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Abstract

The concept of the avatar has become widely used in contemporary game studies to represent
everything from the representation that you embody in online virtual worlds to fully fledged
characters such as Lara Croft in Tomb Raider. Such a use masks both the useful purpose of
the avatar concept, and many attributes and affordances of characters such as Lara Croft that

are specific to the way characters are represented in a particular subset of games.

By means of exploring the concept of agency, | propose an alternative model to consider the
way that players are represented in games, encompassing both the way they are denoted —i.e.
the way you see them represented physically on-screen, as well as the connotations that are
communicated to the player by the way the character acts, what we are told about them in

lore and cut-scenes and so forth.

This model of the way players are represented in games is then used to consider the way that
agency is mediated through the representation in games. By considering the different actors
that perform agency in games, namely the representation, the player and the human (so
termed because they act externally to the game environment, whilst the player acts

internally), I show almost all agency in games requires the mediation of the representation.

The model of agency mediation also serves to highlight that different forms of representation
are largely interchangeable at the level of agency, and thus that taking a broader view of the
way players are represented is both logical and essential if the intention is to have a concept
that can be built on to consider further aspects of game studies, allowing study of both the
generic concept of player representation, and more specifically the study of particular

denotations and connotations.
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Introduction

5

When playingc o mput er games; there i s an undeni

It is this interactivity that separates computer games as a medium from literature or film; it is
interactivity that is often pointed to as the reason computer games have an emotional or
psychological impact upon players. All of this interactivity, every act you perform within a
computer game, is an expression of agency. When you walk into a new room in Tomb Raider
that is agency, when you order your troops in Empire: Total War to flank your opponents that
is agency, when you send on a substitute in Football Manager that is agency. Equally, when
you think about what items to combine to advance in a game of CSI, that is agency, and when
you yell at the screen, or a friend, because your striker missed the header in FIFA 2009, that

is agency.

All of that agency however would not exist without a mediating layer, a role or mindset in
which you, the player, are enticed to interact with the game system. You would have no
reason to move in Tomb Raider if you were not leading Lara Croft on an adventure, you
would have no desire to order your troops to attack unless in the mindset of a tactical general
ordering his troops into combat, no reason to click the buttons in Football Manager unless in
the mindset of a manager attempting to change the course of a football match and so forth.
What all of these causes have in common is they rely on a form of player representation in-
game; the need to at least temporarily believe that you are taking on a role; the characteristics
and actions intrinsic to that role. It is these attributes which provoke agency, and thus | would

suggest, it is agency that can tell us a great deal about player representation in games.

abl
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Not all agency is created equal. To say that complaining to a friend about the game in a chat
room or in your living room is the same as telling Lara Croft to walk forward in Tomb Raider
is to over-simplify the phenomenon. It is clear that there is a difference, that there is some
kind of gradient, not only in the actions performed, but also in their relation to the game
system which motivated the act. Studying this not only serves to highlight those differences,
and explain where they might be useful in considering the attitudes of players towards games,
but also serves to provide a way of discussing many of the statements made in the classic
philosophical and sociological discourse n the context of a modern phenomenon, that of

computer games, where the actions are no less real, if a little less physical.

Fundamentally, this work is concentrated on two concepts: that of the avatar, and that of
agency. Both are terms that are not unique to game studies, and indeed both are terms that it
could be argued game scholars have, in part, re-appropriated to suit the study of games. For
me, it seems logical to return to the fields where the terms were first established, to
understand the derivation of the terms into those which we use contemporarily in game
studies, and finally to consider whether their application does justice to the game elements

they are assigned to represent.

Writing on the subject of avatars, Klevjer (2006) w r o tThis vicahoastbody is not

merelyame di at or of agency or , itbelongstoadisi vi ty" i n
exposed to its environment. In other words, an avatar is interesting and playable not just

because of what it makes us able to do or perform, but because of what happens to us in the

world that the avatar lets us inhabit. The avatarist he embodi ed mani festat:i

engagement with the game world; it is the player incarnated.” (p. 10). I am arguing that such



Exploring Agency 7

a simplistic approach to agency belies its importance, masking the many similarities that exist

between avatars and other forms of representations which warrant attention.

The concepts of agency and player representation in games are inextricably linked. As we

consider the way that agency is exerted in games, or in ways related to games, it is clear that

such interaction exists on many different levels. However, the most direct interaction with

the game system happens on the | evel of the
representation that is commonly referred to
incorporating everything from player designed characters in massively multiplayer games

through to designed characters such as Lara Croft or Guybrush Threepwood (Tomb Raider

and Monkey Island respectively). Whilst not referred to generally as avatars, such

representation also includes the possibility of a god-like control system as found in games

such as Sim City and Civilization.

The term avatar finds its origins in religion, specifically Hindu, and is literally translated as
“incarnation?” . | t mua t@gheespinitual dealn toa lowdr ene, ahcktrec e nt  f r
most often cited example is the descent of Vishnu. It is a term whose contemporary usage

dates back to Ultima IV in 1985, and became
Cr as h” Stephensbhanal992. Whilst the precise understanding of the term varies

between authors, the general understanding is similar, and | will consider this in greater detail

later in this paper.

Throughout the section of this paper that relates to avatars, | intend to investigate the concept
of the avatar, or more generally the way that players are represented in games, in an attempt

to understand its component parts and develop a model for the contemporary conception of



Exploring Agency 8

thepl ayer " s r epr eBydomgthast hope to undenstandjtize nomnent parts
— both the way the player is represented in the game and the way that the player interacts with
their representation, understanding and incorporating the character traits that they may either

have created themselves for the representation or are a facet of the game design.

Having created this model of the players® re
Taking the understanding of the player representation generated from the former study, I will

consider the different elements that apply to establishing the player agency in games; both on

the level of the player as a human agent interacting with the game and their social

environment — be that physical or virtual - and on the level of a player experiencing the game

environment through their representation.

Agency itself is a term that has its origins far previous to that of the study of games. Its
contemporary usage in games was derived from work in sociology into the structure and
development of societies, however even that was a derivation of earlier work in the field of
philosophy. If I am to study the application of the concept of agency, it is necessary to
understand the evolution of the term, and so | will begin with a study of its predecessor,

action theory.

Action theory itself can be traced back, in terms of concepts if not name, to the work of
Aristotle. For my purposes, I am primarily utilising the works of Donald Davidson who
presented a substantive overview of action theory in various works,comp i | ed i n “Essay
Acti ons and EvV e nt)syétalsp dmsigering theavorks of ttier&a@hors,

perhaps most notably the work of Anscombe (1963) on intention. From this base, 1 will
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consider its applications in the social sciences, primarily through the work of Giddens (1984),

and then its application to games by Laurel (1993) and Murray (1997).

Having considered its origins, the next stage will be to evaluate the term as applied to games,
considering whether the approach taken by contemporary authors is in line with its origins,
and is a logical approach to take when considering it within the domain of game studies.
Further, it will be necessary to establish the key components of agency, and how they may be
applied to the different levels of a players interaction with a game system as a means to
differentiate between the players understanding as a human and through their representation,
as well as to consider to what extent actions that are related to the game system, but not

within it, can be proscribed to the game system as part of a causal relationship.

By combining these two analysis, | intend to show how the concept of agency can help us
understand how players are represented in games and to provoke thought and offer my own
opinions on the way that players see their representations in-world; the way they take on
some of their characteristics in order to play as that character within the environment made
available by the game, and then to consider what motivates them to perform acts both in that
environment and outside, considering whether and to what extent the game motivates those
actions, and what we as players, scholars and even designers can learn in order to understand

the phenomenon®"s we experience, study

9
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Avatars

The concept of the avatar is a significant one; both in its own right and for the study of
agency. It is a term that in contemporary usage has come to mean many things; from the 2D
textual representation of a character in a textual MUD, through to 3D representations of
characters in virtual environments such as World of Warcraft and Second Life, and static
graphics (often of famous people from other fields and sexual or comedic images) that

posters on forms select to appear under their username.

