looking and reading bUl in the instigation of material change through 
action. And the most curious part of the upheaval is, to borrow what 
C rit ical A rt Ensemble said once about hackers. that the most impor. 

tant cuhural workers IOday are children. 
People move their hands, bod ies, eyes, and mouths when they 

play video games. But machines also act. They act in response to 
player actions as well as independently of them. Philip Agre uses the 
phrase "grammars of action" to describe how human activit ies are 
coded for machinic parsing using linguistic and structural metaphors.

s 

Video games create their own grammars of action; the game controller 
provides the primary physical vocabularies for humans to pantom ime 
these gestural grammars. But beyond the controller, games also have 
their own grammars of action that emerge through gameplay. These 
grammars are part of the code. They help pass messages from object 

to object inside the machine's software. But they also help to articu

late higher-level actions, actions experienced in common game oc

currences such as power-ups o r network lag. 
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One may start by distinguishing twO basic types of action in video 
games: machine actions and operator actions. The difference is this: 
machine actions are acts performed by the software and hardware of 
the game computer, while operator actions are ac ts performed by 
plarers. So, winning Metroid Prime is the operator's act, but losing it is 
[he machine's. Locating a power-up in Super Mario Bros. is an operatOr 

act, but the power-up actually boosting the player character's health 
is a machine act. 

0( course, the division is completely art ificial-both the machine 
and the operator work tOgether in a cybernetic re lationship to effect 
the various actions of the video game in its entirety. The two types of 
action are ontologically the same. In fact, in much of gameplay, the 
twO act ions exist as a unified, single phenomenon, even if they are dis
tinguishable for the purposes of analysis. This book will not privilege 
one type of action over the othe r (as analyses of other media often 
do)-in video games the action of the machine is just as important 

as the action of the opera tOr. 
But, you may ask, where is the fun in a game played by an "opera

tor" and a "machine"r Video games can be intensely fun . They im
merse and enthrall. Time-wise, video games gamer significant invest
ment by players. This happens in gaming to an extent not seen in 
other mass media. Many games are rated at sixty or eighty hours of 
[Oral gameplay; some, like Sinu Online or World of Wam-aft , far exceed 
that. But a video game is not simply a fun toy. It is also an algori thmic 
machine and like all machines functions through specific, codifi ed 
rules of operation. The player- the "operator" -is the one who must 
engage with this machine. In our day and age, this is the site of fun. 
It is also the work site. I adopt the terms "operatOr" and "mach ine" 

nO( [Q diminish the value of fun , meaningful play but to stress that in 
the sphere of e lectronic med ia, games are fundamentally cybernetic 
software systems involving both o rganic and nonorganic :lctors. 

As the great German media theorist Friedrich Kittler wrote code 
is the only language that does what it says. Code is nOt only a Sy~[3C[ic 
and semantic language; it is also a machinic language. At runtime, 
code moves. Code effects physical change in a very literal sense. Logic 
gates open and close. Electrons fl ow. Display devices illuminate. Input 
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devices and storage devices transubstantiate between the physica l 
and the mathematical. Video games are games, yes, but more impor
mntiy they arc software systems; this must always remain in the fore 

front of one's analysis. In blunt terms, the video game Dope Wan has 
more in common with the fina nce software Quicken than it does with 
traditional games like chess, roulette. or billiards. Thus it is from the 
perspective of informalic software. of algorithmic cultural objects, that 

this book unfolds. 

Gamic act ion is custOmarily described as occurring within a separate, 
semiautonomous space that is removed from normal life. The French 
sociologist and anthropologist Roger Caillois writes that games arc 
"make.believe," that they are "accompanied by a special awareness of 
a second reality or of a free unreality, as aga inst reallife:>6 The Dutch 
cultural historian Johan Huizinga agrees, writing that play transpires 

"qu ite consciously outside 'ordinary' Iife."7 
Thus in addition to the previous spli t between machine and oper

ator, a second analytical distinction is possible: in video games there 
are actions that occur in diegetic space and actions that occur in 
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nondiegetic space. I adopt the terms "dieget ic" and "nondiegetic" 
from literary and film theory. But in the migration from one medium 
to another, the meaning of the terms will no doubt change slightly.8 
The diegesis of a video game is the game's total world of narrative 
action. As with cinema, video game diegesis includes both onscreen 
and offscreen elements. It includes characters and events that are 
shown, but also those that are mere ly made reference to or are pre
sumed to ex ist within the game situation. While some games may 
not have elaborate narratives, there always exists some sort of elemen
tary play scenario or play situation-Caillois's "second reality"
which functions as the diegesis of the game. In PONG it is a table, a 
ball, and twO paddles; in World of Warcraft it is twO large continents 
with a sea in between. By contrast, nondiegecic play elements are those 
elements of the gaming apparatus that are extemal to the world of 
narrative action. In fil m theory, "nondiegetic" refers to a whole series 

of formal techniques that are part of the apparatus of the film while 
still outside the narrati ve world of t he fi lm, such as a film's score or 
titles. With "nondiegetic" I wish to evoke this same terrain for video 
games: gamic elements that are inside the tOta l gamic apparatus yet 
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outside the portion of the apparatus that consti tutes a pretend world 
of character and Story. To be sure, nondiegetic elements are often 
centrally connected [Q the act of gameplay, so being noncliegetic does 
nO[ necessarily mean be ing nongamic. Sometimes nondiegetic ele
ments are fi rmly embedded in the game world. Sometimes they are 
ent irely removed. The heads-up display (HUD) in Deus Ex is non
diegetic, while the various rooms and environments in the game are 
diegetic:. O r in 8eqerk, pressing Start is a nondiegetic act, whereas 
shooting robots is a diegetic act. likewise, activating the Pause button 
in Max Payne is a nondiegetic act , but activating the slow-motion 
effect during a gunfight is a diegetic act. As will become evident, the 
nondiegetic is much more common in gaming than in film or litera
ture, and likewise it will be much more central to my study. In fact, 
I find that the need to employ the concept of the diegetic at all stems 
not from a desire to reduce games to narrative texts, but quite the 
opposite: since the nondiegetic is so important in video games, it is 
impossible not to employ the concept, even in a negative issuance. 
And indeed, in some insrances it will be difficul t to demarcate the 
difference between diegetic and nondiegetic acrs in a video game, for 
the process of good game continuity is to fuse these acts together as 

seamlessly as possible. 
The superimposition of these twO orthogonal axes- machine and 

operator, diegetic and nondiegetic-is a deliberate attempt to embrace 
a broad theory of gamic aC110n.9 I wish to make room here for the 
entire medium of the video game. In this model, pressing Pause is as 
significa nt as shoot ing a weapon. Chears are as significant as strate
gies. Other approaches might miss this. The four quadrants of these 
twO axes will provide the structure for the fest of the chapter. Thus I 
offer here fou r momenrs of gamic action. Each will uncover a differ
ent perspective on the fo rmal qualities of the video game. 

Pure Process 

The fi rst quadrant is about the machinic phylum and the vitali ty of 
pure matter. Consider Yu Suzuki 's Shrnmue. One plays Shrnmue by par
ticipating in irs process. Remove everything and there is stiU action, a 
gently stirring rhythm of life. There is a privileging of the quotid ian, 

Shenmue, Sega AM2, 2000 
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the simple. As in the films of Yasujiro Ozu, the experience oftime is 
important . There is a repetition of movement and dialogue ("On 
that day the snow changed to rain," the characters repeat). One step 
leads slowly and deliberately to the next. There is a slow, purposeful 

accumulation of experiences. 
When games like Shenmue are left alone, they often settle into a 

moment of equilibrium. Not a tape loop. or a skipped groove, but a 
state of rest. The game is slowly walking in place. shifting from side 
to side and back again to the center. It is running. playing itself, per
haps. The game is in an ambient state, an ambience act . Not all games 
have this action, hut when they do, they can exist in an ambience 
act indefi nitely. No significant stimulus fro m the game environment 
will disturb the player character. Grand Theft Auto 111 defaults to the 
ambience act. Almost all moments of gameplay in Final FantaSy X 
can momentarily revert to an ambience act if the gamer simply stopS 
playing and walks away. Shenmue, despite its clock, reverts to the 
ambience act. Things continue to change when caught in an ambi
ence act, but nothing changes that is of any importance. No stop
watch runs down. No scores are lost. If the passage of t ime means 
anything at all, then the game is not in an ambient state. It rains. 
The sun goes down, then it comes up. Trees stir. These acts are a type 
of perpetual happening, a living rableau. Ambience acts are distin
guishable from a game pause through the existence of micromove
menu-just like the small , visible movements described by Deleuze 
as the "affect-image." They signal that the game is still under way, 
but that no gameplay is actually hapJX!ning at the moment. The game 
is still present, but play is absent. Micromovements often come in 
the form of pseudorandom repetitions of rote gamic action, or ordered 
collections of repetitions that q'c1e with different periodicities to add 
complexity to the ambience act. The machine is still on in an ambi
ence act, but the operator is away. Gameplay recommences as soon as 
the operator returns with controller input. The ambience act is the 
machine's act. The user is on hold , but the machine keeps on working. 
In this sense, an ambience act is [he inverse of pressing Pause. While 
the machine pauses in a pause act and the operator is free to take a 
break, it is the opeT(lfor who is paused in an ambience act, leavi ng the 

machine to hover in a state of pure process. 
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The ambience act is an action executed by the machine and thus 
emanates outward to the operator (assum ing that he or she has stuck 
around fO witness it). In this sense, it fo llows the logic of the tradi
tionally expressive or representational forms of art such as painting 
or fi lm. The world of the game exists as a purely aesthetic object in 
the ambience act. It can be looked at; it is detached from the world, 
a self-contained expression. But there is always a kind of "charged 
expectation" in the ambience act. IC It is about possibility, a subtle so
licitation fo r the operator fO return. 

likewise there is another category related to the ambience act that 
should be described in slightly inverted terms. These are the various 
interludes, segues, and other machin ima that constitute the purely 
cinematic segments of a game. James Newman uses the term "off
li ne" to describe these moments of player passiv ity, as opposed to the 
" I· " f 1 I " on- me moments 0 actua gamep ay. Most video games incorpo-
rate t ime-based, linear animation at some point, be they the quick 
animations shown between levels in Pac-Man , or the high-budget 
sequences shot on fi lm in Enter the Manix. There is a certain amount 
of repurposing and remediation going on here, brought on by a nos
ta lgia for previous media and a fear of the pure uniqueness of video 
gami ng. (As McLuhan wrOte in the opening pages of UnderSlanding 
Media, the content of any new medium is always another medium.) 
In these segments, the operator is momentarily irrelevant-in the 
ambience act the operator was missed; here the operator is forgotten. 
But instead of being in a perpetual state of no action, [he c inematic 
elements in a game are highly irutrumental and deliberate, often carry
ing the burden of character development or moving the plot along in 
ways unattainable in normal gameplay. Cinematic interludes tran
spire within the world of the b'3me and extend the space or narrative 
of the game in some way. They are outside gameplay, but they arc not 
outside the narrative of gameplay. Formally speaking, cinematic inter
ludes are a type of grotesque fe tish ization of the game itself as ma
chine. The machine is put at the service of cinema. Scenes arc staged 
and produced from the mach ine either as rendered video or as proce
dural. in-game action. Hollywood-style editing and postproduction 
audio may also be added. So, ironically, what one might consider to 
be the most purely machinic or "digita l" moments in a video game, 
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the discarding of operator and gameplay to create machinima from 
the raw machine, arc at the end of the day the most nongamic. The 
necessity of the opcrntor-machine relationship becomes all [00 appar
ent. These cinematic interludes are a window into [he machine itself, 

oblivious and sclf-conrained. 
The actions outlined here are the first step toward a classifi cation 

system of action in video games. Because they transpire within the 
imaginary world of the game and are actions instigated by the ma
ch ine. I wi" call the first category diegetic machine acts . The material 
aspects of the game environment reside here, as do actions of non

player characters. This moment is the moment of pure process. The 

machine is up and funning-no more, no less. 

A Subjective Algorithm 

But , of course, video games are not as impersonal and machinic as all 
this. The operator is as important to the cybernetiC phenomenon of 
video games as the machine itself. So now let us look at an enti rely 
different moment of gamic action. As will become apparent in chap
ter 4, this second moment is the allegorical stand-in for political inter

vention, for hacking. and for critique. 
The second moment of b'3mic acrion refers to a process with spon

taneous origins but deliberate ends. This is gamic action as a subjec
tive algorithm. That is to say, in this second moment, video game 

action is a t\'pe of inductive, diachronic patterning of movements 
executed by individual actors or operators. LI We are now ready to 

explore the second quadrant of gamic action: nondiegeric operator acts . 
n,CSC are actions of configura tion. They are always executed by the 

operator and received by the mach ine. They happen on the exterior 
of the tl!O'l'ld of the game but are still part of the game software and 
completely imegnll to the play of the game. An example: the simplest 

nondiegetic operator act is pushing Pause. Pausing a game is an action 
by the operator that setS the entire game into a state of suspended 

animation. The pause act comes from outside rhe machine, suspending 
the game inside a temporary bubble of inactivity. The game freezes in 

its entirety. It is not simply on hold, as with the ambience act, nor 
has the machine softwa re crdshed. Thus a pause act is undamaging to 
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gameplay and is always reversible, yet the machine itself can never 
predict when a pause act will happen. It is nondiegetic precisely be
cause nothing in me world of the game can explain or motivate it 
when it occurs. Pause acts are, in reality, the inverse of what machine 
actions (as opposed to opera[Qr actions) are, simply because they 
negate action, if only temporarily. 

