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The very phrase
“it's just a game"
implies that
playing a game is
a form of
PRACTICE

for a real-life

challenge.
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Exploring conceptual spaces is critical to our success in life. Merely understanding a space
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In the end, most games have something to do with power. Even the innocuous games of
«childhood tend to have violence lurking in their heart of hearts. Playing “house™ is about
jockeying for social status. It is richly multileveled, as kids position themselves in authority
or not over other kids. They play-act at using the authority that their parents exercise over
them. (There’s this idealized picture of girls as being all sweetness and light, but there are
few more viciously status-driven groups on earth.)

Consider the games that get all the attention lately: shooters, fighting games, and war
and cops and robbers is small as far as the players are concerned. They are all about reaction
times, tactical awareness, assessing the weaknesses of an opponent, and judging when to
strike. Just as my playing guitar was in fact preparing me for playing mandolin by teaching
me skills beyond basic guitar fretting, these games teach many skills that are relevant in a
corporate setting. We pay attention to the obvious nature of a particular game and we miss
the subtler point; be it cops and robbers or CounterStrike, the real lessons are about team-
work and not about aiming.

Think about it; teamwork is a far deadlier tool than sharpshooting.
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Some games teach you how to aim precisely.
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Many games, particularly those that have evolved into the classic Olympian sports, can be
directly traced back to the needs of primitive humans to survive under very difficult condi-

tions. Many things we have fun at doing are in fact training us to be better cavemen. We
loarn skills that are antiquated. Most folks never need to shoot something with an arrow to

oat, and we run marathons or other long races mastly to raise funds for charities.

Nonetheless, we have fun mostly to improve our life skills. And while there may be some-
““hnwmmmmhmmm«mn}a

pesting. we do in fact evolve games that are more suited to our modern lives.




image14.png
From playing
cops and robbers
to
playing house,
play is about
learning life skills.
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For example, there are many games in my collection that relate to network building. Build-
ing railway lines or aqueducts wasn’t exactly a caveman activity. As humans have evolved,
we've changed around our games. In early versions of chess, queens weren’t nearly as pow-
erful a piece as they are today.

Many games have become obsolete and are no longer played. Grain harvesting used to be a
really big deal, but it isn’t now. You can't find many games about farming on the market as
aresult. In general, the level of mathematical sophistication required by games has risen

dramatically over the course of human history as common people learned how to do sums.
Word games were once restricted to the elite, but today they are enjoyed by the masses.

Games do adapt, but perhaps not as fast as we might wish, since almost all of these games
are still, at their core, about the same activities even though they may involve different skill

sets.
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Some of which might be useful, and some of which
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In some ways games can be compared to music (which is even more mathematically
driven). Music excels at conveying only a few things—emotion being paramqunt among
them. Games do very well at active verbs: controlling, projecting, surrounding, match-
ing, remembering, counting, and so on. Games are also very good at quantification.

By contrast, literature can tackle all of the above and more. Over time, language-based
media have tackled increasingly broader subjects.

Games are also capable of modeling situations of greater richness and complexity. Games
like Diplomacy are evidence that remarkably subtle interactions can be modeled within
the confines of a rule set, and traditional role-playing can reach the same heights as
literature in the right hands. But it is an uphill battle nonetheless, simply because games
are at their core about teaching us survival skills. As we all know, when you're worried
about subsistence and survival, more refined things tend to fall by the wayside.
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It's worth asking ourselves what skills are more commonly needed today. Games should be
evolving toward teaching us those skills.

The entire spread of games for children is fairly limited and hasn’t changed much. The
basic skills needed by children are the same. Perhaps we need a few more games about
changing TV channels, but that’s about it. Adults, on the other hand, could use new games
that teach more relevant skills. Most of us no longer hunt our own food and we no longer
live in danger every moment of our lives. It’s still valuable to train ourselves in some of the
caveman traits, but we need to adapt.

Some traits are relevant but need to change because conditions have changed. Interesting
research has been done into what people find disgusting, for example. Disgust is a survival
trait that points us away from grayish-green, mucousy, slimy things. It does so because that
was the most likely vector for illness.

Today it might be the electric blue fluid that is the real risk—don’t drink any drain cleaner—
and we have no inborn revulsion toward it. In fact, it'’s made electric blue to make it seem
aseptic and clean. That’s a case where we should supplement our instincts with training,
since I doubt there’s anything I can drink under my kitchen sink.
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and mostly,
they are things
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when our species
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Some of the new patterns we need to learn in our brave new world run contrary to our

instinctive behaviors. For example, humans are tribal creatures. We not only fall readily

into groups run by outsize personalities, but we'll often subsume our better judgment in
doing so. We also seem to have an inbred dislike of groups not our own. It is very easy to get
humans to regard a different tribe as less than human, particularly if they look or act differ-
ently in some way.