In order to establish which of these artefacts | am referring to in my discussion, and to
explain how I understand the construction of the avatar in a formal sense, | will firstly
consider the historical context within which the use of the term arose, before discussing the
problems and confusion that has arisen with such different contemporary uses before
proposing what | consider to be a useful way to deconstruct the term so that it serves a
purpose; whether that purpose is purely to consider the representations players and internet
users choose for online spaces, or to further consider how the concept of agency applies to

the components of, and related to, the avatar.

Historical Context

The term avatar originated in religious texts. It was originally found in Sanskrit and literally
translates to incarnation, relating to a deity descending to the earth in an incarnate form.

There are several examples of descent in the Hindu religion; however the term avatar is

10
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primarily used for the descent of Vishnu, who is worshipped by Vaishnava Hindus — one of
the most populous branches — as the supreme god. The other prominent examples of this are
those of Shiva and Ganesha; however these are considered to be imitative of the Vishnu texts

(Matchett, 2001, p.4).

In Spirituality

Case (2007) documents the use of the term by a theologian known as Madame Blavatsky.

Famous for apparently spiritually obtaining texts from long-lost sources, she also performed

what Case describes as a “particulta form of
accompanied her access to the astral pl ane”
avatar was derived from Hindut ext s” (p. 62) and this use doe

meaning of the term. Case also offers the etymological derivation of the term, noting that
“Avatara i s ftg,meaendto dogs overhoesave; \with the prefix ava, which

meansdown” (p. 62)

The t er mfigss alsbipmsehiproblems that still exist in the contemporary use. Case

notes that the eighth-century philosopher, Sankara, first raised the issue of dualism in the

concept of the avatar; namely that if Brahma (the Hindu god of creation) is only one, how is

it possible that he can be both himself and his avatar. Sankara solved this by claiming that the

avatar of the god is not ftheeidfillusionbut another
Bl avatsky"s explanation was that the avatar

following: (Case, p. 62)
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“And jJjust about t &vergstrange doddity.l I ndveblesgtien] t o f e
consciousness of my personality; what | feel is as if | were keeping silent and the

other one —the lodger who is in me — were speaking with my tongue... | know that |

have never been in the places whicharedescr i bed by the ,o0other me*
—the second me —does not lie when he tells me about places and things unknown to

me, because he has actually seen them and known them well... In the night, when | am

alone in my bed, the whole life of No.2 passes before my eyes and | do not see myself

at all, but quite a differentperson—-di f f er ent i n race and di ff e

Case further comments that “WhenmaBkhavatsky s
could be seen to pegtwirlori hwuigsialmlde asi daeavwisi $k
changed, and some said her curly hair would become black and straight (Fuller 1956: 49)...
[this] did not overcome her continued performance of her own persona. She could embody

both person@3 at once.” (p.

In Digital Culture

The 1979 game Avatar, based on the PLATO system at the University of Illinois offers the

first use of the term in the sense of gaming. Avatar is described by Bartle (2003) in

“Designing Virtual Wormnlcdd’ nad “gtrlae HA. l8jadt ve v
and was a game played from the first person perspective with controls akin to those used by

contemporary first person shooters. Regardl e



Exploring Agency 13

were referred to as characters®, so whilst it could possibly act as a source of inspiration for

later games it seems not to be the origin of the term in the contemporary sense.

Vernon Vinge®"s novella “True Names”, publish
now consider as the avatar in the digital sense, without using the term itself. VVinge describes

digital representations of other people — the avatars - inside a digital world which is accessed

via the use of electrodes attachedrentetoat he ch
number of facets of contemporary cyber-culture, and has often been cited as a source of much

research around the subject of virtual reality.

The earliest reference to the term itself in the contemporary sense, that is representing a

presence in either a video game or other virtual environment came with Ultima IV in 1985,

where it was used as the goal of thegame; t hat i s t o s a )haractereveso mi n g
the goal of the game. In subsequent Ultima series games, it was assumed that you were the

avatar, and thus that the avatar represented your on-screen persona. The term was later

appropriated in the design of pen and paper role-playing game Shadowrun and the virtual

world Habitat (Morabito, 1986).

Stephenson (2000) popularisedtheus e of t he term with his novel
which he described Avatars thus: “The peopl e
the audiovisual bodies that people use to communicate with each other in the Metaverse (the

virtual reality | n t e r n e-36)) This defmition i8 tbe first that can be said to be in line

with the contemporary use, at least in part; and is also the first that expressly requires a digital

body to be present as a mediator of communication between people.

! http://www.gnuzoo.org/avatar/WhoisWho and similar sites continue to list p | a ydesariptisns of in-game
events, and the usage of ,character™™ is evident throu
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Case (2007) justifies this use of the original, spiritual, term by likening the virtual experience
to a spiritual one. She references the work

who harks back to a conference keynote presented by Mark Pesce, one of the developers of

VRML-t he Virtual Reality Modelling Language,
to VR as the “Holy Grail” that constitutes *
hackers for all/l t 1 me 'er quotes fromDbtBe7althors, Bdiudingc ont i nu e
referencing “soul data” 1in silicon (Kelly, V
version of Christian ritwual” (Lanier, VR Dev
cyber-culture ingeneralonapar wi th religious experience, ¢

hi ppi e harmonics the experience seems to sug

structured by the space of Virtual Reality”

This kind of link is not however purely restricted to discussion within the computing

industry. Mass media has made this likeness as well, notably the movie The Lawnmower Man

which portrays a gardener becoming a digital god flowing through the internet, and of course

The Matrix which is filled with references alluding to characters as religious symbols. Case

argues that “these films encour awmpaeefuelledke wer s t

by |l ofty, mythical struggles”™ (p. 197). She

Dungeons and Dragonsands ubs equent |l y MUD"s which, she cl ¢
a ment al l ink between strat egdisr iitnualnildtnequw
197)

This allows Case to draw the conclusion that the use of the spiritual plane to explain facets of

cyberspace makes the use of the term avatar
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arguing that the term “seems to suggest that
mani festation under st ood t hequenilgtherekapeibeeni t u a | c
various attempts made to come up with a definition for the term. Murray (1997) offers that
“an avatar i1 s a graphical figure | ike a char
that even when the avatars are drawn crudely or have limited options for customisation they

stil |l have the ability to “provide alternate

(p.113).

Gonzalez (2003) argues in “The Appended Subj
subjectsi’r t(malt heamnvivr onment s) are “constitute
psychic or bodily appendage, an artificial subjectivity that is attached to a supposed original

or unitary being, an online persona understood as somehow appended to a real person who

resides elsewhere, in front of a keyboard. In each case a body is constructed or assembled in

order to stand for, or become an extension of, a subject in an artificial but nevertheless

inhabited world” (p. 299).

Case (2007) further a r g ulkeese avétars have proceeded from Uncle Ben and Aunt Jemima,
operating in a manner similar to logos. They are gendered, raced, and sexualised in order to
operate successfully as a fetish image within the logo culture ... The avatar does not referent
the user, but the logo. Its seductive qualities serve to compete for focus with other online
objects within the competitive, commercial, corporate topography of the cybersphere™ (p.
203), arguing that avatars in the contemporary sense have now been adopted to serve

corporate goals, rather than retaining their origins.
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Case (2007) offers the example of Lara Croft in Tomb Raider as an avatar, and essentially
establishes that all player-controlled characters in games are avatars, claiming that as she is
viewed from behind she meets the traditional definition of acting for, or representing the
player, and whilst this is logical (leaving aside the issue that you can often change the camera

view) such a broad definition of an avatar is problematic.

Contemporary Usage

It is apparent to me from the chronology that the use of the term in the current sense is at least
questionable. The original use of the term, as the ultimate character towards which players
aspired as in Ultima IV was logical with the religions origins of the term; it made sense that
the objective of the game was to become a deity, an all-powerful entity within the game
environment. That you started the next game in the series as the avatar was therefore a logical
follow-on from this. For the term then to become representative of all player controlled
characters in games therefore seems somewhat a fortune of co-incidence, at least through one
authors decision to use the term in a widely read (at least within those involved in the genre)
fictional publication, and the attempt of others to construct spiritual overtones within internet

(and thus gaming) culture.