A nother example of the nondiegetic operator act is the use of 
cheats or game hacks. Many games have cheats built into them. Often 
these are deliberately designed into the game for debugging or testing 
purposes and only later leaked to the public or accidentally discov
ered by enterprising gamers. Like a pause, the cheat act is executed 
from outside the world of the game by the operator. It affects the 
play of the game in some way. This action can be performed with hard· 
ware, as with the Game G enie or other physical add-ons, but is more 
often performed via the software of the actual game, using a special 
terminal console or simply pressing predetermined button sequences. 
Shortcuts and tr icks can also appear as the result of additional scripts 
or software, as with the usc of macros in Ewrque.sr or add-ons in World 
of Warcraft , or they can be outright cheats, as in the abi li ty to see 
through walls in Counter-Strike. C heats are mostly discouraged by the 

gami ng community, for they essent ially destroy traditiona l gameplay 
by deviating from the established rule set of the game. But macros 
and add-ons are often tolerated, even encouraged. Likewise the use 
of a hardware emulator to playa video game can introduce new 
nondiegetic operator acts (a pause act, for example) even if they did 
not ex ist in the original game. 

Moving beyond these initial observations on the nondiegetic 
operator act, one can describe twO basic variants. The fi rst is confined 
~o the area of setup. Setup actions exist in all games. They are the 
mterstitial acts of preference sening, game configuration, meta-analysis 
of gameplay, loading or savi ng, selecting one player or two, and so 
on. The pause and cheat acts aTe both part of this category. It in
cludes a ll preplay, postplay, and interplay activity. 

Yet there ex ists a second variant of the nondiegetic operator act 
that is highly important and around which many of the most significant 

games have been designed. These are gamiC actions in which the act of 
"'nfig . . If · ·L . { pia ruranon I tse IS UK very $Ite 0 game 'Y. These are games oriemed 
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around undersranding and executing specific algorithms. All resource 
management simulations. as well as most real-time strategy (RTS) 
and tum-based games, are designed in this manner. In an RTS game 
like Warcrafc lll , actions of configuration can take on great impor
tance inside gameplay, not simply before it, as with setup actions. In 
Final FanwJ X the process of configuring various weapons and armor, 
interacting with the sphere grid, or choosing how the combat will 
unfold are all executed using interfaces and menus that are not within 
the diegetic world of the game. These activit ies may be intimately 
connected to the narrative of the game, yet they exist in an infor
matic layer once removed from the pretend play scenario of represen
tational character and story. These actions of configuration are often 
the very essence of the operator's experience of gameplay-simple 
proof that gaming may, even for limited moments, eschew the diegetic 
completely. (As I said in the beginning, the status of the diegetic 
will be put to the test here; this is one reason why.) Many simulators 
and tum-based strategy games like Civilivuion III are adept also at us
ing nondiegetic operator acts for large portions of the gameplay. 

But why should video games require the operator to become inti
mate with complex, multipart algorithms and enact them during 
gameplay? h makes sense to pause for a moment and preview the 
concept of interpretation that I take up more fully in chapter 4. For 
this I tum to Clifford Geertz and his gloss on the concept of "deep 
play." In the essay "Deep Play: NoteS on the Balinese Cockfight ." 
Geern offers a fantastically evocative phrase: "culture, this acted docu
ment."u There are three interlocked ideas here: There is culture, hut 
cul ture is a document, a text that follows the various logics of a semi
otic system. and finally it is an aclLd document. This places culture 
on quite a different footing than other nonacted semiotiC systems. 
(Certainly with literature or cinema there are important connections 
to the action of the author, or with the structure of discourse and its 
acted utterances, or with the action of reading, but as teX!5 they are 
not action-based media in the same sense that culture is and, I suggest 
here, video games are. Geern's observation, then, is not to say that 
culture is a text but to say that action is a text. In subsequent years 
th is has resonated greatly in cultural studies, particularly in theories 
of performance.) In "Deep Play," Geertz describes play as a cultural 
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pht:nomenon that has meaning. Because ,play is a c.ult~ral ~c t and 
because action is textual, play is subject to interpretation JUSt like any 
other text. The concept of "depth" refers to the way in which the 
more equaUy matched a cockfight becomes, the more unpredictable 
and volatile the outcome might be. The closer one is to an adversary, 
the more likely that entire reputations will be built or destroyed 
upon the outcome of the fight. So. in identifying deep pla~1 Geertz 
demonstrates how something entirely outside play can be incorpo

rated into it and expressed through it: 

What makes Balinese cockfighting deep is thus not money in itself, 
but what, the more of it that is involved the more so, mo~c:y cause! 
to happen: the migration of the Balinese status hierarchy m~o the • 
body of the cockfight .... The cocks may be surrogates for their o~nen 
personalities, animal mirrors of psychic form, bu.t the c.ocldight IS

or more exactly, deliberately is made to be-a Simulation of the 
social matrix, the involved system of cross-cutting, overlappmg, 
highly corporate groups-villages, Kingroups, irrigation societies, 
temple congregations, "castes" -in which il5 devotees. li ~e. ,:n~ as 
prestige, the necessity to affi rm it. defend it , celebrate 1l ' . J~tl fy If , 

and just plain bask in it (but not, given the su ongly ascnpu ve char
acter of Balinese stratification, to seek it), is perhaps the central 
driving force in the society, 50 also_ambulant penises, blood s:"ri
fices, and monetary exchanges aside- is it of the cockfight. This 
apparent amusement and seeming sport is, to take another phrase 
fTOm Erving Goffman, "a status bloodbath."\4 

Play is a symbolic action for larger issues in culmre. It is the expression 
of structure. "The cockfight is a means of expression," he writes. a It 
is an aesthetic, enacted vehicle for "a powerful rendering of life."16 

I want to suggest that a very similar thing is happen ing in Final 
FanlaS) X or The Sims. Acts of configuration in video games express 
processes in culture that are large, unknown, dangerous, and painful, 
but they do not express them directly. "The playful nip denotes the 
bite," wrote G regory Bateson, "but it does not denote wha~ would.be 
denoted by [he bite ."I? Acts of configuration are a rendering of I1fe: 
the transfonnation into an infomation economy in the United States 
since the birth of video games as a mass medium in the 1970s has 
precipitated massive upheavals in the lives of indiv iduals submitted 

Gamic Action. Four Moments 17 

[ 0 a process of retraining and redeployment into a new economy 
mediated by machines and other informatic anifacts. This transforma
tion has been the subject of much reAection, in the work of everyone 
from Fredric Jameson to Manuel Castells. The new "genera l equiva
lent" of informat ion has changed the way culmre is created and ex
perienced. The same quantitative modulations and numerical valua
tions required by the new information worker are thus observed in a 
dazzling array of new cultural phenomena, from the cut-up sampling 
cu lture of hip-hop to the calcu lus curves of computer-aided architec
tural design. In short, to live today is to know how to use menus. 
ACLS of configura tion in video games are but a footnote to this gen
era l transformation. So the second classificat ion of gamic actions I 
have proposed, nondiegetic operator acts, follows the same logic re
ve<lled in Geertz's analysis of the Balinese cockfight, or indeed Marx's 
understanding of social labor: just as the commodity form carries 
with in it a map for understanding all the larger contradictions of life 
under capitalism, and JUSt as the cockfight is a site fo r enacting vari
ous dramas of social relations, so these nondiegetic operatOr acts in 
video games are an allegory for the algori thmic structure of today's 
informatic culture. Video games render social realities imo playable 
fonn. I will return to this theme in chapter 4. 

With these first two momcms of gamic action in mind, one can begin 
to see the first steps towa rd a claSSification system. The fi rst moment 
of gamic action revea led diegetic machine acts, whi le the second 
moment revealed nondiegetic operator acts. I can now put together 
the first (wo axes in the claSSification scheme, pai ring diegetic oppo
site nondiegetic and machine opposite operator. 

I OIegeUc I Shenmue 

I O~t~ ~_M_aC_hlne----.J 
Final Fantasy X I Nondlegetlc I 
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The first tWO moments of gamic action therefore explore onc of 

the diagonal relationshi ps in this diagram. (Some of the other re la
tionships in the diagram will be examined shonly.) The first diagonal 
relationship is between (I) the action experience of being at the mercy 
of abstract informatiC rules (the atmosphere of the ambience act in 
Shenmlu.» and (2) the action experience of strucmring subjective play, 
of working with ru les and configurations (configuring and executing 
plans in Final FanUlSY X). One motion emanates outward from the 

machine, while the other proceeds inward into the machine. One 
deals with the process of infonnaria, and the other deals with the in
fo rmat ics of process. Like Shenmue , the artfulness of games like M)'51 
or /co is their ability lO arrest the desires of the operator in a son of 
poetry of the algorithm. n,e experience of ambience, of nonplay, is 

always beckoning in leo. Yet in nonplay, the operalOr is in fact moving 
his or her cxperience closer lO the actual rhythms of the machine. In 
this wa~', the desi res of the operator are put into a state of submission 
at the hands of the desires of the machine. This samc masochistic 

fasc ination is evident in M)'sL O ne doesn't play M)'St so much as 
one submi ts to it. h s intricate puzzles and lush renderings achieve 

/co, Sony Computer Entertainment , 2001 
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equivalent results in this sense. But with Warcraft 1Il or Civilization 
111 or any number of simulation games and RTSs, the contrapositive 

act ion experience occurs: instead of penetrating inlo the logic of the 
machine. the operatOr hovers above the game, one step removed from 
its diegesis, tweaking knobs and adjusting menus. Instead of being 
submissive, one speaks of these as "God games." Instead of experi
encing the algorithm as a lgorithm . one enacts the algori thm. In both 
cases, the operator has a distinct relationship to informatics, but it is 
a question of the composition of that relationship. Shenmue is an 
experience of informatics from within. whereas Final FanUl$)' X is an 
experience of infonnatics from above. Of course, the axes of my dia
gram still hold: Shenmue is primarily a game played by a machine, 
while Final Fantas)' X is primarily a game played by an operator; and 

likewise Shenmlle situates gameplay primarily in diegetic space. while 
Final FanUl$)' X situates gameplay primarily in nond iegetic space. 

The Dromenon 

I have waited thus far to engage directly with the twin concepts of 
"play" and "game," perhaps at my peril, in order to convey the bounded 
mili ty of the twO terms. As stated at the outset, a game is an activity 
defined by rules in which players try to reach some son of goa\. As for 
play, the concept is one of the least theorized, despite be ing so cen
tral to human activity.tS Huizinga's work in the 1930s. culminating 
in his book Homo Luderu , and Ca illois's 1958 book Man , Pill)" and 
Games both analyze playas a social and cultural phenomenon. 

Play is a voluntary activity or occupation executed within certain 
6xed limits of rime and place, according to rules freely accepted but 
absolutely binding, having its aim in itself and accompanied by a 
fee ling of tension, joy and tht consciousness thai it is ~di{{erent" 
from ~ord inary life."19 

This definition. from Huizinga, is the disti llation of his observations 
on the nature of play: that it is free , that it is not part of ordinary life, 
that it is secluded in time and place, that it creates order (in the 
for m of rules), and that it promOtes [he formation of communities of 
players. Caillois, revealing an unlikely intellectual debt to the earlier 
book (Caillois was a leftist and friends with the likes of Georges 
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Bataille; Huizinga was a cultural historian in the o ld school) , agrees 
almost point for point with Huizinga on the definit ion of play: ~ It 
appears to be an activity that is (1) free, (2) separate, (3) uncertain, 
(4) unproductive, (5) regulated, and (6) fi ctive."lO 

Huizinga makes overtures fo r play being a part of human life in irs 
many details. He argues for a direct connection to be made between 

play and cuhure, that play is nm simply something that ex ists within 
culture, but on the contrary that cuhure arises in and through play. 
"We have to conclude," he writes, "that civilization is, in its earliest 

phases, played. It does not come from play like a babe detaching itself 
from the womb: it arises in and as play, and never leaves it"; o r earlier 
in the text , "Cu lture arises in the fo rm of play .... It is played from 
the very beginning."ll But at the same time, Huizinga pays li ttle atten
tion to the material details of this or that individual moment of play. 
Instead he takes the concept of playas primary, stripping from it any
thing inessential. His rationale is that one must never start from the 
assumption that play is defined through something that is not play,ll 
and hence play for Huizinga becomes unassigned and detached, articu

lated in its essential form but rarely in actual form as game or medium. 
In the end, it is the very irreducibility of play for Huizinga - the nat

ural purity of it - that makes play less useful for an analysis of the 
specificity of video games as a medium. His book is so fa r removed 
from the medium that it can merely gesture a way fo rward, not pro

vide a core approach. 
While Huizinga and Caillois gene rally agree on the question of 

play, what distinguishes them is this: Cai llois moves beyond the for
mal definition of play, which he clai ms is "opposed to reali ty," and 
moves further to describe the "unique, irreducible characteristics" of 
games in their "mult itude and infinite variety."u This more material
ist approach is where CaiUois is most at home. He proceeds to map 
out four basic types of games (competitive, chance, mimicry, and panic 
o r "vertigo" games), each of which may fluctuate along a continuum 
from whimsical improvisation to being rule bound. A nd unlike Hui
zinga, Caillois is no t hesitant to mention actual games, as well as play 

activities, and group them tOgether accord ing to various trai ts. So in 
Caillois we have an attention to football and roulette, to kite fl ying 

and traveling carnivals. 
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But what Huizinga and Cail\o is have in common, and what con
fines their usefulness to the present single moment of gamic action, is 
that they both foc us specifica lly on the individual's experience dur
ing play. As socio logists, they naturally privilege the human realm 
over the technological realm; play is an Uoccupation" o r "activity" of 
humans (and a!.soof some animals). As theorists of play, they naturally 
regard nonplay as beside the question. Th is is fi ne for understanding 
"play" or "game" in genera l, but it only partially suffices for under
standing video games as a specifi c historical medium with definite 
tangible qualities. I have already described how in the ambience act, 
ga meplay is essentially suspended, but does this mean that the ambi
ence act is not part of what it means to playa video gamdOr I have 

also described the use of hacks and cheats as nondiegetic operator 
acts, which both H uizinga and Caillois would argue by defi ni tion 
threaten play (cheaters are "spoil-spons," claims Huizinga), but does 
this mean that hacks and cheats are not part of what it means to 

playa video game? If the object of one's analysis is a medium in its 
entirety, must only those aspects of the medium that resemble play or 
a game be considered ? Such an approach elevates an understand ing 
of "play" o r "game" pure and simple but, in doing so, ignores the vast 
detail of the medium in generaL To arrive at a definition of video 
games, then , one must take Huizinga and Ca illo is's concept of play 
and view it as it is actually embedded inside a lgorithmic game lOa
chines.l4 This d ifferent approach, owing more 10 media stud ies than 
to cultural anthropology, tr ies to work backward from the materia l at 
hand, approaching the medium in its entirety rather than as an instan
tiation of a specifi c element of human act ivity. Only then may one 
~ta rt to sift through the various traces and artifacts of video gaming 
In order to arrive at a suitable framework for interpreting it. This is 
why I do not begin this book with Huizinga and Caillois, as any num
ber of approaches would, but instead situate them here in thiS third 
mOment , in the intersection of the playi ng agent and the diegetic 
space of gameplay. 