Maybe this was a survival trait at one time, but it's not now. Our world grows ever more

interdependent; if a currency collapse occurs on the other side of the world, the price of
milk at our local grocery could be affected. A lack of empathy and understanding of differ-

ent tribes and xenophobic hatred can really work against us.

Most games encourage demonizing the opponent, teaching a sort of ruthlessness that is a
proven survival trait. But these days, we're less likely to need or want the scorched-earth

victory. Can we create games that instead offer us greater insight into how the modern
world works?

If I were to identify other basic human traits that games currently tend to reinforce and
that may be obsolete legacies of our heritage, I might call out traits like

* Blind obedience to leaders and cultism

* Rigid hierarchies

o iy thinki

® The use of force to resolve problems
* Like seeking like, and its converse, xenophobia
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It's not surprising that games
boil down to so few basic patterns.
After all, as cavemen, we
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circumstances.
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For better or worse, games have been ringing changes on the same few subjects. There's
probably something deep in the reptile brain that is deeply satisfied by jumping puzzles,
but you'd think that by now we would have jumped over everything in every possible way.

When 1 first started playing games, everything was tile based, meaning that you moved in
discrete squares, as if you were popping from tile to tile on a tiled floor. Nowadays you move
in a much freer way, but what has changed is the fidelity of the simulation, not what we're
simulating. The skills required are perhaps closer to being what they are in reality, and yet
an improvement in the simulation of crossing a pond full of alligators is not necessarily

something relevant.

The mathematical field of studying shape and the way in which apparent shapes can change
but remain the same is called topology. It can be helpful to think of games in terms of their

topology.
Early platform games followed a few basic gameplay paradigms.

*  “Get to the other side” games. Frogger, Donkey Kong, Kangaroo. These are not
really very dissimilar. Some of these featured a time limit, some didn't.

* “Visit every location” games. Probably the best known early platformer like this was
Miner 2049er, Pac-Man and Q*Bert also made use of this mechanic. The most
cerebral of these were probably Lode Runner and Apple Panic, where the map tra-
versal could get very complex given the fact that you could modify the map to a

degree.

Games started to meld these two styles, then they added scrolling environments. Eventu-
ally designers added playing in 3-D on rails and finally made the leap to true 3-D with
Mario 64.
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A modern platformer makes use of all of these dimensions:
® “GCet to the other side” is still the basic paradigm.

® “Visit all the map™ is handled by a “secrets” system.

* Time limits add another dimension of challenge.

mdagandﬂying&mesmdﬁghtersandstmoters.meyhavebtﬁltin secret discovery and
time limits and power-ups. Recent games have included more robust stories and even ele-
musirommk-phyingm.ke&wmmedimimonwhichtoexpand?

a court in a white outfit now. Nonetheless, rather than teaching the skill of hurling rocks and
judging trajectories, it would be nice if games instead taught things like whether or not the
price of oil is going to rise in response tosigningornotsigm’.ngagloba!wamﬁngtreaty.
This may sound bleak, but in fact, it’s not. The skills needed around a meeting room table
and the skills needed at the tribal council are not so different, after all. There are whole
genres of game that are about husbandry, resource management, logistics, and negotiation.
If anything, the question to ask might be why the most popular games are the ones that
teach obsolete skills while the more sophisticated ones that teach subtler skills tend to
reach smaller markets.
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Alot of it can probably be traced to visceral appeal. Remember, we live most of our lives in
the unconscious. Action games let us stay there, whereas games that demand careful con-
sideration of logistics might require logical, conscious thought. So we ring changes on old,
often irrelevant challenges because, frankly, it’s easier.

We've evolved exquisite sensitivity to visceral challenges. A survey of games featuring jump-
ing found that the games with the “best controls” all shared an important characteristic:
when you hit the jump button, the character on screen spent almost exactly the same amount
of time in the air. Games with “bad controls” violated this unspoken assumption. I'm pretty
sure that if we went looking, we’d find that good jumping games have been unscientifically
adhering to this unspoken rule for a couple of decades, without ever noticing its existence.