Whilst it is possible to find support for many theories of the evolution of the term and
concept of the avatar - from co-incidence with the development of Ultima through to it being
inspired by science fiction writings - the fact remains that its contemporary usage — that of a
digital representation of a player or person in a virtual environment, including 3D
environments such as massively multiplayer games as well as online spaces such as forums

and Facebook —has come to be accepted, both in scholarly texts and in mainstream internet

16
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culture. The usage of the term in online forums (and similar static representations found on
Facebook and similar sites) is notable, but is at a tangent to the purpose of this work, and so |
will merely comment that such expansion of the usage of the term is likely to soften the
understanding, both academically and amongst the wider internet and gaming communities,

of the phenomenon which it is assigned to represent.

There are, however, a specific few issues that warrant further discussion; either because they
question the appropriateness of the contemporary usage of the term and by doing so point to
areas that are perhaps on the fringe that require further study and classification or because
they link to the discussion on agency in such a way as to reframe our understanding of that

concept, as it relates to either the human agent or his representation.

Within games, the question that | feel warrants primary attention is to what extent common
representations of the players fit within the definition of the avatar that is used in
contemporary studies. If we are to accept the concept of the avatar, and to consider the way
that concepts such as agency can be related to it, it behests us to have an artefact whose
definition is clear. I would argue that the contemporary meaning of avatar is anything but
clear, with it being assigned to pre-packaged characters and player-created characters,
characters visually present on the screen and those merely implied, as well as static
representations in online communities and on the forums of many of the same games
discussed previously. In Eve for example, your avatar is never seen, but exists as a static
graphic in-game which is then also used to represent you on the official Eve forums. To
attempt to build on such a broad definition is a problematic exercise, due to the clear

differences between the artefacts it represents, and thus to do so a clearer idea or a new

17
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concept encompassing them is required.

Is there always an avatar?

The players role in games of course differs greatly, from the 2D representation of early
adventure games such as Monkey Island, through to the highly detailed player models that
serve as the players representation in modern first person shooters such as Half Life or Call of

Duty: WorldatWar, t o t he “gener al mode of nAgmer ous
of Empires, god mode of Civilization IV or The Sims which again differs from the

constructionist mode of games such as Rollercoaster Tycoon or Sim City 4.

There is certainly an argument to be made that not all of these games feature an avatar. In The

Sims, you are given a god-like role by default, and it seems to me plausible that you at
internalise this ,go0d" | i ke -agammauldiagsheafl-our r ep
seeing, all-knowing, all-powerful role in your own image, either causing devastation or

promoting harmony. Because of the lack of specificity given to your role in-game, the ability

to mould the role is far greater than in many games.

Games such as Sim City 4 and Football Manager 2009 at least appear, on the face of things,

to not feature an avatar aworldtiiteese gaines,y er s r ep
though there is no physical embodiment of the players representation, the player is

internalised in the role that is portrayed, either the mayor of the city or the manager of a

football team, and | would contend that, at least for some players, the degree of attachment or

internalisation of these roles is far greater than that of Lara Croft in Tomb Raider. Indeed, in

both it is possible to see at certain stages of the game a physical representation; either a statue
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of the mayor erected outside city hall or the manager strolling down the touchline in the 3D
engine present in Football Manager 2009. Thus, the only significant difference in terms of
the role played that I can see between these and the physical embodiment present in games
like World of Warcraft is the direct control of your representation in a physical, navigable,

space.

Avatars, Characters and personality

There is a fundamental issue even with the games that do feature a physical character

however, and that is the way that the term is now used so as to represent any digital

representation over which the player has control. Case (2007) references Lara Croft in Tomb

Raider as an avatar; and this is problematic in a number of ways. Bartle (n.d.), in an article

entitted “ Arv,atGhar acter, P e ronfosionebétwean thenavatarjartddthe on t h e

player behind it in both mass media and academic writings, with reference to the distinction

bet ween what Bartle refers to as the “Avatar
For Bartle,theav at ar i s “ | ust coasidgsitpcpnduit =a mediatm@ldyeri s, he
-bet ween the player and the world. This view

adventure games of previous generations, where the avatar often communicated to the player
asa separate identity, with statements |ike *

Bar ttdrms,” swhich “is a player's representation
of yourself, a personality that you don when entering the world. The game reports things that
happen to the character as if they were happening to you: "you can't open the door". You can

feel guite upset i f Thesis@&verpdiffergntaamprehendioaafthect er s d

terms to that offered by Case, for whom both the avatar and character represent the
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personality that you embody in the world, and highlights the problem in attempting to build
upon the contemporary understanding of the avatar. For somebody familiar with Bartle,
referring to the agency of an avatar would mean something very different than for somebody

familiar with the work of Case.

In games like Tomb Raider, the player takes on the role of an agent whose characteristics,
back story, morals and other facets of their personality are scripted by somebody else, often
the game designer, but also potentially, authors or directors who published books or
established movie franchises. This is far from the early idea where the avatar was a
representation of the player, moulded in their image and subservient to their wishes and

desires.

Calling these avatars in the same sense as that of an avatar in World of Warcraft or Second
Life masks the differences between the two representations; they have some of the same
abilities — the ability to move around in a navigable space for example, however are lacking
the ability to be constructed according to the desire of the player, and generally have to
follow a far stricter designed narrative. For certain they are some kind of entity, a
representation in a digital environment over which the player has a limited degree of control,

and a medium through which the player experiences the emotions of the game.

The label of character, with its origins in narrative and film also contains elements of this
representation, and may appear to be a better fit. The player, like the actor, is taking on a role
defined by somebody else, with the ability to shape it within a limited scope and then
experiencing a narrative, also created by somebody else, using the character as a conduit.

Again however some aspects of the avatar concept are to be found; as noted the ability to

20
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move in a space, the fact that it is your representation within the game environment, that
without your control it does not progress past the point where the game loaded. Here, the
difference between the avatar and the character exists in terms of the degree of customisation
and the extent to which a player is able to impose his own psyche and personality upon the
representation. Of course, the physical representation still exists, and there is an argument

that this needs to be differentiated from the character traits.

Shifting Roles (or do I have a psychiatric disorder?)

The next issue that arises when considering the contemporary uses of the term is how to deal

with games in which the player is required to shift between two or more roles. Flynn (2002)

argues for games like TheSimsf al | i ng wi thin the category of
the player as creating “simul atleachcleu mares r( aw
(p. 45). By this reasoning, it would be possible to define the guests in Rollercoaster Tycoon 3

as avatars; every soldier in a game of Empire Total War as an avatar and so forth.

Such a definition immediately creates multiple problems — in the games where the player
controls 2 or more characters directly, do they all represent his avatar, or is it only possible to
have one at a time? In a Real Time Strategy game where there is the possibility to control
either an individual soldier or a whole group, where is the avatar, is it constantly switching?
Are we claiming the player has to maintain multiple personalities and roles within his
consciousness, and switch between them as he switches characters? Whilst it may be
defensible that in games such as Monkey Island we play the role of Guybrush Threepwood,
and in Tomb Raider we play Lara Croft, this would seem to break down once we get out of

the adventure / action game genre, or have multiple characters.
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The game State of Emergency 2, released in 2006 for the Playstation 2, is an action game in

which the player controls four characters, each with their own abilities and weaknesses.

Throughout the game it is required to shift between characters, with individual missions

ranging from using one to all four of the player controlled characters. In this type of game,

the player is spending as much time considering the managing of their agents — getting the

characters in the right position for when you will need them, preserving their health, and

switching at the right moment — as actually playing the individual characters. In this case,

they would ful fil Bartle*"s (n.d.) criteria I
stretch to see them as any kind of representation of the player. It is not realistic to contend

that the player is internalising the strengths, weaknesses and character traits of each of the

persona“s they are required to take on at di

I do not intend, with this criticism, to suggest that a human player who controls multiple
characters in a massively multiplayer role-playing game like World of Warcraft is not
represented by avatars. The key difference here is that the player is not playing both
characters simultaneously, and so it is feasible that he is able to switch between the personas
on a level that | would argue it is not with games such as State of Emergency 2, where you
are tasked with switching between different characters with specific abilities throughout the
game experience. That notwithstanding, | would argue that is possible for such players to fall
into the same kind of situation, depending on how they use their characters. If for example, a
player is farming with one character, and constantly switching back to another to auction the

item then the sense of human to avatar relationship would be lessened.
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The ability to establish an emotional relationship with your representation is to some extent a
significant component of games. As you increase the number of representations whom are
supposed to represent your will in the environment, it would seem to me this emotional
relationship would break down; it would seem less likely for you to be able to evaluate how
your representation should/would act in a given position, and of course in a very practical
sense your likelihood of recalling all the skills and abilities that you have access to at any
given time is likely to be reduced. There will of course be exceptions to this amongst
experienced gamers, and those with certain psychological profiles, however | would contend
for the majority it is hard to remain fully attached to multiple avatars simultaneously. What is
notable about this is that it would apply equally to what | have previously termed characters
and avatars; indeed the greater the degree of personality imposed by the system upon the

player, the more difficulty a player is likely to have taking on multiple roles.