This thi rd moment illum inates action in the way that action is 
most conventionally defined, as the deliberate movements of an indi
Vidual. Here Huizinga's understandi ng of the play e lement in sacred 
performances is revealing: 
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The rite is a dromenon, which means ~something acted," an act, 
action. That which is ena(:led, or the stuff of action, is a drama, 
which again mearu act, action represented on a stage. Such act ion 
may occur as a performance or a contest. The rile, or "ritual act" 
representS a cosmic happening. an event in the natural process. The 
word "represents," however, does not cover the exact meaning of 
the act, at least not in its looser, modem connotation; for here 
~ represcnta[ion" is really iderlliji.calion, the mystic repetition or 
rc.pt"tsmtacion of the event. The rite produces the effect which is 
then not so much shown figurati~~IJ as actuaU, reproduced in the 
act ion. The function of the rite, therefore. is far from being merely 
imitative; it causes the worshippers lO participate in the sacred 
happening iuelf. U 

Representation is a question of figuratively reshowing an action, 
Huizinga suggests, while play is an effect reproduced in the action. The 
dromenon, the ritual act, is thus helpful for understanding the third 
moment of gamiC action: the diegetic operator act. This is the mo
ment of direct operator action inside the imaginary world of game
play, and it is the part of my schema that overlaps most with Huizinga 

and Caillois. 
Diegetic operator acts are diegetic because they take place within 

the world of gameplay; they are operator acts because they are perpe
trated by the game player rather than the game software or any out
side force. Diegetic operator acts appear as either I1lOt!e acts or expressive 
aclS (two categories that are more variations on a theme than mutu
ally exclusive). Simply put, move acts change the physical position or 
orientation of the game environment. This may mean a translation 
of the player character's position in the game world, or it may mean 
the movement of the player character's gaze such that new areas of 
the game world are made visible. Move acts are commonly effected 
by using a joystick or analog stick, or any type of movement con
troller. In many video games, move acts appear in the form of player 
character motion: running, jumping, driving, strafing, crouching, and 
so on. but also in games like Terris where the player does not have a 
strict player character avatar, move acts still come in the form of spa
t ial translation, rotation, stacking, and interfacing of game tokens. 

But parallel to this in operator gameplay is a kind of gamic act that, 
simply, concerns player expression. Even a single mouse cl ick counts 
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here, These are actions such as select, pick, get. ro rate, unlock, open, 
talk, examine, use, fire, attack. cast, apply. type, emote. Expressive acts 
can be rather one-dimensional in certain game genres (the expressive 
act of firing in QIWke or Unreal, for example), or highly complex, as 
in the case of object selection and combination in strategy or adven

ture btames. 
Some games merge these various expressive acts. In Metroid Prime . 

firing one's weapon is used interchangeably both to attack and to 

open doors. In fact. experientially these acts are equivalent: they both 

exert an expressive desire outward from the player character to objects 
in the world that are deemed actionable. That one expressive act 
opens a door and another kills a nonplayer charac ter is insignificant 

from the perspective of gamic action. What is important is the cou
pling of act ing agent (the player character) and actionable object. 

Not everything in a game is available to the expressive act. There 
are actionable objects and nonactionable objects. Additionally, objects 
can change their actionable Status. For example, an Alien Slave in 
Half-Ufe is actionable when alive but nonactionable when killed, or 

a gold mine in \Y/arcrafr 111 is actionable when producing but nOt when 
collapsed. Actionable objects rna}' corne in the fonn of bunoos, blocks, 
keys. obsracles, doors, ..... ords. nonplayer characters, and so on. So in a 
text-based game like Adventure, actionable objects come in the form 
of specific object names that must be examined or used, whereas in 
Metroid Prime actionable objects are often revealed to the operator 
via the scan visor, or in Deus Ex actionable objects are highligh ted by 
the HUD. Nonactionable objects are inert scenery. No amount of 
effort will gamer results from nonactionable objects. The actionabil
ity of objects is detennined when the game's levels are designed. Cer
tain obje<:ts are created as inert masses, while others arc connecled to 
specific functions in the game that produce action responses. (During 
level design, some machine acts are also specified, such as spawn 
points, ligh ts, shaders, and hazards.) Available expressive-act objects 
tcnd to have different levels of significance for different genres of 
games. Advcnrure games like The Longest Journey require keen atten

tion to the action statuS of objects in the visual field . But in RTS 
games o r firsl-pcrson shooters, d iscovering the actionabil ity of new 
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objects is nor a primary goa l of gameplay; instead these genres hinge 
on interaction with known action objects, typically some combina
tion of ammo, health packs, and monsters. 

This d iscussion of diegetic operator acts, and the one before it on 
nondiegetic, may be documen ted through a sort of archaeological 
exploration of game controller design. Game controllers instantiate 
these twO types of acts as buttons, sticks, triggers, and other input 
devices. So whi le there is an imaginative fonn of the expressive act 
withi n the diegesis of the game, there is also a physica l form of the 
same act. In a PC-based game like Half~life. the operato r acts are lit
erally inscribed on various regions of the keyboard and mouse. The 
mouse ball movement is devoted to move acts, but the mouse but
tons are for expressive acts. Likewise, certain clusters of keyboard 
keys (A. W, S, D, Space, and C tr!) are fo r move acts, while others 
(R. E. F) are for expressive actS. But th is physical inscription is also 
va riable. While certain contro ller buttons, such as the PlayStation's 

Start and Select bunons, are used almost exclusively for nondiegetic 
operator acts, controller buttons often do double duty, serving in one 
capacity during certa in gam ic logics and in another capacity during 
others. For example, the Atari 2600 joystick, a relatively simple con
troller with button and directional stick, must facilitate all in-game 
operator acts. 

The Play of the Structure 

In "Slructure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences." 
Jacques Derrida focuses on the concept of play. He writes about how 
things "come into play," and refers to "the pia, of the structure," o r 
the "play of signification," or even simply "the play of the world ."l6 

Or"in Dis.semination, he writes of the "play of a syntax," o r the "play" 
Of. a cham of significations."l1 So at a basic level, play is simply how 
thmb'S transpire linguistica lly for Derrida, how, in a general sense. they 
happen to happen. But the concept is more sophisticated than it might 
seem, for it gets at the very nature of language. After c iting C laude 
Levi-Strauss on the practical impossibility of arriving at a total under
standi ng of language. that one can never accurately duplicate the 
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speech of it people without exhaustively recounting every word said 
in the past, words in circulation today, as well as all words [ 0 come, 
Derrida seizes on this type of useless pursuit of [orali ty to further ex

plain his sense of the word ~play": 

Totaliza tion , therefore. is somet imes defined as useless, and some
t imes as impossible. This is no doubt due to the fact that there are 
tWO ways of conceiving t he limit of rotalization . A nd 1 assen once 
more that these two determinatioru coexist in a non-expressed way 
in Levi.Strnuss's discourse. Totalization can be judged impossible in 
the c1asskal style: onc then refers lO the empirical endeavor of either 
a subject or a fi ni te discourse hopelessly panting afte r an in fin ite 
richness that it can never m:uter. There is 100 much and more than 

one can say. 

Then Derrida shifts to p lay. 

But nomotali ~a t ion can also be determined in anOther way: no 
longer from the smndpoint of a concept of finitude as relegation to 
the empirical, but from the standpoint of the concept of pla1 [jeul. If 
totaliz.uion no longer has any meaning, it is not because the infi nite
ness of a fic:ld cannot be covered by a finite glance or a fi ni te discourse, 
but bc:cause the nature of the field-that is, language and a finite 
language-exdudC$ totalization: th is field is in eff«t that of a game 
(jeu], that is to say, of a fic:ld of infinite substitutions in the dosing 
of a finite group. This field only allows these infinite substitutions 
because it is fi nite. that is to say, because instead of being an incom
mensurable field , as in the classical hypothesis, instead of being tOO 

large, there is something missing from it: a center which arrestS and 
grounds the play of substitutions. One could say- rigorously using 
that word whose scandalous signification is always obliterated in 
French- that this movement of play, permin ed by the lack, the 
absence of cemer or origin. is the movement of supp/tmenum'f1.18 

The field of language is therefore not q uantita tively but qualita

tively inadequate. It is a question no t of enlarging the fi eld but of 
refashion ing it internally. This process of remaking is what Derrida 
calls the movement of play.19 Using the logic of supplementarity, play 

reconstitutes the fi eld , not to create a new wholeness but to enforce a 
sort of pennanent state of non wholeness. or "nontotalization." Play is 

a SOrt of permanent agitation of the fi eld. a generative motion fi lli ng 
in the structure itself, compensating for it. but also supplementing and 
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sustaining it . "Transformative play," write Katie Salen and Eric Zim
mennan. "is a special case of play that occurs when the free movemenr 
of p lay alters the more rigid structure in which it takes place."JO Der
rida describes this generative agitation as fo llows: 

Play is the disruption of presence .... Turned towards the lost or 
impossible presence of the absent origin, [L~vi ·Strau ss's l structuralist 
thematic of broken immediacy is therefore the saddeIlL-d. negDlit'e. 
noslalgic. guilty. Rousseauistic side of the thinking of play whose 
Olher side would be the Niemchean affimuuion, Ihe joyous affinna
tion of the world in play aod of the innocence in becoming, the 
affirmation of a world of signs without fault. wi thOUI truth, and with· 
out origin which is offered to an active interpretation. This a{firmofion 
chen detennines the non-cemer o~ than as loss of rhe cenrer. And 
it plays without security. For there is a 5ure play: that which is limited 
to the subsritution of gi\lel1 and erilling. present, pieces. In absolute 
chance. affi rmation also surrenders itself 10 generic indetermimlt ion. 
to the .seminal advemure of the tmce.ll 

So although it is o ne of his mOSt prized pieces of termino IOb,)" Derrida 
doesn 't as much say what p lay is as use the concept of play to explain 
the nature of something else. namely, the structure of language. The 
word is lucky enough to be placed alongside other of Derrida's privi

leged concepts; it is paired in th is section with the supplement and 
the trace. A nd in Dissemination, the concept of play is described in 
such broad strokes and in such close pro ximity to writing itse lf that 
one migh t easily swap o ne term for the other. After describing the 
re lationship between playfulness and seriousness in Plato, Derrida 
observes. "As soon as it comes into being and into language, play 
t'Trues itself as such. JUSt as wri t ing must erase itself as such befo re 
frmh, etc. The point is that there is no as such where writing or play 
are concem ed."ll Play is, in this way, crucial to both language and 
Signification, even if play erases itse lf in the aCI of bringi ng rhe laner 
conceplS into ex isrence. 

So it comes full ci rcle. W ith Huizinga. play was held aloft as a 
thoroughly axiomatic concept, irreducible 10 anything more phenome
nologica lly primit ive. But with Geeru, the pure concept is put to the 
rigors of a close read ing. as any other textual form might be. And now 
with Derrida o ne is back to the concepl of playas pure positivi ty. If 
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Geertz's goal is the interpretation of play, then Derrida's goal is the 
play of interprel3tion. Play brings out (or Derrida a certain sense of 

generative agitation or ambiguity, a way of joyfully moving forward 
without being restricted by the retrograde structures of loss or absence. 
And like Maurice Blonde\'s coupling of truth with action, Derrida 
sought to replace so-ca lled textual rnuh with the generative tensions 
of active reading. 

Now we 3fe prepared to consicler [he founh type of gamic action, 
that of nondiegenc machine acr.s . These are actions performed by the 
machine and integral to the entire experience of the game but nOt 

contained within a narrow conception of the world of gameplay. This 
is the most interesting category. Included here are internal forces 
like power-ups, goals, high-score stats, dynamic difficulty adjustment 
(DDA), the HUD, and hea lth packs, but also external forces exerted 
(knowingly or unknowingly) by the machine such as software crashes, 

low polygon counts, temporary freezes, server downtime, and network 
lag. I say "narrow conception" because many nondiegetic machine 
acts such as power-ups or health packs are in fact incorporated di
rectly into the narrative of necessities in the game such that the line 
between what is d iegetic and what is nondiegetic becomes quite 
indistinct . 

The most emblematic nondieget ic machine act is "game over," 
the moment of gamic death. While somewhat determined by the per

formance of the operator, or lack thereof, death acts are levied fun 
damentally by the game itself, in res(X)nse to the input and over the 
contestation of the operator. A death act is the moment when the 
conrroller stOpS accepting the user's gameplay and essenrially turns 
off (at least temporarily until the game can segue to a menu act or 
straight back to gameplay). This moment usually coincides with the 
death of the operator's player character inside the game environment 
(or o therwise with the violation of specific rules, as when missions 

are called off in Splinter CeU). The games created by Jodi are perfect 
experiments in nondiegetic machine acts in general and death acts 
in particu lar. The code of the mach ine itself is celebrated, with all its 
illegibility, disruptiveness, irrationa li ty, and impersonalness. Jodi are 
what Huizinga calls spoilspons, meaning that their games intention
ally deviate from the enchanring order created by the game: 
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Jodi. Crr/-Spoce, 1998-99. Reproduced with permission of Jodi. 