You don’t tend to see “time attack” modes in strategy games, for this same reason. The
tasks in the strategic games are not about automatic responses, and therefore the training
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A more interesting tactic that applies to a wider range of games is asking Fhe p}ayer to be
thorouéh This is a broader survival skill. It requires patience, and a cetjtam enjoyment of
discovery.. It also works against our inclination to work directly on the final goal.

In many games, you are asked to find “secrets” or to explore an area completely.. This teaches
many interesting things, such as considering a problem from all angles, m‘al'cmg sure that
you should make sure you have all the information before you make a decision, and tf}or—
oughness is often better than speed. Not to denigrate training by rote and reflex, but 'ths is
amuch subtler and interesting set of skills to teach, and one that is more widely applicable

to the modern world.

Games have these characteristics:

® They present us with models of real things—often highly abstracted.
* They are generally quantified or even quantied models.

¢ They primarily teach us things that we can absorb into the unconscious as opposed
to things designed to be tackled by the conscious, logical mind.

¢ They mostly teach us things that are fairly primitive behaviors, but they don’t Aave to.

Seen in this light, it's not surprising that the evolution of the modern video game can
large-ly be explained in terms of topology. Each generation of game can be described by a
relatively minute alteration in the shape of the play space. For example, there have only

have been limited to a few features like movement on a plane, movement in 3-D, and the
addition of “combos” or sequences of moves,
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Sometimes we ask you to do it more thoroughly.
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Consider the evolution of the 2-D shooter or “shmup.” Space Invaders offered a single
screen with enemies that marched predictably. After that came Galaxian, which had no

defenses and enemies that attacked a bit more aggressively.

Simple topological variants then ensued: Gyruss and Tempest are just Galaxian in a circle.
Gorf and others added scrolling and also had an end boss and stages that changed in
nature as you progressed. Zaxxon added verticality, which was then quickly thrown away
in the development of the genre. Centipede gave you some room to maneuver at the
bottom, and a charming setting, but isn’t really that different from Galaxian. Asteroids is
an inverted circle: you're in the middle, and the enemies come from outside.

Galaga was probably the most influential of all of these because it added bonus levels and
the power-up, a concept that has become standard in every shmup since. Xevious and
Vanguard added alternate modes of fire (bombs and firing in other directions). Robotron
and Defender are special cases. Both have the element of rescuing. This has been pretty

much abandoned today (sadly—though Choplifter was a wonderful sidetrack there).
Now, I don’t know what the first 2-D shooter to have power-ups and scrolling and bosses at
the end of M was, but a case can be made that there hasn'’t been a topologically different

After al, we learned that mechanic a long time ago, and everything since has been learning
Mmuﬁwwcbwwbeutiﬁdﬂmdwmmhenpe&edanywhere.
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CHAPTER FOUR: WuaT GaMes Veach Us

Formal training isn't really required to become a game designer. Most of the gam.e
designers working professionally today are self-taught. That is changing rapidly as uni-
versity programs for game designers crop up all around the country and the world.

I went to school to be a writer, mostly. I believe really passionately in the importance of writ-
ing and the incredible power of fiction. We learn through stories; we become who we are
through stories.

My thinking about what fun is led me to similar conclusions about games. I can’t deny, how-
ever, that stories and games teach really different things. Games don’t usually have 2 moral.
They don't have a theme in the sense that a novel has a theme.

The population that uses games most effectively is the young. Certainly folks in every genera-
tion keep playing games into old age (pinochle, anyone?), but as we get older we view them
more as the exception. Games are viewed as frivolity. In the Bible in 1 Corinthians, we are told,
“When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child: when I
became a man, I gave up childish ways.” But children speak honestly—sometimes too much
so. Their reasoning is far from impaired—it is simply inexperienced. We assume that games

are childish ways, but is that really so?
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m This shouldn't surprise us—after all,
" i
the young of all species play.
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' near as I can tell. We migrate it

(me included). Just getting
ins we crave.

We don’t actually put away the notion of “having fun,
into other contexts. Many claim that work is fun, for example
together with friends can be enough to give us the little burst of endorph

We also don't put aside the notion of constructing abstract models of reality in order to
practice with them. We practice our speeches in front of mirrors, run fire drills, go through
training programs, and role-play in therapy sessions. There are games all around us. We
just don'’t call them that.

As we age, we think that things are more serious and that we must leave frivolous things
behind. Is that a value judgment on games or is it a value judgment on the content. of a
given game? Do we avoid the notion of fun because we view the content of the fire drill as

being of greater import?

Most importantly—would fire drills be more effective if they were fun activities?