A corporate agenda

Case (2007) argues that the term ,avatar"
continued shift to corporate control of online spaces, ultimately meaning that the production

of avatars and the spaces they occupy are now profit-driven rather than performance-driven,

and that the “profit motive of epfthoadatarast i on di
representing herself online, resignifying it as a functionofe-c o mmer ce” (p. 200) .
certainly the case that a lot of online forums and social spaces such as Second Life have been
commercialised, with the corporate agenda as important to the sustainability of the world as

the play experience (though arguably the former would not apply without the latter). I suspect

this criticism from Case was not aimed specifically at games, but was designed to cover the

corporate world where avatars are increasingly being used as an identity through which the
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player is able to conduct purchases. However, the same argument can be made in terms of
games. If we were to compare an early MUD to World of Warcraft; even allowing for the

technical limitations of the early platform, two notable differences exist.

The first is that in World of Warcraft, players have far less ability to construct their in-world
representation in their own image, and to perform the roles they wish within the world. This
is largely necessary because of the constraints of the game and commercial realities; if
players were allowed to become guards and decided to station themselves outside of
Stormwind or Ironforge, preventing people from leaving, a rapid stream of newcomers would

likely stop playing Blizzard for their services, but nonetheless, freedom is reduced.

The second difference refers to the “prettin
relation to the technological advancements; the textual descriptions of MUD or primitive

graphics of Habitat were always going to be inferior to those found in World of Warcraft due

to the advances in graphic technology, however it is clear that graphics are a key selling point

of contemporary games, and so receive a significant proportion of the development budget

and timetable.

In some ways, this is linked to the first; creating graphical assets that fit within the
environment of the world for millions of players would be unrealistic. Given the structure of
such games, the integrity is also a consideration in such spaces. Were players able to take on
any role they wished in World of Warcraft, it is likely that either a substantial moderation
load would be created for Blizzard staff or the narrative content that Blizzard attempt to

communicate would be lost, and the social environment threatened.
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It is probable that, as with Spore, sexual images would very quickly find their way into the
game, and player may choose destructive roles such as blocking others access to quests, cities
or regions. It is likely there would be more subtle infractions also, such as a group of guards
of one faction turning a blind eye to an enemy raid (of course, some would say this has the
potential to create new, player-driven, narratives; a model that Eve explores). At the same
time, it must be acknowledged that Blizzard deliberately create avatars which are pleasing to
the eye graphically, and publicised the in-game graphics as a significant selling point when

the game was making its way into the market.

For me however, such an argument is not sufficient to threaten the concept of the avatar. In

Snow Crash, Stephenson (2000) constructed a world in which there was a large range of

avatars, both those perfectly created representations of their human controller, with

programmed gestures and movemberstheldnd swtiddhk:t

latter appearing to be a substantial proportion of the Metaverse population.

By any measure, the ability to express the in-game representation as an extension of the self
is reduced. However | do think there is substantial research in game studies? to show that
players do still see their representation in contemporary games as an extension of themselves
and find themselves embodied within the role either assigned to them by the game or selected
from a range of possibilities. Thus, I would reject the assertion that the corporate agenda has
threatened the concept of the avatar, however | do feel it necessary to be able to establish the
component parts of the avatar, so that it is clear what we are discussing, and what we are

building on when we attempt further work in games featuring avatars.

2 For examples of this, see work by Bennerstedt (2008) and Linderoth (2008), who both studied World of
Warcraft players and the extent to which they engage with the role-playing. For a more theoretical study of
embodiment, see Gee (2008).
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Developing the concept

Recent years have seen significant work on developing the concept of the avatar into
something useful for contemporary game studies. From Newman (2002) who questioned the
very concept of the avatar and Linderoth (2005) who suggested that the concept of the avatar,
or at least the player-avatar relation should be seen in three different ways, much criticism
and uncertainty has been thrown on the definition of the avatar, problematising its use for
further work in game studies and beyond. Klevjer (2006) took up this challenge, attempting
to define both the various facets of the avatar concept, and many of those terms and concepts

that inter-relate to it, yet —in my opinion — there is much work yet to be done.

Newman®"s (2002) primary concerns relate to t
avatar, and the perception of the avatar as an ergodic representation with whom the player

identifies and emphasises. Instead, Newman suggests building on the work of Friedman

(1999) whose work concentrated on Civilizationand SimCityt o suggest that “ra
,becomi ng" a par gameworldaseeingthéveondahougtethreir eyes thet h e

player encounters the game by relating to everything within the gameworlds i mul t ane o u s |
That is, he argues that it is not worthwhile, or possible, to separate the character of the

representation from the remainder of the world, but rather that the player merely sees the

representation as a part of the world with which they are engaging in a player-game world

relationship.
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Newman"s (2002) argument seems to prnotmaril vy
as ergodic as many schol ars believe, arguing
|l ess ergodic than television, or fiekitymf or t h

vi deogame er g otlhtaxcwe doyot spesdalkoon tinge in nideo games

engaged in non-trivial activity, an approach based on ergodicity that puts us in a player-

character relationship is invalid. He instead offers an approach where the human player is
considered somewhere us o mnned -laoiné i ;n unuont balt waye
engaging with the game or watching a cut-scene, but always placed at some point along that

continuum.

He concl udes tTohndbRaidérbrSupegMane s j uiske as i n Friedr
Civilization, the primary-player may not see themselves as any one particular character on the

screen, but rather as the sum of every forceandinfl uence t hat colmpiyi ses t |
not an approach | find agreeable; as we (as humans) walk around the world every day; we

experience the world from our perspective. That does not mean we are not aware of the

impact of the other obstacles in the world — for example the increased risk to us walking

caused by ice on the pavement. That we experience the world from such a first person

perspective does not preclude an ability to consider the other forces and influences that

impact the world and nor, in my opinion, does the player identifying with an avatar in a game

preclude the consideration of other forces in the game.

Linderoth (2005) attempts to consider the ways that an avatar can be considered in game
environments, and in doing so considers those arguments put forward by Newman (2002), as

well as arguments from Ryan (2001) and Salen and Zimmerman (2004). All three arguments
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allude to a myth in the understanding of the avatar concept; either in the way it is perceived
(as a representation vs. a tool) or in claiming that it is a factor in the immersion of games.
Linderoth (2005) uses his own empirical study, derived from previous work of his, to
consider how two small groups of children perceived themselves, and their avatars, in a game

environment.

A prior study to Linderoth"s had indicated t
to phrasegs”s whhk na< h'i Il daded games. éle sites thdt Jahanssong

and Walkerdine contended that they could both refer to themselves, as the player, and to roles

such as in socio-dramatic play. Children regularly, according to Johansson, switch between

tenses as well as between talking as the characters and about the characters in such play.

Linderoth (2005), as a result of analysing conversations between these two groups of

children, contends that the three layers proposed by Salen and Zimmerman (2004); the fictive

character, the piece of equipment, and a prop that is used as part of a presentation of the

player matches the experience he observed in the children, and that when the avatar is a tool,

the “17” signifies the player/ avatar unit.