Im ide the play-ground an absolute and peculiar order reigns. Here 
we come across another. very positive featu re of play: it creates order, 
is order. Into an imperfect world lmd into the confusion of life it 
brings a temporary, a limited perfection. Play demands order absolute 
and supreme. The least deviat ion from it "spoi ls the gllme," robs it of 
its character and makes it worthless .... Play casts II spell over us; it is 
~enchaming," "captivsling."B 

29 
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Jodi , err/·spacC'. Reproduced with pcnnis.sion of Jodi . 

1 c ite this pass.1ge to highligh t the dramat ic disagreement between 

Huizinga's positio n and that of Dcrrida (or Jodi, if o ne was foolish 

enough to request they take a posi tion o n things), With Huizinga is 

the notion that play muSt i i' some sense create order, but with Dcr
rida is the notion that play is precisely the deviation from order, or 
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further the perpetua l inability fa achieve order, and hence never 
wanting it in the first place. Admittedly, the "game over" of a game is 

not affirmative, to use Derrida's Nictz.schean terminology. but it is cer
tain ly no nccmcring, putting the gamer into a temporary state of d is
abili ty and submission . 

The death act is, properly placed. part of the first type of nondicgetic 

machine acts that I will call the dUabling act . These actions are any 

type of gamic aggression or gamic deficiency that arrives from outSide 
the world of the game and infringes negatively on the game in some 

way. They can be fatal o r temporary, necessary or unnecessary. So, as 

mentioned, all the following phenomena are included : c rashes, low 

polygon countS, bugs, slowdowns. temporary freezes, and networK lag. 

No actio n is mo re irritating to the gamer. Fo llo wing Huizinga, these 

actions have the ability to destroy the game from without. to disable its 

logic. But at the same time, they are often the most constitutive cate

!,'Ory of game acts, for they have the ability to define the outer bound

aries of aesthetics in gaming, the degree zero for an entire medium. 

The second type o f nondiegetic machine act comprises any num

ber of actions offered by the machine that enrich the operator's 

gameplay rather than degrade it. These should be called enabling acts. 

They are the absolute essence of smooth runtime in gameplay. With 

an enabling act, rhe game machine grants something to the operator: 

a piece of infonnation, an increase in speed, temporary invulnerabil

ity, an extra life. increased health. a teleportatio n portal, poinrs. cash, 

or some o ther bonus. Thus receipt or use of the aforemen tioned 

items-power-ups, goals, the HUD (excluding any input elementS), 

and health packs-all constitute enabling acts. The funct ionality of 

objectS, or their acrionalifJ, must be raken into account when consid

ering the status of enabling acts. Ine rt objects are no t included here. 

This category is the most clear contrapositive to the diegctic opera
tor acts discussed earlier. 

It is perhaps impormnt to stress that, while many of these enabling 

acts are the center of most games, they exist in an uneasy relat io nship 

to the diegetic world of the game. In fact, many enabling obj ects in 

games are integrated seam lessly in to the world of the game using 

SOme sort of trick o r disguise-what Eddo Stem calls "metaphorically 
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patched artifaC[s"J1- as with the voice recorders that are used as 
save stations in T he Thing or the HEV suit charging sradons that 
supplement health in Half-Ufe (or even erased from the object world 
of the game, as with the act of leani ng against a wall to regain health 
in The GewWIl,). Thus the "xyzry" command in Adventure , which tele

portS the player character ro and from home base, is technically a non
diegetic machine act, but its nondiegetic status is covered over by the 
narrative of the game, which insists that the command is a magic 
spell, and thus, although it is nondiegetic, the command cooperates 
with the diegesis rather than threatening it. The same xyzzy logic is 
at work with the taxis in Vice City that. after the player character dies, 

transpon h im back to the previous mission. This wormhole through 
space and time reveals the tension often present in games whereby 
diegetic objects are used as a mask to obfuscate nondiegetic (but nec
essary ) play functions. 

Beyond the d isabling and enabling acts, there is an additional cate
gory of nondiegetic machine acts worth mentioning. These are any 
number of macrunic embodimenu that emanate outward fro m a game 
to exert the ir own logic on the gamic form. For example, the graphic 
design of the aliens in the A tari 2600 version of Space Invaders is a 
d irect embodiment of how a byte of data, equivalent to e ight zero-or

one bits, may be represented as a strip of eight pixels turned on o r off. 
The alien invaders are nothing more than a series of byte strips stacked 
together. J5 This is math made visible. 

T he shape and size of Mario in the NES version of Super Mario 
Bros. is determined not simply by art istic intention o r narrat ive logic 
but by the design specifica tions of the 8-bit 6502 microch ip d riving 
the game software. Only a certain number of colors can be written to 
the NES screen at one time, and thus the design of Mario follows the 
logic of the machine by using only specifi c colors and specifi c palettes. 
But this is not a simple determ inism on the macro scale of what 
exists on the micro scale . There are also other influe nces from the 

logic of informatics that affect the nature of certain gamic actions. 
O ne example is multithreading and object-oriented programm ing 
that creates the conditions of possibili ty for certain formal outcomes 
in the game. When one plays State of Emer~, the swarm effect of 
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rioring is a forma l anion enacted by the game on the experience of 
gameplay and incorporated into the game's narrative. Yet the forma l 
qua lity of swarming as such is still nondiegetic to the extent that it 
fi nds its genesis primarily in the current logic of informatics (emer
gence, social networks, art ificia l life, and so on) rather than in any 
necessa ry element in the narrative, itself enlisted to "explain" and 
incorporate this nondiegetic force into the story line (a rior) after 
the fac t. 

Other transformations in material culture may also reappear in 

b'tlmes as nond iegetic emanations. Consider the difference between 
arcade ga mes and home computer or console games. A rcade games 
aTe generally installed in public spaces and require payment [ 0 play. 
Computer and console games, on the other hand, ex ist primarily in 
the home and are typically free to play once purchased. This material 
difference has tended to structure [he narrative flow of games in fWO 

very different ways. Arcade games are often designed around the con
cept of lives, wh ile console games are designed around health. For 
example, in arcade Pac-Man, a single quarter gives the player a fixed 
number of lives, whereas in SOCOM the player must maintain health 
above zero or else die. Arcade games are characterized by a more quan
tized set of pena lties and limi tations on play: one quarter equa ls a 
certa in number of lives. Console and computer games, by contrast, 
offe r a more fl uid continuum of gameplay based on replenishment and 
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exhaustion of a qualirat ive resource. Save srations extend this logic 
on the console and computer platforms, resulting in a more continu
ous, unrepeating sense of gameplay. And at the same moment in his
tory, one may document the invention of the pause act as a standard 
feature of video games (the pause act is essentially absent from the 
arcade). Supe1" Mario Bros., which was released first for the arcade 
and then, fa mously. for the home console Nintendo Entertainment 
System, exists on the threshold between these twO nond iegetic 
machine embodiments. On the one hand, the game retains the con
cept of lives fa miliar to the arcade format, bm on the other hand, the 
game uses a variety of power-ups that strengthen the relative vitality 
of any single life. A single Mario life may be augmented and crippled 
several times before being killed ouuight, thereby exhibiting a primi 
tive version of what would later be known as health. Super Mario 
Bros. was nOt the fi rst game to do this, but it remains emblemat ic of 
this transformation in the early to mid-19BOs. Games like Gaunllel 
accomplished the reverse: the game remained popular as an arcade 
game, yet it used an innovative technique whereby quarters bought 

health rather than lives. 
It is in this sense that Derrida's conception of play becomes quite 

important , for nondieget ic machine acts can be defined as those ele
ments that create a generative agiwfion or ambiguity-what Genette 
calls metalepsis-between the inside of the game and the outside of 
the game, between what constitutes the essential core of the game 
and what causes that illusion (literally, " in-play") {Q be undone. The 
lives-health distinction (or me graphic design of B-bit sprites) did not 
impinge on the various narrat ives of arcade and early home games
they are well motivated in gameplay, bm in many cases nondiegetic 
machine acts are consummate unplay, particularly when dealing with 
crashes and lags celebrated in the Jodi variant. Sti ll , this does not 
exempt them from be ing absolutely intertwined with the notion of 
play. Mewl Gear Solid celebrates this inside-outside agitation with 
the boss Psycho Mantis. The villain's supposed powers of mind con
trol are so powerful that they break out of the game console entirely, 
at times pretending to interrupt the normal functioning of the tele
vision display. Mantis also uses his psychic powers to refer to other 
games that the player has played, a trick enabled by surrept it iously 
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scanni ng fi les on the console's memory card. Then, in the most griev
ous violat ion of diegetic illusion , the player is required physically {Q 

move the game controller from port one {Q port two on the console 
in order to defea t Mant is. T his brief moment of unplay does nOt 
destroy the game but in fact elevates it to a higher form of play. Even 
if the player does not believe that Mantis is a true psych ic, the use 
of nondiegetic machine acts- requiring, in response, a nondiegetic 
operator act to continue playing- remains effective precisely because 
it follows the loop of supplementari ty described in Derrida. The nar
rative follows faithfully enough to expla in breaking the diegesis, and 
after the short diversion the player is safely returned to normal game
play. Several m her narrat ive games such as Max Payne conta in simi 
lar "Mantis momems" where the game deliberately breaks the fourth 
wall. In a strange, drug-induced state, the Payne character breaks out 
of the diegetic space of the game to view himself as a SOrt of mari
onen c within the world of gameplay: 

MAX'S W IFE (voice-over): You are in a computer game, M ax. 

MAX (voice-over): The truth was a burning green crack through 
my brain. Weapon statistics hanging in the air, glimpsed OU I of the 
corner of my eye. Endless repetit ion of the ael of shooting, lime 
slowing down to show off my moves. The paranoid fed of iIOmeone 
comrolling my every step. I uw in a com/N1tT gantt. Funny as hell, il 
was the most horrible thing I ~ould think of.ll> 

This generative agitation may be explored further by looking at 
the interface of the first-person shooter. There are two layers at play 
here that would seem to contradict and disable each other. The first 
is the full volume of the world, extending in three dimensions, var
ied, spatial, and textured. The second is the HUn, which ex ists in a 
flat plane and is overlayed on top of the fi rst world. This second layer 
benefits from none of the richness, dynamic motion, or narrative illu
sion of the fi rst layer (a few notable counterexamples like Mefroid 
Prime notwithstanding). The HUn has instead a sort of static, infor
Illaric permanence, offering information or giving various updates to 

the operator. In Derrida's vocabulary, the HUD ex ists as a supplement 
to the rendered world. It completes it, but only through a process of 
exteriority that is unable aga in to penetrate its core. The HUD is 
uncomforwble in irs Iwo-dimensionalilY, but fo rever there it will stay, in 
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a relationship of incommensurability with the world of the game, 
and a metaphor for the very nature of play itself, The play of the 

nondiegetic machine act is therefore a play within the various semi
otic layers of the video game. It is form playing with other form. 

O ne should always speak of waning agitations o r waxing agita

tions. In the diegelic machine act, the intensities of gameplay slow 
to near equilibrium, but at that same moment the game world is fun 
of action and energy. The diegetic operator act is also defined through 
intensities, or vectors of agitation: the time-based unfo lding of a game 
is never smooth or consistent but is instead marked by a wide vari

ance in the agitation of movement, whereby one moment may be 

quite placid and unagitated , but ano ther moment ~a~ be ~t~rated 
with motion and violence. Often these differences 10 mtenslt!es are 
incorporated d irectly into gameplay- the shadows versus the light 

in Manhunt , for example, o r the intensities of safe spaces versus hos

tile spaces in Halo. Nondiegetic operator acts, defined as the: w~re 
in terms of configurat ion, are also about probabilistic custOffi tzation 
and local calibrations of opt ions and numbers (the depletion and aug

mentation of statistical parameters like hunger and energy in The Sims) . 
And, as discussed, nond iegetic machine acts are about the various in

tensities of agitation between the various layers of the game itself, 
whether it be the agitation between tWO- and three-dimensionalitY, 
o r between connectivity and disconnectivity, o r between gameplay 

and the lack thereof. Games are always about getting from here to 
there. They require local differentials of space and action, not an 
abstract navigation through a set of anchored points of reference. 

Taking all four moments together, one may revisit the earlier dia

gram. This is an incomplete diagram in many ways. To be th~roug~ , 
one should supplement it with a consideration of the relationship 
between twO or more operators in a muhiplayer game, for the very 
concept of d iegetic space becomes quite complicated with the addi
tion of multiple players. Likewise the machine should most likely be 
rendered internally complex so that the game world could be consid· 
ered in distinction to the game engine driving it. Nevertheless. the 
active experience of gaming is here displayed via four different mo· 

ments of gamic act ion. 

movo act 
Om 

Operator 

configure 
menu act 
pa"'" 
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game over 
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The interpretive fra mework presented in this chapter a ims to be as 
inclusive as possible. I have de liberately avoided the assumption
incorrect, in my view-that video games ate merely games that people 

play on compUlers. Such a position leads to a rather one-dimensional 
view of what video games are. I have also tried to avoid privileging 

either play or narrative, another tendency that is common in other 
approaches. There are many significant aspects of gaming that hap
pen completely outside play proper (e.g., the setup act) or are not 
pan of a traditional narrative (e.g., machinic embod iments). Thus I 
suggest that video games are complex, active media that may involve 
both humans and computers and may transpire both inside d iegetic 
space and outside diegetic space. ' 

In sum , because of my starting assumption - that video games are 
nO[ just images or stories or play or games but acrions - J have outlined 
a four-part system for understanding act ion in video games: gaming is 
a pure process made knowable in the machinic resonance of diegetic 
machine acts; gaming is a subjective algotithm , a code intervention 
exerted from both within gameplay and without gameplay in the fonn 
of the nondiegetic operator actj gaming is a ritualistic dromenon of 

players transported to the imaginary place of gameplay, and acted out 
in the form of diegetic operator acts; and gaming is the play of the 
Structure, a generati ve agi tat ion between inside and outside effected 

through the nondiegedc machine act. A theoretical ana logue for the 
firs t moment would be the vita li ty of pure matter, the machin ic phy
lum. For the second . if would be poli t ica l intervention, hacking, cri
tique, outside thought. The third would be desire, utopia , and the 
SOcia l. A nd a theoretical analogue for the fourth moment would be 
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Gamic Action 

Type of Shop. 0/ QuaIiry of Emblemalic 

gamic action Categories ocrion ocrion .'"'''' 
Diegetic Ambience a CI , Process Informati!.: . Ico, MJ!I . 

machine act machinirna atmospheric Shenmue 

Nondie~t ic Act5 of con- Algorithm Simulation, Warcra!1 Ill , 

operator ael figuration . mmcriai Fliglll Simuiawr. 

setup act Final FanuuJ X 

Diegetic Movement aCI , Play Rule-based, Ttkken, Merroid 

operator act cl(pressivt act singular Prime , Holt-Life 

Nondiegetic Disabling aC I, Cod, Swarms, Dance Dance 

machine ael enabling act, patterning, Revolution , 

machinic relationality SOD, Slart of 
embodiments EmcrgenC)' 

ecriture, the supplement, the new. These arc fou r moments, four sug
gest ions. They should in no way be thought of as fixed "rules" for 
video games, but instead are tendencies seen to arise through the 
examination of the panicular games listed here at this time. These 
are nOt ideal types; they are, rather, provisional observations that 
spring from an analysis of the material specificities of the medium. 

2 

O rigins of the First-Person Shooter 

The beginning of a med ium is that historical moment when some
thing ceases to represent irself. "The theater brings onto the rectan
gle of the stage, one after the other, a whole series of places that are 
foreign to one another," wrOte Foucault in one of his infrequent for
ays into aesthetics. "Thus it is that the cinema is a very odd rectan
gular room, at the end of which, on a two-dimensional screen, one 
sees the projection of a three-dimensional space."1 The mOl'ie theater 
is a complex intersection of seemingly incommensurate med ia envi
ronments: a three-dimensional space is used for viewing a twO
dimensional plane that in tum represents the illusion of another three
dimensional space. Likewise today the cinema is burring up against 
another seemingly incommensurate medium, the video g:lIne. They 
arc no less different as two dimensions are from three. Yet it is a cliche 
IOday to claim that movies are becoming more and more like video 
games. What exactly does such a cla im mean ? Today video games 
and fil m are influencing and incorporating each other in novel ways. 
Through a historical transformation that he calls the "automation of 
Sight," Lev Manovich wri tes how the camera has adopted a more and 

" 
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more machinic gaze with the passage into the digitaJ.2 One witnesses 
this transfonnation firsthand in the clin ical, disembodied tracking 
shots in Panic Room, or in the digital effects of The Macrix, itself often 
criticized for looki ng too much like a video game. 

But ignoring for a moment all the pizzazz of digital effects in movie
making, there exists a much simpler visual technique that one may 
use to examine how cinema and gaming are constituted as similar 
and dissimilar media formats: the use of the first-person subjective 
camera angle. I would like to explore this shift through the following 
proposition: In fi lm, the subjective perspective is marginalized and 
used primarily to effect a sense of a lienation, detachment, fea r, or 
violence, while in games the subjective perspective is qu ite common 
and used to achieve an intuitive sense of mOlion and action in game
play. This claim will mOSt certainly rankle some readers, so I should 
first clarify a few things before continuing. 

The Subjective Shot 

Generally speaking, fi lm technique involves the staging of action by 
characters and the recording of that action by elements of the film 
apparatus_ Paul Willemen, in his essay "The Fourth Look," has de
scribed the various visual axes that exist in a typica l fi lmic scenario: 
the camera's look, the audience's look, the intradiegetic look between 
characters, and the fou rth look, "the look at the viewer" by an 
onscreen character.l ln the classical Hollywood style, the firs t and sec· 
ond looks are often subordinated to the third. The fourth look is gen· 
erally avoided, since it forces the viewer to confront his or her own 
voyeuristic pos i t ion .~ However, occasionally the strict separation of 
these four looks is not so carefully observed. Occasionally, twO of the 
looks-the look of the camera and the look of a single character
merge together, so that the camera lens and the eyes of a character 
become one. This resuhs in a rather extreme first-person point-of. 
view shot, where the camera pans and tracks as if it were mounted on 
the neck of a character. When the camera fuses with a character's 
body, the viewer sees exactly what the character sees, as if the camera 
"eye" were the same as the character " \." The camera merges with 
the character both visually and subject ive ly. In a sense, this type of 
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firs t-person shot is the spatial opposite of Willemen's fou rth look. 
They are like two vectors, one pointing outward and one pointing 
inward. They constitute a grand ax is that extends outward from the 
viewer's eyes, pierces the screen, enters the diegesis of the fi lm, and 
backs out again. It is this grand ax is that creates so much difficu lty in 
ci nema. The difficulty is so great that both types of shot are largely 
~I voided, and when they arc used, they signify a problematic form of 
vision (which I will describe later). 

It is important to Stress the difference between the subjective shot 
(when the camera shows what the actual eyes of a character would 
see) and the more genera l point-of-view (PaY) shot. PaY shots show 
approx imately what a character would see. They show the perspec
tive more or less from the character's vantage point. Yet subjective 
shots mean [Q show the exact physiological or emotional qualities of 
what a character would see. In other words, the roy shot tends to 
hover abstractl y in space at roughly the same diegeric locat ion of a 
character. But the subjective shot very precisely positions itself inside 
the skull of that character. It is a question less of type than of degree. 

The roy shot is most commonly illustrated by considering the 
shot/reverse-shot sequence in which a character is first shown looking 
at SOmethi ng, and then the camera swings in reverse [Q a roy shot 
to see what he or she was looking at. Correct eyeline matching is 
employed to create the illusion of a coherent visual space. T he POY 
shot is nothing more than an approx imation of a character's vision. 
It is not an exact re-creat ion of that vision , for it docs not resemble 
hu man vision in any physiologica l or subjective sense. If it did, it 
would nOI be stationary but would fli t and jostle around; it wou ld be 
interrupted by bli nking eyelids, blurrings, spots, tears, and so on. In 
conventional fi lmmaking, the POY shot always ignores the physiol
O!.'Y of vision. What happens instead is a son of surrogate point of 
View, a shot that has the same vector as the character's line of sight 
but in rea lity is more like a camera on a tripOO rather than the char
acter's true vision. The roy shot is an abstract shot, an iconographic 
subst itute for the character's vision . It pre tends to be from the char
acter's poin! of view, from a perspective, not verily through his or her 
OWn eyes, with all the blinks, blurs, and jiggles- not to menrion raw 
subjectivity_ that that would entail. 
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Another usage is the "masked POV" shot , often used to represent 
binocular vision (or vision through a telescope, camera, or keyhole). 
This shot is easy to notice: the edge of the frame is obfuscated with a 
curved, black masking. The masking actS as visual proof that the audi
ence is seeing exactly what the character is seeing through his or her 
own eyes. These shots are generally very short takes. They serve simply 
to offer some piece of visual evidence to the viewer. But their relation
ship to the subjective shot is fl imsy at best, for the cinema's binocular 
shot doesn't accurately capture what it looks like to peer through binoc
ulars-in human vision, the two lens images tend to overlap and 
fuse into a single circle. Moreover, because real human vision does 
not come in a tidy, rectangular aspect ratio, one never actually notices 
the blackness at the edge of the image. The sideways figure-eight 
masking is simply the best that cinema can muster to approximate 
what binocular vision looks like. Cinema's binocular shot, then, is a 
type of icon for binocular vision, not an honest- to-goodness substi

tute for it. 
The collect ion of visible evidence is often crucial in fi lms, and the 

rov shot is commonly used to present to the audience evidence neces
sary [Q the fi lm's narrative. The binocular shot is almost always used 
to convey some sort of visual fac t to the viewer. Letters, telegrams, 
and nQ[es are si milar, as in Casablanca when lisa's good-bye note is 
pasted fl at on the screen for the audience to read and then yanked 
back into diegetic space by a dusting of heavy rai ndrops. These shots 
are a holdover from the intertitles of the silent era . They walk the 
line between being a POV shot and being a subjective shot. Films 
like Antonioni's Blow-Up, Hitchcock's R CaT Window, or Greenaway's 
The DraughLSman's Contract all rely on the collection and analysis of 
visible evidence. Further, one might also consider fi lms focusing on 
audio evidence, such as De Palma's Blow Out or Coppola's The Can
tIeT$arion, or the subjective evidence of memory, as in Kurosawa's 
Rashomon, or even the evidentiary gaze of video games like leo. As 
Grace Kelly says at the narrative crossroads of Rear Window, "Tell me 
everything you saw ... and what you think it means. " 

But certain cri tical observations, like this one written in passing 
by Fredric Jameson , complicate the discussion so far on the POV shQ[: 
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Mpoinl of viewM in the strictest sense of seeing through a character's 
e)'es-as in Delmar Daves', Dark PIlSUIgC 119471 or Roben Mont
gomery's The Lady m w L.akt 11946I- has been a very marginal 
narnltive procedure indeed. S 

Or as David Bordwell and his coauthors put it, very few fil ms are 
dominated by a single character's perspect ive, much less a character's 
subjective perspective: 

If we take point-of-view to be an optical subjectivity, no classical 
lilm, not even the vaunred but misdescribed Lady m w L.akt (1947), 
completely conlines iuelf to what a character sees. If we regard a 
character's poinl-of-view as comprising what the character knows, 
"'e still lind very few classkalli lms that restriCl themselves to this 
degree .... The classical lilm typically contairn a few subjective 
point-of-view shots (usually of printed matter read by a character), 
but these are linnly anchored in an "objective" frame of re(erence.6 

Let us consider in greater detail the type of POV shot that does pre
lend to emanate from the eyes of a particular character: the subjec
live shot. Like POV shotS, subjective shots happen when two of the 
looks. the look of the camera and the look of a single character, merge 
together as one. Yet subjective shots are more extreme in the ir phys
iological mimicking of actual vision , for, as stated, they pretend to 
peer outward from the eyes of an actual character rather than simply 
10 approximate a si milar line of sight. Thus subject ive shots are much 
more volatile. They pitch and lurch. They get blinded by light or go 
blurry. And within the diegesis, they elicit Willemen's "fourth look" 
often, as other characters address the camera direcd y (in an attempt 
to maintain the illusion that the camera is actually another character). 
As Jameson writes, subjective shots are marginal, and J can see two 
reasons why he would think so: they are materially marginalized in 
that they happen relatively infrequent ly within the apparatus of film
making, and they are aesthetically margina lized in that they repre
sent only specific moods and situations. 

As both Jameson and Bordwell suggest, Roben Montgomery's noir 
experiment Lady in tN: LaJre is the most fu lly formed early example of 
the subjective shot.' In this fi lm, the camera becomes one with the 
main character, Marlowe. Nearly every shot in the fi lm is shot as if it 
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Lod, in me 1Ak , direcled by Roben Montgomery, 1947 

were from the eyes of Marlowe. Thus the typical Hollywood conven· 
tions of sho t/reverse shot, continuity editing, and so forth are shed to 
facilitate a new experimental convention, the merging of tWO "looks." 
The fil m attempts to move in real t ime-not true, we learn upon 
discovery of carefully hidden ellipses and cms-but nevertheless, as 
Marlowe sees events in the world, the viewer sees them too. Images 
become evidence. (Indeed, the fi lm eventually turns on a visual trick 
in which the viewer, as Marlowe, sees the cops approaching from a 

fi re escape behind the crooked cop-a fact that the crooked cop is 
not willing to believe, since he is not privy to the special merging of 

looks affo rded the viewer.) 
Unfortunately the visual experimenr of Lady in Ihe /....ake made 

idenrification problematic. Critics at the time called the subjective 
sho t "gimmicky" and "fl awed." Pascal Boniner called it "more ti ring 
than fascinating:'3 (The early 19505 television cop show Th£ Plain~ 
clothesman used the same conceit with slightly more success.) Each 
time Marlowe's body is also shown onscreen-in a mirror, when smok· 
ing, when crawling, being kissed , and so on - the illusion of the sub· 

jective shot is broken, and the viewer is reminded of the camera 
lens's failure to merge fully with Marlowe's own optics. The audience 
is thus trapped inside a sort of failed forma l experiment, and the 

suturing together of the fil mic apparatus begins ro fray. 
J. P. Telon e describes the detached, dreamlike quali ty of the fi lm 

in which the viewer's avatar (Marlowe) both acts and sees itself acting: 

As tne fi lm opens, Marlowe is tne sole object in the image field, liS he 
comments upan the role of the detective. With our incarnation in his 
presence, through that pervasive subjective camera, he also becomes 
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tnat which is, after a fashion, ~loS[" for most of the narrnth-e and th 
the ~ject of our own searching throughout the film, although mos~s 
obVIOusly when that absence is underscored by the mllny acknowl. 
edgements of Marlowe's presence, such as the mirror reflections or 
the guns aimed at his off·screen perspective. That enigmatic detach. 
me~t , of course, as we bOlh act and see ourselves in action, aga in 
tYPifies the dream experience.9 
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The same sense d detachment, claustrophobia, and rv:::nidentification per. 
\'ades the first hour of Dark Pas"/H'e in whi"h th· . h "'"6 '" ... mmn c aracter, 
played by Humphrey Bogart, moves and talks in the first person not 

unlik~ th~ technique used in Lady in the l...ak. But the subjeCtive' per. 
spectlve IS only a ploy in this film, as the taxi scene demonstrates 
with Bogart's face deliberately bathed in shado w. The first section of 

the fi lm i~ a cinematic conceit for not showing Bogart's presurgery 
f(l ce, and In that sense it is better mOtiv(lted by the narrative than 
was Montgomery's film. But the subjective shots end after the plastic 
surgery, and the film returns to the shot conventions of classical 
Hollywood. It seems that only a sca lpel can rid this film of the sub. 
jective camera angle. 