This is to me a more agreeable approach than that of Newman, however it again highlights

the problem I have raised previously; that the term avatar takes on several meanings; meaning

a new definition has to be offered any time it is referred to in subsequent work. Whilst |

would not dispute Linderoth® s (1 2005) findings that <chil dren
to adults engaged in play) use the term *“|I d

alone good enough reason to consider them all part of the avatar concept.
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The most recent, and comprehensive, work on the concept of the avatar is that of Klevjer

(2006) who conducted a thorough study of the concept and related concepts. Klevjer notably

highlighted the difference between the concept of the avatar and that of a character, stating it

i snot that character is unimportant to games or unimportant to dagad

computer game play, but that there is, for analytical purposes, a lot to gain from keeping
6characterd and o6avatarodo distincteptof (p. 116)
character is the same as that found in other fields and is thus primarily tied to the narrative of

the game, as opposed to any other form of experience in games, whilst the concept of the

avatar can apply equally well to vehicles as humans or péreonifiable subjects.

Instead, he argues for a twamension model of avatars in computer games; labeldteas

tangibleand miniatureness dimensions. The tangible dimension ultimately retephigsical
representation; that is the way that the atyf the system behind the game communicates

the current state of affairs to you, the playdevjer emphasizes that the tangibility he refers

to is the Adirect physical relationshipo (p.

representation.

The dher dimension proposed by Klevijer, that of the miniature, concerns itself with the

remainder of the environment. He calls it a
toyé [they] are autonomous and inteld0i gent s
This concept i s KI evj er 6sSimwCaywheareby tre playercsa c hi n g

not engaged in direct physical control of arwiarld representation, but rather tasked with
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the management of a o6wor | d & pasticipatonwitethatt i on t h

world is the role of the player as much as the system.

Whilst | agree that such a distinction is useful, | feel there is further work to be done on
breaking down the definition of the avatar. If we are not to consider the anataharacter

as parts of the same system, there needs to be a way of linking the two concepts together, as
they are inextricably linked when considering the way that a player interacts with the system.
Further, there needs to be thought given to indigatie degree of control a player has over

the form their representation takes, and the range of functions it can perform. It is these areas

that | intend to focus on in the forthcoming work on the avatar concept.

A New approach to the Avatar

As has been indicated above, there are a number of competing and overlapping definitions of
the concept of the avatar. Whilst the early use in games related to a digital presence
representing the will of a player in a virtual environment, contemporary use stretches from
player designed characters in text based virtual worlds through to partially designed
characters in graphical virtual worlds like World of Warcraft, and from every graphical
representation of a player controlled character in games to static images used to illustrate a

profile on discussion forums.
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Such a widespread and inconsistent use of the term is clearly problematic when one wants to

either build upon the concept or utilise it in a discussion of other elements of the study of

games and other virtual environments. It seems to me that in order to do this further work it

would be useful to have a deconstruction of the term that allows us to isolate the element of

the term under discussion at any one time. In this section of the paper I intend to do just this,

considering how avatars can be seen as signs, and thus how through semiotics consideration

can be given to the el g@ameintdrpsetationnbat make up a

representation.

The Component Parts

There are at least four different roles that we need to allow for when considering the

representation of players in games. The first of these is the physical representation of a

p | a yrepreséntation in a virtual environment. In this case the representation is physically

displayed and can be moved around a virtual environment, and fits well within the classic

definition of the avatar. This includes games like World of Warcraft and Everquest, although

even here there ar e smweseetationthatamaeenot restriccedbyt he pl a
the game designer; however the player has substantial control over the appearance, attributes

and role that their representation begins with and develops.

Linked to these is the second set of games, which is also probably the largest slice. Most
games, be they in the adventure, action, first person shooter or other genres have a character
who is designed by the game develop. In these cases, the ability of the player to fashion the

representation in the way they desire is severely limited, and instead they are tasked with
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internalising the character designed for them. Here there is again a physical representation,
whom the player navigates through the space laid down by the game designers, however

there tends to be a less open structure to the game, with the player following a predefined,
often linear, narrative, and the character developing during that narrative in a way that was

established prior to them starting to play.

The third set of games refers to the textual avatar found in a textual virtual environment. This
is becoming increasingly rare in contemporary games, with most examples being legacy
version of games started during the 1980s or 1990s, and played by a reducing number of die-
hard players. It also however includes some solo projects by designers who want to create a
multiplayer game without investing in the graphic assets necessary for current mainstream
developments, and | feel still warrants consideration when we are considering how the term
should be constructed. This would include games like MUD, Adventure and more

contemporary games such as Holotrek and The Southlands.

The fourth set of games is those where the p | a yrapresentation is either implied, or is
otherwise not portrayed in a virtual environment. In these games the player often still
internalises a role, whether that be a god-like control over an environment and the agents who
act within that environment or the portrayal of a specific role, such as a manager of a sports
team, who does not warrant or require a physical representation in a navigable space, but still
exists as an entity within the game world, with the ability to develop characteristics and be
referred to by other agents. This includes games such as Civilization 1V, Sim City and The
Sims, as well as games like Football Manager 2009, Out of the Park Baseball 9 and Front

Office Manager.
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The final contemporary use of the term avatar does not fit well within such a categorisation.
That a person chooses a picture, often completely unrelated to either their personality or the
subject matter of the forum, to appear below their name and enhance the appearance of their
messages seems entirely unrelated to the other uses discussed here. It perhaps serves to
indicate their interests, but otherwise serves no purpose; the forum would continue on without
the presence of these images and there is no ability to control them beyond whether or not

they appear and their size. Thus I will largely exclude them from my classification.

In designing a model to incorporate such different types of game, I clearly have to give
consideration to the issues that | had raised previously; primarily that there are a great deal of
factors that apply both to avatars physically represented and those merely implied —in both
cases the role is internalized, and the difference essentially is reduced to the ability to see
your representation displayed graphically on the screen, and to move them around in a

navigable space.

Signs

At a very basic level, a sign is a signifier; such as a road sign signifying for road users to slow
down or a no smoking sign signifying that people should not smoke in the vicinity. The study
of signs is multidisciplinary, with much written in semiotics, epistemology, logic and the
philosophy of language with the classic understanding defining significance as a relationship

between two things; the sign and the things that they signify.

33
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Signs themselves are further sub-divided into natural and conventional signs, with natural
signs being causally related to the signified entity; such as leaves falling off a tree is a natural
sign of autumn and a thunder clap is a sign of an impending storm. By contrast, a
conventional sign requires agreement amongst those who may interpret it; such as the full
stop at the end of this sentence signifies you should take a pause when reading or the
reference appearing in brackets at the end of this paragraph signifies that you can find further

information on the subject there. (Gracia, 1995, p. 31-33)

Aarseth (1997) applied this notion of signs to ergodic literature, that is texts that require more

than a non-trivial effort to traverse. He referenced the work of Andersen who presented a

typology of computer-based signs; including amongst his examples games such as Breakout

and Dark Castle, with the latter featuring a player controlled character. For Andersen, there

are 7 classifications of computer-based signs; Interactive, Actor, Object, Button, Controller,

Layout and Ghost, with 4 determinant factors; permanence, transience, handling and

activeness. Aarseth rejects this approach as “idiosyncratic and inadequate, even when applied
toDarkCastle, hi s own c¢ hi edtingehat anompbér ef Signs(inpDark ChsBe)

are left unexplored by this typology, and that when you attempt to position them within
Andersen®"s framework, boulders and platfor ms
they can*"t be influenced by other signs) and

categorisation as the hero, or player actor).

Aarseth (1997) rejects this approach, offering examples indicating its weaknesses with regard
t o Ander s e, nuthssassigniagma pat) of recks to the categorisation of a button (it

not always being present - as would a button in a regular application interface —and
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Ander sen"s cl assi f i-tamsieni, andlealdesand acteve diffarsfrermtbat  n o n
in non-gaming applications) as well as a variety of other games not considered by Andersen,
concluding that the typol ogy.39ferdeschbhong h t oo el

computer games in general.

Where Aarseth (1997) agrees with Andersen however is that all of these elements of games

are signs in some sense. Games, to the extent they are experienced as texts, are essentially a

series of signs, conveying a meaning to the player who makes decisions which lead to the

display of more signs, in a loop throughout the experience of the game. Konzack (2002)

contends that signs relate to the sgammantic n
pl aprithasy | udol ogi c a). Essrtiallyhe argues tiet’the digpsare 9 5

superficial; games may have essentially the same gameplay, but through the use of signs,

convey very different meanings.

Konzack (2002) also notes that signs convey meanings from other contexts into games; be
that other games; book or movie franchises or from everyday life. Because we are presented
with existing connotations when we observe the sign, such connotations are transferred into
the game environment. For example, in Monkey Island, when your representation Guybrush
Threepwood starts speaking in pirate slang he inherits the connotations of pirate lore, you
realise that he wants to be a pirate, and immediately internalise more about the role you are
portraying than you had previously. Similarly, when you come across LeChuck, his outfit and
persona immediately communicates that he is a pirate, a bad guy and your enemy, again

utilising classical pirate concepts from stories like Peter Pan or Treasure Island.
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Figure 1. LeChuck - (c) LucasArts

Individual elements of the virtual environment, such as rocks lying on the ground that do not
block your path are generally not signifiers of anything in-game, but still cause the player to
liken them to rocks on the ground in real life, and so could be said to signify the environment,

and thus to contribute to a player®s suspens

There is one category of games that perhaps warrants further consideration in regard to signs,

and that is the games where the p | a yrepreséntation is implicit. The question then arises

whether the fact that a player knows they have some kind of representation is sufficient to be

a signifier of that representation. This 1isn
Football Manager and Sim City there are plenty of signifiers of the role you are portraying,

however in The Sims you are given no such instruction, other than being told that you are able

to instruct your Sims how to behave. However, | do not consider this to be a problem. Signs

do not have to be words or images, the very concept of interactivity you are presented with in

such games is a signifier; that you can select your team in Football Manager is a sign that
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you have the role of the football manager, that you can control the tax rates and electricity
pipelines in Sim City is a sign that you are the Mayor (though confused by the issue of
causing natural disasters), and the fact that you have ultimate power over your sims in The

Sims is a sign that you have a god-like role in that environment.

In essence however, it is clear that virtually everything in games conveys some meaning to
the player. From the icons, to the game map through to Al controlled agents, all of these are
signs; si gni fspossiblsto takd, theanvirorament witlannwhich ol are
located, the character and the roles of others that you will interact with. Above all however,

your representation, or rather, the role you are embodying within the game is a sign.

Denotative and Connotative Semiotics

Signs themselves have certain characteristics that identify the relationship between the
signifier and that which it is signifying. In Semiotics, one approach to deconstructing this
relationship is to consider the denotative and connotative aspects of it. An indexical attribute
is generally attached to such a deconstruction, which essentially is the relationship between
the sign in question, and other signs within the same subset, be that a language, series of
pictures or a game. For my purposes it has little significance, as | will primarily be dealing

with signs within the scope of a single game.

37
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Sign

Denotation Connotation Index

The denotation is essentially the literal meaning of a sign; where the sign is a word this is

generally the dictionary definition,or as an i mage Panofsky (1970)
a representational visual image is what all viewers from any culture at any time would

recogni se t he i1 mabg).aVhiktshisd gerpapsa mathemtay Strearpliped 5 1
position; it is unlikely that everyone across the world will agree on a denotation - | would

perhaps have phrased this as the substantial majority — it nonetheless emphasises the point

that the denotation is generally not open to discussion, it is universal fact.

By contrast, the connotation refers to the social, cultural and personal associations to the sign;

perhaps ideological or emotional interpretations that differ depending on the viewer or reader.

For example, a piece of cont e maobedanayyookar t wor k
like junk to one whilst appearing a meaningful statement on contemporary society to others.

Fiske (1982) writes that “denotation i s what
photographed” (p. 91); t phetdgraphofacowonadieddy t wo pe
one may take this photograph from close up, with the cow filling the frame, whilst another

photographs it lying on the ground, showing the cow looming above the photographer with

the sky in the background. In both photographs, the denotation is a cow, however the
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message signified by the photo differs great

attempt at an artistic photo showing the env

The denotative and connotative interpretations of the sign combine to form the meaning. In
effect this gives us three factors; the signifier, the object it is signifying and the interpretation
of the person who is observing the signifier. This applies to games as much as it does to
words or art. As you come across crew members sitting in a bar in Monkey Island, their
denotation is obvious, it is visually represented in front of you. You have the guy wearing the
smart black outfit, the guy hanging from the lights with a beer in his hand, the young kid
sitting at the table wearing a cheap outfit, the guy carrying a sword wearing a luxurious suit

and so forth.

Figure 2. Scumm Bar - Monkey Island 2 (c) LucasArts

Beyond these denotations however, there are connotations implied by pirate lore. The guy

wearing the smart black outfit is the captain, the guy with the sword with the luxurious jacket
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and the funny hat is a pirate, useful if you get into battles, the young kid is a deckhand, the
drunk is the jester, responsible for keeping spirits up on board. You know that these are all
roles you need to fill, and through the connotations, you know which characters you need to
speak to in order to fill them. For those unfamiliar with such lore, the narrative of the game
develops these roles when you begin speaking to them, and your own speech carries the
connotations of a wannabe pirate, however the design of the outfits is not by co-incidence,

but rather designed to guide the player on how to interpret these characters.

Similarly, in Star Trek: Judgment Rites, as you are sitting on the bridge en-route to your next
location and see a ship appear on the horizon, the denotation is of a long ship with a shark-

like tail appearing on your screen that approaches and starts firing at you.

Figure 3. Star Trek: Judgment Rites (c) Interplay
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To those familiar with the Star Trek television series however (which is likely to be the large
proportion of players of such a game) it is immediately seen as a Klingon (enemy) ship,
alerting the player to raise the shields on his own ship and prepare to enter a battle. Such

connotations are crucial to the players i nt

Further, if we consider t he WprldafWaaraft,the r epr es e
physical representation of the player is as displayed on the screen. The characteristics of the
player, such as his level and abilities are denotative aspects of the representation; they are
facts, not subject to interpreta t i o n . H o w e vrela, personalityeand polfoethyare r s
designed in the mind of the player who is viewing them — perhaps different substantially

between the player operating the character and one who comes upon the character in the

course of their activities in the virtual environment; such characteristics are connotative.

Figure 4. A World of Warcraft Avatar. (c) Blizzard

Similarly, with predefined characters, whilst the physical appearance is the denotative aspect
of the character, elements such as the personality traits of the character or their orientation

towards other characters in the game (in cases where this can vary, such as BioShock) are
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connotative; not always completely at the behest of the player — in fact quite often heavily
influenced by the design decisions made by the game developer —however not fixed, and

always subject to some degree of interpretation by the player.

Considering an early text based game where you are represented by a series of numbers and a
fixed textual description defining your character, these elements are the denotative definition
of your character; they are set in stone and not subject to any interpretation; however most of
the remainder of the game; the actions that you take, the personality traits you exhibit are
subject to interpretation by both the player whose representation it is and others that you
come across in the world. Similarly, in games such as Football Manager where your
representation is implicit (not physically represented), the denotation is merely a name in a
textual reference to the character, and a set of attributes that signify your in-game abilities,
whilst the development of the role, your attitude towards your players (discipline, team-talks

and so forth) are all connotative, open to the interpretation of the player.

In all of the cases above, the denotation is what is physically represented on the screen,
however the connotation is subject to interpretation by the player. This does not always
require a third person perspective, or indeed a physical representation of the avatar. Whether
a 3D avatar, represented by text, a set of numbers merely implicit, there are elements of it
which are denoted — fixed and not subject to discussion, and elements that are open to

interpretation.
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Modellingthepl ayer 6s representation

| would thus offer that the players" in-game representation is equivalent to a sign, and is itself
sub-dividable into two elements, the denotation of the sign and the connotations of the sign,

combining to form the players interpretation of the sign, and thus representation.

Sign
(Representation)

-

Denotation Connotation
(Portrayal) (Character/ Index
Puppet)

By utilising this model, | propose that there are attributes that are common to all forms of
representation, those specific to a certain portrayal (that is, way of displaying the
representation on screen), and those specific to the connotations either forced upon the player

by the game developer, or constructed themselves.
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Amongst contemporary games, there are several ways that a player could be represented in-
game which | have discussed in detail previously. In summary however, these primarily come
down to a textual portrayal, a physical representation in a navigable environment or an
implicit representation. Amongst these, only the physical representation can, in my opinion,
justifiably be called an avatar; supported both by the historical background and the
contemporary use in cyber culture. This is true regardless of the genre of the game or degree
of control the player has over the formulation of his character; it is the fact that you have

control over a physical representation in a virtual environment that is important.