While Lady in the Lake and Dark Passage are fascinating examples, 
they are no t indicative of the vast majority of subjective shots used 
in the c inema. Edward Branigan is authoritative in th is area. He can. 
trasts the POV sho t with the subject ive shot (which he terms the 

"pe~ceptio~" shor), claiming that one is characterized by relative 
clancy, whtle rhe other is characterized by diffic ulty: 

In the case of character sight, what is important is not 50 much that a 
character 5«S something, but Ihal he experiences difficulty ill seeing. 
What is revealed is not the external object of a glllnce nor an inter. 
nal state of the characler, but a condit ion of sight itself. This feature 
of character vision is exploited in the perception [Le., subjectivel 
Structure which differs (rom the rov structure in one imparlan! 
respect: In rov there is no indication of II character's mental con. 
~ition~the. character is only "present"-whcrells in the perception 
[I.e., subJectlvel shot a Signifier of mental condit ion has been added 
to an optical rov. IO 

Thus c '1· d . , [Q taCI Itate a eeper analYSIS of the subjective shoe, there are 
two general observations worth ment ioning, First, while POV shots 
ate ubiquitous, subjective shots are much less common in narrative 
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filmmaking. Lady in the l....ake and Dark Passage notwithstanding, most 
narrative films don't include a single subjective shot , and in the films 
that do, there are generally only a handful of subjective shots used to 
achieve very specific resul ts. Second, when a subjective shot is used, 
it generally signifies some rype of negative vision. This is the "difficulty" 
that Branigan mentioned. It is sometimes an evil vision , or an in
human one, or simply a moment of alienation or detachment within 
a character. Few other shot styles are as closely associated with such a 
specifically defined mood. Yes, there are exceptions to these rules: 
for example, there is nothing inhuman or evil about Peter O'Toole's 
director's-eye shot of a bitten apple near the beginning of The Stunt 
Man , but the image is tOO quick to render much cinematic affect; 
likewise the use of the first person for a Steadicam shot at the start of 
Wild Thing$ does linle more than forecast the twists and rums of the 
film as a whole. Yet I hope to point out in what follows the largely 
alienating qualities of the vast majority of subjective shots in use in 

mainstream narrative film. 

Mmtal Affect 
One of the most common uses of the subjective shot is to show the 
optical perspective of a drugged, drowsy, drunk, or otherwise intox i
cated character.11 Samuel Fuller used mis type of subjective shot in me 
opening sequence of The NakLd Kiss. Here Kelly (Constance Towers) 
repeatedly strikes her inebriated male opponent. The combat is fi lmed 
from the opponent's subjective viewpoint looking back at her, and he 
is beaten down in a drunken stupor. The use of the subjective camera 
in this sequence is quite violent and unsettling, meant to convey not 
only the character's drunkenness but also the attacker 's vitriol. The 
counroom scene in SuJlit'an's Trat'fls uses the subjective perspective 
in a similar fashion. In this scene , John Su liivan (Joel McCrea) has 
suffered a head injury and is delirious. The camera is shot in the first
person perspective, using filters to blur and obfuscate the shot. The 
techn ique is designed to mimic the character's traumatized subjective 
sensations. The camera's visual confUSion approximates his own phys
iological trauma. In Black Narrusus, to cite another example, at the 
moment when Sister Ruth succumbs to her earthly passions. the cam
era cuts to a subjective shot that glows bright red. Then the camera 
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NowrWUj. directed by Alfred Hitchcock, 1946 

careens to the fl oor, and the screen eclipses to a wash of royal blue 
after she fa ints. Her physiological state. intoxicated with paSSion, is 
conveyed to the viewer using the subjective shot. In still another ex
ample, from Hitchcock's Notoriotu, after Alicia is gradually subdued 
by a forced diet of narcot ics, the sequence switches to a subjective 
camera, warping and blurring [Q depict her visual delirium. A simi lar 
shot is used in Alicia's drunk-driving scene; only then liquor and 
windblown hair obscure her vision instead of poison. In SpeUbound , 
Hitchcock does the same: J. B.'s subjective shot through a glass of 
mi lk (which is spiked with bromide) ex ists purely to cantilever the 
character's physiognomy (rom psychot ic trance to drug-induced 
slumber. 

Detachmem or Disumcing 

In the contemporary cinema, the fil m Being John Malkovich contains 
a wea lth of subjective cinematography. Here the subjective shot does 
not repurpose the optica l tra its of intoxication but instead represents 
the feeling o( disembodiment that would accompany leaving one's 
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own body and emering the head of another person. (The film mimics 
a similar technique from the fina l vigneu e in Everything You Alwa,s 
Wanted w Know About Sex· buc Were Afraid to Ask where a romantic 
liaison is observed through the eyes of a surrogate host.) The subjec
tive shot effects the distonions of identity that would fo llow (rom 
such a radical physiological transfonnation. In the fil m, subjective 
shots are denoted by a binocular-like black oval mask that obfuscates 
the comers of the frame. Additionally the frequent use of a wide-angle 
lens adds a sense of vertigo to the shot. Since the narrative of the 
fi lm revolves around the art of puppetry, the subjective shot is no 
doubt used here as a type of formal allegory for the inabili ty to con

trol one's actions. fo r being at the mercy of someone else. Just as in 
the uncomfortable lack of identification with the bodily movements 
of Marlowe's character in lad)' in the J..ake, the viewer of Being John 
Malkovich is thrown into an uneasy rapport with the diegesis of the 
fi lm , which, one assumes, is precisely the point. If the subjective shot 
inhibited audience identification in the earlier fi lm , it is leveraged 
here exactly because of its ability to alienate the viewer. The film 

demonstrates, essentially, that being in the first-person perspective is 
the same as being a puppet: the viewer is impotent and helpless, sub

ject to the physical and psychological whims of the puppeteer. The 
shon fl ashback of Elijah (the chimp), also shot using the subjective 
camera, underscores this point. like a puppet, the infanti le, feeble
minded chimp has little agency in this sequence, and thus the sub
jective shot fits him well. Being Malkovich is like being Eli jah, or so 

the fi lm's visual grammar would have one believe. 
Other films have also used the subjective shot to portray a fee ling 

of detachment or dis tancing. Thomas in Love-like lad)' in IN: J..ake, 
shot entirely with subjective camera-effects a sense of detachment, 
ooth li terally in the portrayal of the main character's agoraphobia 
and also aesthetically with the rampant use of video monitor imagery. 
In T~ Graduale, when Ben Braddock (Dustin Hoffman) is paraded 
before his parents' friends in full scuba gear, the first-person subjec

tive perspective is used to represent his feelings of impotence and 
alienation . The fi lm's audio track is distincdy affected at this moment, 
and the mise-en-sc~ne gives way [Q muted underwater colorings. This 
is not a typical way of seeing but instead an oppressive, decentering 
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one. Likewise in Risk)' Bwillt'SS the subjective shot is used to emascu
late the main character. It is used to show him at his point of least 
power, that is, when he is subject to the patronage of his parents. 

Some films carry this notion funhe r. The opening shot of The Insider 
is a subjective shot masked by a gaure blindfold, designed to put the 
viewer in a State of uncertainty, even dread. When the son is hit by a 

car in AU about MJ MOM, a subjective shot is used. Likewise Stan
ley Donen in Charade uses a subjective shot in the morgue scene near 
the film's beginning, placing the Camera in the rather unnatural sub
jective viewpoint of a cadaver looking upward. The steel sarcophagus 
walls frame the shot on three sides, and this, coupled with a back
ward tracking movement, imparts a dist inct sense of claustrophobia 
and helplessness [Q the viewer. Hitchcock has also used this mode ef
fect ive ly. In Topaz, when Juanita descends the stairway to confront 
the soldiers invading her residence, Hi tchcock cuts to a quick, un
steady shot through her eyes to indicate that she is about to die. 

Then comes the most important shot of the film, a high overhead 
shot-a perspect ive perfected by Hitchcock, and one that no real 
human eye could ever attain-of her murdered body, the purple fab
ric of her dress fl owing outward like a pool of blood. The two shots 
counterpoint each mher: nothing but the alienating subjective shot 
on the stairs can prepare the viewer for the woeful murder shot. At 
that moment, Juanita's first-person vision is a dead vision. It invites 
dread and detachment into the scene. 

What was detachment and alienation in Topaz was often flat-out 
terror in other Hitchcock films. In The 39 Sreps, Hitchcock uses the 
subjective shot to transmit a sense of fea r and forebodi ng when the 
news of Annabella's murder is fi rs t described aloud in the tra in com
panmem. In Venigo, the famous filmic representation of acrophobia 
(3 track-zoom shot looking straight down) is also a subjective shot. It 
is used [Q portray the intense fear and disorientation felt by someone 
suffering from vertigo. T~ Blair Witch Project does something similar, 
YN the fear of he ights is replaced in this film by the fear of being lost. 
T he fi lm's interesting invemion of a sort of "camcorder subjectivity," 
while nOf a subjective shot per se, nevertheless parallels the tech
niques of the subjective shot to heighten t he sense of disorientation 
and fear. 
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Charade, di rected by Stanley Don~n , 1963 

Criminals and Mons[er~ 

Thus far, I have considered how the subjective shot is used to repre
sent the first·person perspective of relatively average characters. 
They might be intoxicated, frightened, or otherwise out of joint, yet 
these characters are still human beings. However, these examples are 
not indicative of the majority of subjective shots in the cinema . The 
largest number of subject ive shots represent the vision of aliens, crim
inals, monsters, or characters deemed otherwise inhuman by the fi lm's 
narrative. Thus it should come as no surprise chat the horror genre uses 
this convention relatively often. From early science·fiction monster 
films like 11 Came from Outer Space. to pioneering horror films like 
PSJcho or HaUou-<een. to the more recent fil m The EJe, the first-person 
subjective shot is used to show what Carol C lover calls "predatory" 
or "assaultive" vision, that is. a sadistic way of seeing characterized by 
aggressive action, forward movement, and onscreen violence. "Preda
tory gavng through the agency of the first -person camera ," writes 
C lover, "is part of the stock-in.trade of horror."1 2 The Silence 0/ the 
Lamb~ is a good example of this type of predatory vision. T he seria l 
killer Buffalo Bill (aka Jame Gumb) dons night-vision goggles in the 
finale, and his subsequent subjective shots are used to present to the 
viewer the opt ics of raw criminali ty. The films Jaws and Alien both 
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T1u: Silenct of the Lnm/n, directed by Jon:lIhan Demme, 1991 

use the subjective shot exclusively as the visual avatar fo r the killer 
monsters. In those fi lms. the first-person perspective is a sta lki ng, 
predatory vision, a ki lling vision. This way of seeing is also used often 
in slasher movies such as FridaJ the 13th (or, again, Halloween) to 

show the actual optical perspective of the killer. Brian De Palma, in 
Caslla/ties a/ Wlar, uses this perspective for a single scene in wh ich an 
unknown assa ilant stalks anmher soldier and attemptS to murder him 
with a grenade. De Pa lma used this technique aboa in later in Mission: 
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impossible, where the frequent use of first-person subjective shots dur
ing the firs! twenty minutes of the film is a SOft of monstrous forma l 
trauma that necessitates the systematic killing off of all of the film's 
leading characters, save one, before the film has even gotten under 
way. De Palma has used this technique before, too, as in the opening 

segment of Blow Out, where a knife-wield ing murderer offe rs the 
viewer his own first-person perspective as a psychopath. As in Lad, in 

tM ~, De Palma uses a mirror to show the audience a reflection of 
the first-person character looking at himself. In both films it is a 
peculiar moment. Since this way of seeing is so alienating in narra
tive filmmaking , viewers are n Ot altogether comfortable looking in 
the first person, much less witnessing themselves in a mirror looking 
in the first person. 

The intersection of the roy shot and the subjective shm is illus
trated nicely by Hi tchcock's Rear Window. As others have pointed 
out, the fi lm overflows with roy shots, and indeed the entire narra
tive thrust of the fi lm, along with its poetic import, revolves around 

the various layers of watching, being watched, seeing, and identify
ing.1} So while roy shots are crucial in the film , subjective shots are 

also used in certain instances, as in the soft-focus fi lmic portrait of 
Kelly upon her entrance. The shot is neither predatory nor mon
strous, but it does have a confUSing, dreamlike quality, attesting to 
Jeffries's psychologica l state at the t ime. When the subjective shot 
does tum monstrous, in the climactic scene near the end of the film, 
it is used to illustrate the temporary blindness of the killer after each 
flashbulb burst. Blindness is depicted by using a bright red c ircle that 
ovenakes the frame. This is literally the optical perspective of the 
salesman, a killer whose way of seeing at that moment is no less 

bloodthirs ty than the shark camera in laws or the night-vision cam
era in The Silence of [he lambs. A simple roy shot would not go red, 

for it does not pretend to mim ic actual vision. This shot must be a 
subjective shot, for the viewer is designed to see, in a physiological 
sense, exactly what the ki ller sees. There is nothing sinister about a 
roy shot (dozens of roy shots come and go during the film with little 

fa nfa re), but subject ive shots signify something dark and murderous, 
and so when Hitchcock elects to use a subjective shot, he comes up 
with a fonnallyaffected image, emanating from the eyes of a murderer. 
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In this sense, it is easy to see how the subjective shot is a close 
cousi n of the snuff fi lm, connected as they are through the coupling 

of predatory vision and the impotence of the gaze. Peeping Tom prob
ably illustrates this beSt, imbricating the necessarily impotent physi
cal positioning of the viewer wi th the onsereen events through the 
use of the subjective shot. The Eyes of laura Mars or the newer 
Strange Days do something simi lar. During one of Strange Days's first
person frolics, Lenny (Ralph Fiennes) reveals himself in a mirror while 
maintaining the first-person perspective (with a cheat away a llowed 
fo r Bigelow's camera to stay hidden). Faith (Juliette Lewis) asks, "You 
wanna watch~ Or are you gonna do!" The question casts doubt on 
the ability of the subjective gaze to do anything. It casts doubt on the 
viewer as well as the audience, for both parries know that the subjec
tive shots in the fi lm are doomed to fail at doing and are instead 

resigned to an impotent form of camcorder playback sans joystick, 
which of course is the best the c inema can muster. 