That the others are not avatars does not weaken their purpose. The fact that an avatar as
opposed to text or an implicit understanding denotes your character is in my opinion
irrelevant to the quality of the game, the degree with which the player is able to internalise

their character or anything other than the means of denotation.

The connotations of course can vary substantially, dependant on both the way the game is
constructed and the background and other characteristics of the player who is engaging with
it. It is not my intention to delve into that here other than to say all representations have some

form of character, with the degree to which it is customisable differing substantially.

Theoretically, this category would al so
for avatars. If an avatar was to be allowed to be entirely constructed by the player, the
denotation would remain as the avatar, but here the connotations would be of a puppet, at

least until the time the player began defining the character of their agent.

ncl
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Summary

The players” representation in games is essentially a sign; it signifies the physical
representation, t he ndoahe chassteistidcs a tvallasthé feemab er s on a
attributes related to the representation. As with all signs, it is possible to further subdivide the

representation into denotative and connotative aspects. In the case of games, the denotation is

the way that the representation is displayed in the games, whilst the connotation is the

character of the representation; whether the player or the game defines this.

The concept of the avatar appears to me to apply specifically to physical representations in
virtual environments. However, when we are considering its relation to other concepts in
game studies, such as agency, it serves no purpose either to consider all games that feature
avatars as equal or to consider avatars alone when considering how a player acts within
contemporary games. The avatar is merely one means of denoting a player character, and the

vast majority of characteristics are true of all forms of player representation.

As | move on to consider agency, | will do so in relation to all forms of player representation.
Whilst the avatar offers one further degree of agency; the possibility to move in a navigable

space as would a human agent, other forms of agency will apply to all of them. It is important
to show this differential, however to restrict such a study to avatar-bound agency would seem

overly prohibitive.
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Agency

The concept of agency is commonly related to the human agent. In games of course the
human agent exists both in both an in-world location through his representation and in a real
world location where his computer (or other play device) is located. There is also a third actor
to whom some form of agency could be prescribed, and that is the representation that the
player is controlling. In this section, I will consider the history and development of the
concept of agency, consider its contemporary use in games, and propose how it may be more

usefully adopted in relation to both the human agent and his in-game representation.

The evolution of agency

Agency has developed through a number of different academic traditions. The first concept
which can be related to agency is that of action theory, which was developed in the field of
philosophy. A more in-depth look at the human agent involved was founded in the field of
sociology, and it was that study which led to the more game-centric approaches on which my
approach relies. However, | feel it is useful to start this analysis with the action theory
origins, as there are some areas there which remain unresolved, and will be relevant to my

discussion of the agency of games.
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In Philosophy

Action theory, in philosophy, essentially refers to the process of causing intentional body
movements. Beyond that simple statement however, there are a multitude of questions that
have arisen over generations as to the pre-requisites for human agency, the classification of
actions that could fall between direct human agency and incidental actions, and the

requirement of an end goal.

The precise definition of action varies significantly between authors. Wilson (2007), writing
for the Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy offers as its base definition that of Donald

Davidson, who stated an action, in some bas
, iemtional under some description” . F u r t dyabopaedia dtatesethat ehare is a
consensus amongst philosophers that such a tie exists, at the conceptual level, between

genuine action and intention. The majority of the disagreements, and subsequent debate,

resolves on the precise terms of that tie.

The first of these debates resolves around the definition of intention, specifically, as Wilson

(2007) describe s it “bet ween intentions for the futu
cert ai n.Thetetsasno theiissuattiat whether an element of behaviour can be said to

be intentional is often hard to conclude; for example Davidson (1980) offers the example that

an agent may cause himself to trip by intentionally placing an item in a specific location,

whilst presumably the act of causing himself to trip was unintentional. This led him to the

conclusion that both the activity and its active cause must be intentional as both occurrences

fall under the description of the operation.
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Other theories include a measure of common sense judgment over whether an action was
intelligible in the eyes of the actor, and vy
which a person acted®" has a teleological din
concept oifd a,nccaeu shayl e egbue i@ do#ihant positiom however

remains that explanations of actions are causal; whether the cause of the action was

intentional is the decisive factor.

A further question often raised in the debate around agency is the distinction between things

that happen to people, and the things that they do. The latter set of events represent the action

that we are discussing in action theory, and Wilson (2007) sets out the question to answer this
distinctionas “what di sti ngmdrehdppesi @alg @&ct ocmcw urre@emca
however notes that recent debates around the subject suggest that the simplistic framing of

the question that has been used in the past may be ill-suited to actual debate.

Wilson (2007)of f er s t he e x ampl eh siedzeablink, blash, gncethrasho n  ma y
about in a seizure, and these are all things
although in the usual cases, the agent will have been altogether passive throughout these

» d 0 i nVWghdstthis example is perhaps extreme in the sense that it is a medical act that the

person will have no control over, to say that it is not agency in the sense imagined by the term

is to attempt to actually draw the proverbial line in the sand of where a sufficient amount of

,dmog"” takes place to categorise the action a

not been achieved throughout many years of work on the field.

Other philosophers have, over time, attempted to add their own facets to the definition in

order to clarify their understanding of the term. Anscombe (1963) and Velleman (1989) have
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suggested adding the criterion of knowledge on behalf of the agent, suggesting in the former

case, according to Wilson (2007), thatt he agent “has somesssfort of
his physical activity and of the goals that
that “[the knowledge is] ,spontaneous® .. the

evidence adequate to warrant it”

Other authors have also noted the theme of a longer-term goal, whether deliberate or not.

Davidson (1980) references Anscombe in offering an example of somebody alerting a burglar

by turning on a light. Wilson (2007)d ef i nes t he Davi dson/ Allsssc ombe
by Ging, then her act of Fing=heractof Gi ng”, thus i n the example °
burglar = the illuminating of the room = the turning on of the light = the flipping of the

switch. And this is so despite the fact that the alerting of the burglar was unintentional while

the flipping of the switch, the turning on of the light and the illuminating of the room were

intentional”

Wilson (2007) cites Anscombe as noting in Intention (1963) that intention featured in each of

the three constructions thatshecon s i dered key t o agency; namely
G; The Agent G"d intentionall y,; arhatistoThe agen
say, that whether the agent is referring to a one-off future action, something they did in the

past, or an action with a view to a long term goal, the fact that there was a measure of

intention involved in the action was at the heart of the process. Also worth noting is that all

three meet the previously accepted standard of a human agent being able to explain their

action.
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Having considered the long-term perspective and how we establish intention, the remaining

issue in philosophy is how to define the action itself. As discussed previously, the generally

accepted position is that explanations of the reason for action are causal explanations —that is

that they give the agents desire, intent and so forth as an explanation of the action. The

primary criticism here is that there is inherent fuzziness in such a definition, which Davidson

(1980)r ef er s t o ki nhlde oHvengrmngssthose ghb generally agree with
Davidson, there iIis disagreement over the def

Encyclopaedia, been no consensus reached amongst authors on this.

Ultimately, Wilson (2007) concludes that there is much work yet to be done to establish finite
definitions on many elements of the definition of action and, in doing so, presents some
questions that we can take up in relation to games. As game scholars, we of course only need

to use a subset of this theory; and a subset that is further refined by work in sociology.

In Sociology

In sociology, agency is considered within the context of the structure of society.
Traditionally, there are three perspectives on this. The first suggests that the structure of our
individual and social existence is largely determined by the structure of society, and that the
perceived agency of individuals is actually subservient to this structure of society. The second
perspective proposes that individual agents have the capacity to control their worlds, and thus
the position of human agency is dominant. The final perspective argues for a balance between
the two former, seeing the structure of society and human agency as co-existing within the

total structure, with societal structure influencing human behaviour and human behaviour
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influencing the societies which they inhabit. It is the latter that is the commonly held position

amongst most contemporary social theorists.

Even accepting the above as the contemporary position, there is still much disagreement
amongst sociology scholars along the lines of the first two systems. Whilst both poles of
structural theory accept there are elements of both individual and social elements in the
overall structure of society, those who support a theory of methodological individualism
suggest that actors are the central aspect, and social structure is a result of the actions of
multiple individual actors, whilst those in favour of methodological holism suggest that
actors are compounded into social structures and institutions that provide certain limitations
and possibilities that shape the behaviour of the individual; thus the social structures are the

most significant element in the theory.