Complilers 

As discussed thus far, subjective shots are often paired with intoxicated 
humans and bloodthirsty monsters. But perhaps the most successful 
use of the subjective shot is when it is used to represent computer
ized, cybernetic, or machinic vision (or when, as in the case of "smart 
bomb" video targeting footage, it is machinic vision). In The Tennina
lOT, to underscore the computerized artificia lity of his cyborg's visual 
cortex, James Cameron includes four shots where the Terminator's 
eyes and the camera lens merge. The first, after a violent shoot-out in 
the "TechNoi r" nightclub, is seen as a degraded orange-on-black 
image. The Terminator's visual field is overlaid with target crosshairs 
and lines of computer data. T he shot is short, uncoupling the cam
era's eye and the Term inator's " I" after only a few seconds. A t three 
other moments in the fi lm (rhe attack on the police precinct, the 
barking dog at Reese and Connor's motel hideout, and the penultimate 

lanker trunk scene), Cameron uses the same visual style to designate 
a merging of looks. Computer readouts, d iagrams, graphics, fla shing 
cursors, and scroll ing texts are all used to give the Terminator's image a 
computer-like pa tina. (The patina overlay pops up in o ther fi lms tOO, 
as in the case of the computer HAL in 2001, whose digital vision is 
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deeply affected via the use of a wide-angle lens, or as in Lost HighwaJ, 
where the dcnen or so subjective shots m at do exist are presented to 
the viewer via the lens of a security camera, thereby adopting the 
grainy, low-res image quality of amateur video. The video patina acts 
as a buffer to mediate the shock of the subjective shot. ) 

During the repairs scene in the cyborg's hotel hideout , the source 
of the Terminator's visual pat ina is revealed: he has robotic eyes, 
complete with lens, aperture, and recording mechanism. The Termi
nator's visual apparatus, then, is quite similar to the fil m's apparatus 
in which it is contained. Merging the (WO looks makes sense when it 
is machine on machine. h goes with the grain. Hence, when the Ter
minator is finally killed and his glowing red eye fades and dies, the 
fil m must also end, having finally lost its ability to merge [he camera 

lens with the character eye. 
Full of clear allusions to its cyborg sci-fi predecessor, Robocop per

fects the an of mixing fi lmic looks begun in The Terminator. Willemen's 
fourth look is employed early in the film through the use of newscast 
footage and commercials. Robocop is a machine, but since his bodily 
core is human (resuscitated from Alex Murphy, the cop), the merg
ing of film body and character body must be delicately navigated. 
Murphy must firs t be obliterated as a body-that is, dehumani;:ed
before the viewer is allowed to see through his eyes. Obliteration 
comes in the form of firepower. His hand is blown off. he is pelted 
with dozens of rounds; and then he is shot through the head at point
blank range and left for dead. As he is taken to the hospital, the 
camera eye and Murphy's ego perspective merge for the first t ime. His 
eye is shown in close-up. But he dies, and the image dies too. the fi lm 

goes dark fo r several seconds. 
At; the image wakes up, the movie camera is Robocop. Video is 

used rather than film, and the image is fi ltered to mimic Robocop's 
computerized vision: the vertical hold of the image is lost temporar
ily, static degrades the image, and text fli ckers across the screen. As a 
technician orders, "Bring in the LED!" the viewer witnesses a comput
erized grid superimposed over the frame. The same technician later 
kisses Robocop's visor, leaving a blurry red mark on the screen . (The 
visor kiss is more plausible here than the same kiss scene in LadJ in 
rJ,e l...ake simply because Robocop's visual apparatus already contains a 
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Robocop, directed by Paul Verhoeven, 1987 

glass screen, the visor, whereas Marlowe's visual apparatus does not.) 
These are all instances of the subjective shot, and they all signify 
computer vision. 

As the narrative of the film dwells on his rise in popularity as a 
law-enforcement machine, Robocop's subjective vision becomes more 
and more imponant to the fi lm. In me hostage scene at City Hall, the 
conventional cinematography is interrupted by Robocop's "Thermo
graph" vision, a type of computer vision used to see th rough walls. 
Robocop's normal robotic vision is mediated further as heat-sensitive 
shapes are mixed with the already degraded video image. 

John McTiernan's Predator uses a similar "thermographic" effect to 
designate the merging of the camera lens with the Predator's optics. 
At key moments in Predator, the viewer sees a colOrized, heat-sensitive 
image that is meant to be the Predator's actual vision . In this sense, 
the forma l rules of the subjective shot in Predmor are quite simi lar to 
Jaws and Alien; only in McTiernan's film the monster's predatory 
vision is augmented by a computer. 

What might appear here as a savvy demystificat ion of the fi lmic 
apparatus in Predawr or Robocop is in fact a reinscription of a sense 
of opt ical exactitude for the subjective positiOns of the two title char
acters. The viewer is not unsatisfied by seeing the visible, computer-
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enhanced traces of Robocop's vision because these traces-the low
resolution video image. degraded with static and comporer eR"ects
re inforce the very fanrasy of cyborg vision. Being cybernetiC, then , 
provides a necessary alibi for the affect of the first-person perspective. 
After all. Robocop's vision (like the Terminawr's) is robotic, while 
Marlo~e's was nothing of the sort. I...ady in the Lnke fails not because 
it doesn't get it right but because it doesn't get it wrong enough. It 
tried to merge the camera body with a real, human body, a dubious 
proposition in the cinema, whereas in films like Robocop or The Ta
mmawr the camera merges with an artificial body, one that is more 
similar to the machinic apparalUS of fi lm itself, and likewise of digital 
media. An affinity based in prosthetics. mechanics, and visuality bonds 
the camera together with the figure of the cyborg eye. These films 
mark one aspect of the aesthetic transition from cinema to digi tal 

media and hence to video gaming. 
As these many examples illustrate, the first-person subjective per

spective is used in film primarily to effect a sense of alienation, other
ness, de[3chment, or fea r. Further, more often than not, this type 
of shot is used to show the vision of criminals, monsters, or killer 

machines. This analysis shows that the merging of camern and char
acter in the subjective shot is more successful if the character in 
question is marked as computerized in some way. The first-person sub
jective perspective must be inst igated by a character who is already 
mediated through some type of informatic art ifice. Necessary for this 
effect are all the traces of computer image processing: scan lines, data 
printouts, target crosshairs. the low resolution of video, feedback, 
and so on . In other words, a deviation from the classical model of 
representation is necessary via the use of technological manipulation 

of the image-a technological patina. 

Action as Image 

So fa r I have considered a specific and somewhat rare type of shot 
used in narrative fi lmmaking, the subjective shot. But let me make 
this discussion slightly more specific, first by making reference to 9 

d ifferent medium ahogether, the video game, and second by adding 
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SpeUlXlllnd, directed b\, Alfred Hitchcock, 1945 

another piece of visual iconography to the frame, a weapon. Video 
games are wi ldly diverse in their formal grammar, but in the specific 
gaming genre known as the first-person shooter (FPS), a gaming genre 
invented in the 19705 and perfected by Id Software in the early 1990s 

with !,tames like Wolfensrein 3D and Doom, there are several formal 
~onvent ions that appea r over and over. First, FPS ga mes are played 
III the subjective, or first-person, perspect ive and therefore are the' 
visua l progeny of subject ive camera techniques in the ci nema . But 

perhaps equalty essentia l to the FPS genre is the player's weapon, 
which generally appears in the right foreground of the frame. While 
a more dC[ailed analysis would cerrainly include other elements such 
as the heads-up display, for simplicity's sake let me claim that these 
two elements alone-a subject ive camera perspective, coupled with 
a weapon in the foreground-constitute the kernel of the image in 
tI~e F~S genre. (Let me also underscore that the analysis of gam ic 
v1sllallty in this sect ion is relevant only to first-person, and to a cer
tain extent th ird-person, shooter games. An entirely different theory 

of visual ity would need to be developed for RTS ga mes, turn-based 
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Half.Life, Valve Software. 1998 

RPGs, and other genres, something I attempt, however tangentially, 

and adminedly (but deliberately] without much reference [Q the 

visual cortex at all, in chapter 4.) 
Perhaps not surprisingly, even the precise visual idiom of the FPS 

video game appears decades before in the cinema. In 1925, for exam
ple, Buster Kearon used a pwwtypicai FPS shot in the film Go Wen. 
As inJawJ, the perspective comes from the point of view of a preda
tory animal. In Keaton 's case, the animal is a stampeding bull, and 
the bull's horns are the weapon that appears hovering in the fo re
ground of the shot. While the shot is technically in a third.person 
(bovine) perspective-the camera is mounted on the head of the 
bull, not where its eyes would be-the generic convcntions are all 
there: an affective ego perspective, with a weapon in the foreground. 
Other examples appear here and there in the early history of cinema, 

So while video games arc responsible for mainstreaming the FPS 
shot, it is clear that the shot itself was invented in the cinema. Twenty 
years after the Keaton film, Hitchcock presented a fu lly art iculated 
FPS shot in the fina le of his film Spellbound. Following a complex set 
of movements, the shot begins in FPS perspective as a gun is trained 
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Go Ww, directed by Buster Keaton, 1925 

on Constance Petersen (Ingrid Bergman), Then the gun is turned 
back onto the camera, and in a brutal reworking of Wil1emen's "fourth 
look," as well as an allusion to the famous final shot of The Grear Train 
Robbery, the subjective character fires back at the subjective camera, 
It is suicide for the character and fo r the image (the masochism sug-' 
gested by Clover). Hitchcock punctuates the bu11et's explosion with 
a full-sc reen flash of red color in th is otherwise black-and-white 
movie. Earlier, during the fi lm's famous dream sequence, an enigmatic 

deck of cards serves as a prop in a second, much shorter, subjective 
shot. And in a brief flashback, when Anthony Edwardes (Gregory 
Peck) recalls how he ki1led his brother as a youth, another FPS shot 

is used to show the fatal accident. All three uses of the subject ive 
shooter perspective serve to heighten specific emotions in the viewer: 
confUSion during the dream sequence, trauma during the death se

quence, and shock during the finale, The shots form a trio of grief: 
firs t affective, then expressive, and finally reflexive, In this sense, the 
FPS perspective is the visual pivot fo r all of Hitchcock's suspense in 

the fi lm. And he would flirt with the FPS again in a later film, using 
an FPS sho t in the due l at the end of Topa~ {an alternate ending 
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Topa.t.. directed by Alfred Hitchcock, 1969 

that. duc to preview audience dislike, was banished and replaced with 

mi lder fare in the theatrical release). 
The real-time, over-the-shoulder tracking shots of Gus Van Sant's 

EIe,manc evoke third-person shooter games like Max Payne, a close 
cousin of the FPS. Then the film shifts into a proper FPS perspective 
al a few crucial moments to depict actual gun vio lence. Additionally, 
the film uses a boxy I :33 frame shape. rather than the wide aspect 
ratio often used in featu re films, (Q reference the boxy shape of tele
vision monitors and the console game systems that rely on them. That 
the 1999 Columbine mass.'lcre was blamed on such games remains 
present bUl unexamined in this taut, pensive film. Van Sanl is clearly 

cognizant of the visual idiom of gaming, as illustrated in the campfire 
monologue on a fictiona l, Civilization-like game in his earHer fi lm 

Gerry, a filmic landscape that reappears as a game called "GerryCount" 
played on a laptop in Elephant. "In Elephant , one of the killers is briefly 

playing a video game," explains Van Santo "We couldn't get rights [0 

Doom so we designed one ourselves that resembles Gerry, with twO 
guys walking in a desert."14 Additionally Van Sant used a first-person 

subjective shot during the penultimate sequence of his Psycho remake. 
While there is no expressed allusion to gaming, the quick shot il1us

trates the paralysis of the first person in film as Norman Bates reels 
inside of mental disorientation and confinement in the hands of the 
law and his mother's psychic grip. The shot ;s not in Hitchcock's 

Elepham, directed by Gus Van 511nl, 2003 



61 

original , suggesting that our general regime of vision has changed 
subdy in the decades since the earlier film-decades coinciding exactly 
with the invention and development of video gaming as a medium. 

A few dozen o ther FPS shots appear here and there in other fi lms. 
My uns<;ientific survey recorded the fo llowing instances: midway 
through Good/elias, a gun is trained on Ray liotta's character in a sub
jective shot as he lies in bed; an FPS shot appears at the forty·eight
minute mark of High Plains Dri!rer; Aguirre: The Wrach of God and 
Damn the Defiant! both have FPS shots, using a cannon as the fore
ground weapon; Treasure Island ( 1950) contains an FPS rifle shot; 
What's Up, Doc! contains an FPS pistol shot; Magnum Farce contains 
a series of FPS pistol shots; the night-vision sequence at the end of 
The Silence of the Lambs also shifts into the idiom of the fi rst -person 
shooter for a brief second as the killer draws a bead on h is would-be 

victim. 

Gamic Vision 

We have seen how filmmaking predates and predicts certain visual 
stYles that would later become central for first-person shooter video 
games. Yet game design is also inftuendng filmmaking in certain fun
damental ways, as well as deviating from it. Neo's training scenes in 
The MatTix mimic the training levels that commonly appear at the 
opening of many games. These training levels can be incorporated 
into the narrative of the game (Merroid Prime) or disconnected from 
the narrative of the game (Half-U!e). They simply allow the gamer to 
become familiar with the controller and learn basic game rules. Neo 
must do the same before he plunges headlong into the Matrix for 
real . But beyond the rrarufection of gamic conventions into fi lm naT' 

ratitlt , there also ex ist several instances, in this movie and others, 
where specific formal innovations from games have migrated into the 
formal grammar of filmmaking. This could be called a gamic cinema. 

The subjective shot is not just about seeing, as Steven Shaviro 
explains. but rather primarily about motion through space. He writes 

on the subjective sholS in Srrange Da)'s : 

Events unfold in real time, in a single take, from a single point of 
view. These sequences are tllctile, or haptic, more than they arc 

Origiru of 1m, First·Penon Shooter 

visual. The subjcctive camera doesn 't ' I 
IIC tively through, I . Just ook at a scene. It moves 
. pace. t gell Jostled it stops d . 

tiltS, it lurches forward and hack. It f~llows lh an starts, It pans lind 
body, not JUSt that of the eyes Th ' . e rhythms of the whole 
not cognitive r""·,m, r .. . n IS 15 a presuhjcctive. affect ive and 

,_" 0 vIsIon. 
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~hi:~,a_~Le:'~~t~;s;::;:~~~:~:;r,iSa~~a~:~: :I::~rya ;i:U~u~:~~~vr~ 
'- UW( ULC camera can be sub" ·.l ' If ~eClwe Wlm regard fa compurerhed s 

T~o:put.ers havb~ a ~aze of their own, it is this. Is "bullet tim~: 
amx a su Jectlve shot l Certa in l . 

definition of the subjective sh~t b Bord: ~~t, u~lng t~e traditional 
ers the " " r h h y e eta. But Ifoneconsid· 

gaze 0 t e tree-dimensional rend ' h 
it captures and plots physical spaces in Eucl~::~ t:;~logy i~lf ~s 
nothing but an avatar fo r the first- rson .g try, which IS 
gamer, then the answer is Certainlpe pers~ct lve of the viewer or 
Vivian Sobeh k h y yes. To th iS extent, I agree with 
ther a point o'rc .w en she ~rites that Uelectronic presence has nei-

view nor a Visual sit· h 
res~tivel y, with the photograph and ~~t;:7~::.,,~s~e~:rien.ce, 
cla ims: computerized visuality, while still a f " anovlch 
about light but is instead aboo Th wa~ ~ seeing, IS no longer 
has fa ll d t space. e traditional cinematic POV 
words :~a::ay, an an electron ic one has taken its place. In other d er games (and the digital appamtus behind the ) h 

~sx~:~t :.;~e~finitional bounds of the subjective shot . Th; rea:~ 
, I games, the first-person subjective .. 

omnipresent and so central to th ~rspectl ve IS so 
essentiall be . e grammar of the enure game that it 
b y comes coterminOus with it. This is what Sh . 
y the tenn "affective regime of vision" FPS aVlro means 

else, and this regi me of vision is se· ' games. use almost nothing 
movies be eplng back 11\ [0 fil mmaking as 

come more and more digital. 
This point can be su . d ' 

requires full)' render d .=ze In an initial cla im: gamic vision 
never req 0 h e, act! . space. Trad itional filmmaking almost 

UITes t e construction oHu U s Se d 0 

Pt!nters build I h ' paces. t eSlgners and car-
fra me Becau on Yd~ e portIon of the set that will appear within the 
~" 0 0 h

o 

SOh a Irector has complete control over what does "p 
...... WIt In t e fram" th O k 0 " • . . '-, IS fas IS easy to accomplish Th 
POSHIOns k 0 d . e camera 

are nown In a vance. Once the fil ' I carne . . . m IS comp ete, no new 
ra positions will ever be included. (Even a iii h I 0 m s at on ocanon 
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will use a specifi c subset of the spatial environment. Only in special 

cases, as in the 360·degree pan shot at the start of Cobra Verde or in 
(he twirling sets in films like Lola MonU!s , is a full landscape ever 
captured on film. But even then the spatial environmenl is recorded, 
nm rendered, and can never be repenetrated, roomed, moved, or reo 
initialized as is doable in a three·dimensional mode\.) The fascinating 
" 100 cameras" video technique used by Lars von Trier in Dancer in 
the Dark , whereby dozens of small cameras are embedded in the shoot

ing location [0 record, in parallel, an entire scene from all an~les 
simultaneously, is an ingenious approximation of digital rendenng; 
yet despite its unique poiyvisuality, the technique remains essentially 
a throwback to older cinematic conventions of distinct shots sewn 
together via montage. By contrast, game design explicidy requires 
the construction of a complete space in advance that is then exhaus
tively explorable without montage. In a shooter, because the game 
designer cannot restr ict the movement of the gamer, the complete 

play space must be rendered three-dimensionally in advance: The 
camera position in many games is not restricted. The player IS the 
one who controls the camera position, by looking, by moving, by 

scrolling, and so on. Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin put the matter 
quite clearly when they contrast a film like LadJ in ,he ~ with the 

game MJJI: 

MYll is an interactive detective film in which the player is cast in 
the role of detective. It is also a film ~shot" entirely in the first penon, 
in itself a remediation of the Hollywood style, where firs ,-penon 
point of view is used only sparingly-except in special case.s, such as 
StTangt' Days recently and some film noir in the 19~. : .. Like ~any 
of the other role.playing games, MY1! is in effect c1almmg thalli can 
succeed where film no;r failed: that it can constitme the player as an 
active participant in the v;sual scene. II 

So fifty years later, the fai led experiment of Lady in the ~ has fina lly 
found some success, only it required the transmigration from one 

medium [Q another entirely. 
A corollary of my previous claim about actionable space is that 

gaming makes montage mOTe and more superfluous. The mo~tage tech
nique, perfected by the cinema, has diminished gready In the aes
thetic shift into the medium of gaming. The cinematic interludes that 
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appear as cur scenes in many games do indeed incorporate montage, 
but gamepJay itself is mostly edit free . Counterexamples include cur
ting between various visual modes: opening the map in World of War
crafl; the use of a sniper rifle or night-vision goggles; cutting between 
different camera positions, as with looking in the rearview mirro r in 
d riv ing games like True Crime. A game like Manhunt uses montage, 
but only when it explicirly copies the conventions of video. So while 

there may exist montage between different modes of the game, there 
is little montage inside the distinct modes of gameplay. In this sense, 
the preponderance of continuous-shQ[ filmmaking today (TimecOOe, 

Russian Ark) is essentially a sublimation of the absence of montage in 
digital poetics (i.e., not the increased availability of long-format 
recording te<:hniques, as the te<:hnologica l determinists would lead 
one to believe). Game designers never had to stop and change reels 
(as Hitchcock had to in Rope), yet they still marginalized montage 
from the beginning, removing it from the core formal grammar of 
video games. Ingenious tricks are used instead, as in a game like MetTOid 
Prime , where the transition from third person to first person is accom
plished nOt with an edit but with a swooping fly -through shot where 
the camera, in third person, curves around to the rear of the player 
character and then tracks fo rward, swiftly passing through the back 
of the cranium to fuse instantly the first-person optics of the charac
ter with the first-person OptiCS of the player. Tricks like this help 
attain a level of fluidity nOt seen in previous visual media like film or 
television. Abandoning montage c reates the conditions of possibility 
for the first-person perspective in games. The lack of montage is ne<:
essary for the first-person way of seeing, even if the game itself is a 
side-scroUer, or a top-view shooter, or o therwise not rendered in the 
first person. Where film montage is fractured and discontinuous, game
play is fluid and continuous. Hence the gam ic way of seeing is similar 
to human vision in ways that film, and te levision and video, for that 
matter, never were. 

Following from the first two claims, one can observe that in gamic 
vision rime and space are mutable within ,he diegesis in wa)'s unavailable 
before.. Games have the luxury of being able to ex ist outside real, 
oPtical time. Games pause, speed up, slow down, and restart often . 
Bur more than that. they can also transpi re in momentS of suspended 
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Mem.Nd Prime , Retro Studios, 2002 

time, as in tum-based role-playing games (RPGs) where the player 

plays (setS up actions, inspects statistics. rearranges ch.araclcr. forma
tions) solely during the inlersrices between other acuon~. Film ha~ 

h d h · I rv Films are time based and must transpIre throug never n t LS UXU. ,_ " . ". 

time in order 10 be played, to be experienced. Thus bullet [lInc \0 

The Matrix is one of those rare moments of cinematic illusion where 

the digital aesthe tics of gaming aemally pene[ra~e and in/lllen~e th,C 
aesthetic of the fi lm. During bullet time, rhe ti me of the aetlon IS 

slowed or SlOpped. while the time of rhe film continues to proc~cd: As 
. d h . n onsercen is arulicmlly the fi lm continues mov mg at spec ,t e acuo f 

rcwrd<."<i into what Jameson calls "the great leaps and somersaulrs a 
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these henceforth supernatural bodies across space itself."18 Th is is 
something that, traditionally, only video games (or any medium using 
computer-driven, three-dimensional models) have been able to do, 
not classica l cinema. Thus it might make sense to think of bullet 
time as a brief moment of gamic cinema, a brief moment where the 

aesthetic of gaming moves in and takes over the fi lm, only to disappear 
seconds later. Of course, the poetic irony of bullet time is that tech
nologically it relies on an older medium, still photography, rather 
than a newer one; an amateur could reproduce the special effect using 
an arc of a few dozen still cameras, a film camera on each end of the 
are, and a cutting suite. The use of a series of st ill·photograph ic cam
eras is merely the technological trick that produces rhe synchronic 
illusion of a three-d imensionally rendered physica l space. 

As in The Matrix series, the "virtual" is often used as a sort o( narra
tive camouAage applied to films [Q explain why time and space have 
suddenly become so mutable. T his is illustrated by the rash of fi lms in 
recent years dwell ing on the difference between the so-ca lled real 
world and an imaginary world existing in parallel to it (Fight Club, 
The Sixth Sense, The Others, and so on). Quite often rhe plots tum on 
the inability to distinguish one from rhe other. Particularly striking 
examples include Strange Days and Tarsem Singh's singu lar effort The 
Cell. The techniques of digital c inema made it possible to realize 
more fully the aesthetic vision of virtuality, in ways that were more 
di ffi cult in the past. With the preponderance of digital cinema tech
niques in Singh (and we can only assume in Bigelow as well ), game. 

like moments exist throughout both films. As discussed, the subjec
tive shots in SLTange Days are directly connected to FPS games. But 
The Cell goes rhe route of The Matrix instead, as illustrated in the 
"Pantheon dive" where Catherine fa lls downward through space and 
is arrested midair in a slow-motion, waterl ike gesture. This approx i
mates part of the visual technique in "bullet time," and it is a tech
nique that has been repeated many times over in everyth ing from ca r 
commercials to music videos. 

A fi nal clai m is that the new inAuence of gami ng elevates the SIilIllS 

of arlificwliry as an ae:sdtetic. C ronen berg's eXistenZ , which couldn't be 
more dif(eren t from The Matrix, is remarkable (or its ability to eschew 

Computer graphics and digital processing, yet still capture some of 
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gaming's specific qualities. Unlike The Matrix. where the inclusion of 
gaming is accomplished via visual effecu, Cronenberg's film alludes 
to gaming in its mise-en-scene, particularly in the film's staging of 
action and dialogue. The conceit of the film is that all the action 
rranspires inside a game, which the viewer is Jed to believe is also 
titled "eXistenZ." But then one leams that this might also be a game
within-a-game with the real world somewhere yet outside of it, the 
discernment of which is not clear, leaving the film characters in some 

final spiral of psychosis. Yes. the narrative of the film is about gaming, 
but it is the stilted dialogue and deliberate ly affected filmmaking in 
eXurenZ that is gamelike. Tum-based games such as RPGs have a 
different way of pacing and presenting dialogue. The rhythm of lan
guage is unique in this type of game. Language is transactional. It is 
repeated in simple branching, or hypertextual, Structures. Language 
is often more utilitarian than narrative oriented. Game interludes 
often exist to give clues to the players for what they must do next. 
Often these wrinen or spoken clues are then excerpted and repeated 
as briefs or strategy notes for the garners to consult as they play the 
level. In games, language is used to relay facts or to summarize scores 
and statistics. The language in tXiSlenZ follows a game logic fo r dia
logue rather than a film logic. The stilted dialogue that permeates 
many of the scenes references the way that textual and spoken dia
logue is delivered in games. The film often repeats canned dialogue, 
both within the diegesis of the "eXistenZ" game when incidental 
characters fall into holding patterns and must be addressed by name 
and prompted for their queues in the game to continue talking, but 
also outside the game (which might be a game tOO; one does not 
know), as when several characters repeat the phrase "eXislenZ by 
Antenna ... eXistenZ by Antenna" in the same machinelike mono
tone. "These eXisrenZ characters are parodies of computer generated 
characters," writes Eddo Stem. They follow "autistic conversat ional 

algorithms. "19 

To end, let me restate that the subjective optical perspecti ... e is one of 
the least common ways of seeing in narrative film. The subjective 
camera is largely marginalized in filmmaking and used primarily to 
effect a sense of alienated, disoriented, or predatory vision. Yet with 

the advent of ... ideo games, a new set of possibilities were opened up 
for the subjective shot. In games the first-person perspecti ... e is not 
marginalized but instead is commonly used to achieve an intuiti ... e 
sense of affective motion. It is but one of the many ways in which 
... ideo games represent action. In other words, video games are the first 
~ass media to effecti ... ely employ the first-person subjecti ... e perspec
rive, whereas film uses it only for special occasions. Certainly some of 
the same violence of the filmic first person lingers, and hence many 
FPS games-Quake, America's Ann" HalfUft, and on and on 
invol ... e large amounts of killing. But at the same time, many shooters, 
like MeuU Gem Solid or Thief, require the player to atlOid violence as 
much as confront it. Plus, game violence is JUSt as common in non
first-person games. So I argue that it is the affective, active, mobile 
q~aliry of the.first-person perspective that is key for gaming. not its 
VIOlence. Unltke film before it. in gaming there is no simple connec
tion to be made between the first-person perspective and violent 
.... i si~n .. ~at was predatory vision in the c inema is now simply "ac
tive VISion. As far as identifi cation is concerned, film failed with the 
subjective shot, but where film failed. games succeed (due primarily 
to the faCt that games have controllers and require player action). 
Where film uses the subjective shot to represent a problem with 
identification, games use the subjecti ... e shot to create identification. 
While film has thus far used the subjecti ... e shot as a corrective to break 
through and destroy certain stabilizing elements in the film appara
t~s. games use the subjective shot to facilitate an active subject posi
lion that enables and facilitates the gamic apparatus. 
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