Giddens (1987) describesthisaspart of the “dichotomy between
subjectivism” (p. 59) in social theory, with
social interests and subjectivism prioritising the agent — the subject. He offers that both of

these perspectives have merit, arguing that those subscribing to the objectivist theory are

correct in arguing that *“,society" or ,soci a
,beyond"” the activities of individuws=l me mber
Ssubscribing to the subjectivist “have quite
the conditions of our own action, as acting
(p. 59).

Giddens (1987)ar gues for t his, ucdlulrieng (iptt & 0% du dlei tc:

di scuss the approaches taken to action, offe
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composed of an aggr e gthatitiisaaes nai ihclude elémentadftheo ns” ( p
human routine, such as the decision to move legs whilst walking, but relates only to those

acts the agent intended to do, that had a purpose and a reason. Giddens (1984) offers his

opinion on some of the questions raised in t
such a",purpoxntenti owre™, ahaetaoteatetwitt hmo

caution, since their usage in the philosophical literature has very often been associated with a

hermeneutical voluntarism, and because they extricate human action from the contextuality of
time-space” (p. 3). That i1is, he argues, human
separate acts, each with their own intent, reason and motive, but rather exists as what he calls

a durée” (p. 3) —a continuous flow of acts —which he considers core to the theory of

structuration in sociology.

He also argues that classical action theory in philosophy undervalues the impact of shared

knowledge, or social aspects, upon the actor. He argues this is not sufficiently incorporated in

thephilos ophi cal approach because the knowl edge
consciousness of actors. Most such knowledge is practical in character: it is inherent in the
capability to ,go0o on" within the hemiddei nes of
ground here, fighting against both the desir
operation of autonomous social forces” and a
level of control which agents are characteristically able to sustain reflexively over their

conduct” (p. 5).

Returning to the core concepts of action theory, and thus agency, Giddens (1987) disagrees
with the concept that an act must be intentional only under some description, arguing for a

differential to be drawn between agency and the defining properties of an action. For Giddens
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(1987), “ Agency refers not to the intentions
of doing those t (pi9noffesing as justificdtian thé Oxford Engligh! 2 c e ”
dictionary definition of an agent as “one
Thus, for Giddens, the agency is always exerted by the person who immediately causes an act

to happen.

Contemporary Work i Games and beyond

Game scholars have subsequently built on the work from sociology to consider how we might
see the concept of agency in relation to games. In this section, | intend to both consider the
work that has gone before in transferring the concept to game studies and highlight some of
issues that have been raised in the prior philosophical and sociological discourse, but now
within the context of games, and particularly with regard to how we understand the players

representation, and the way that agency is mediated through it.

Existing Work

The term agency was then introduced to the subject of game studies through the work of

Laurel (1991), who adopts an approach which is very similar to that taken by Giddens. She

stated that the “book wi dndwhoeintiptdsactyon,dad he noun

w h

definition consistent witPoetigsti Gpotdr"sShesebuwo

this definition (p. 46) to include computer agents; defined as a set of functions that performs a
task for a person, be that in real-time or otherwise, and notes that agents may be represented

anthropomorphically (that is, as characters), but that representation is not a requirement for
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them to be agents. She offers, as justification, the Aristotelian definition of the word which
formstherootoft he t er m, AmAgentésbng who ihiteates arfd performs actions”
(p. 47). Thus, she concludes that in any human-computer activity there is at least one agent
(the human who turns on the machine), and at least two if the machine does anything after it

boots (the computer agent).

Laurel (1991) argues® ant hr opomor phic representation i

agency, although it may be the appropriate choice for a given realm of action or
f unct i on alThatigy she cdntpnds thadt Having something represented in a game is

not a pre-cursor for it being either a character, or able to exert agency.

Of course, when talking about games we are dealing with a computer representation (in some

form, even i f a * go taurelatsoanementsonfthis,dandidatingttatn agent

regardless of consequence, if a representation or a virtual environment allows you to navigate
around i1it, it “probably feels extremely i
you to act within a representationt hat i s i mportant” (p. 21).
seeing the human as sitting on the other side of a barrier is an inadequate way of considering

the situation when evaluating human-c o mput er acti vi ti es, yoc o mme
traverseit[ t he virtual environment] that things
act of a representation within such an environment has much in common with human action

outside of the game environment.

Murray (1997) expands upon this idea of agency. She comments that whilst agency is
expected when operating a computer, giving the example of double-clicking on a file, it is not

normally expected in narrative environments. She offers the example of theatre, and an

nt e

Fu

nti

g €
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audience responding negatively towards Tinkerbell in Peter Pan and refusing to clap her

back to life halting the performance. She offers further examples, which all revolve around

the theme of | imiting the ,agency®™ of partic
irrelevant, or totally predictable (p. 126-127), i n an attempt to show th
with narratives (as we often are in contemporary games) agency is traditionally insignificant,

which differs significantly from virtual environments.

Sheseekstodiffer ent i ate between ,interactivity®” and
of agency in electronic environments is often confused with the mere ability to move a

joystick or c¢click on a mouse” (p. 128). She
participating with a game (be that spinning dials, moving pieces and so forth) the player is

not experiencing, or does not possess, true agency. Essentially, she is arguing that whilst the

pl ayers® actions have an ef f estheeffeasarénbte ga me,
related to the intentions of the player, con
and act i v iThusyfor M{rrpy, agedc2r&yires that acts are chosen by, and reflect

the intentions of, the player.

Mateas (2004) offered an interpretation of agency in the context of interactive drama and

games, buildingo n  Mu r(109&) yeSthetic categories for the study of interactive story
experiences, and Aristotle®"s theorye of dr ama
agency in games, which he considers the prin
interactive drama and games. Mat eas argues t
there is a balance between the maigtland i al and
formal constraints are inherited from the Neo-Aristotelian theory of drama; with the formal

constraints referring to the affordances given to the player by the plot of the game or
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narrative, and the material constraints referring to the resources available to the player;

referring here to the thought, language, pattern and enactment.

User Acti
Action [plut)‘/ r Action

Character 3

. 8 S

Y S Thought £ ]

5|2 gl |5

- IE Language (Diction) o o

5 = 3

L |5 Pattern =
z 7

Enactment (Spectacle)

Figure 5: Neo-Aristotelian theory of drama T Mateas (2004)

Mateas (2004) explains this concept through the use of a pair of examples; arguing that in
puzzle games (he cites Zork Grand Inquisitor but it applies to many) there may be a rich

world and a substantial number of objects to collect and interact with, yet because there is no
way to relate your current activity to the eventual goal the player finds himself wandering
around and trying to combine different combinations of objects (p. 25), which Mateas argue

di stracts from the sense of agency: you

them.

The counter-example he presents is that of Quake, where he argues the plot firmly establishes
three formal constraints; that everything that moves will try to kill you, you should try to kill
everything, and you should move through as many levels as possible (p. 26). The material
affordances he argues complement these; you can run swiftly and smoothly through the
space, pick up a large array of weapons, fire these at monsters and kill them and the

behaviour of the monsters is consistent with the ethos of the game established by the formal
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constraints. Everything that a player would want to do given the formal constraints is

possible, and no extraneous actions are possible; thus, for Mateas, agency is at its height here.

What Mateas is arguing for here of course is the primacy of a factor established in both the
philosophical and sociological approaches, that of intent, and specifically a long term
intention. Thus, for Mateas, the ability to connect your short-term task to a long-term

intention is, key to establishing player agency.

Game Studies & the Historical Discourse

The historical discourse discussed previously raises several issues that are relevant to the
study of games. The first issue resolves around the philosophical discussion of action theory,
and the question of how we define intention. In games, it could perhaps be said that every
action is intentional, in so much as the players have to perform actions that instruct the
computer to move an agent from one location to another, to shoot and so forth. However this

actiscomparabl e t o the moving of one"s |l egs, an aut
not always represent what the player intended to do. For example, it is possible to miss the

icon you were intending to click, or to accidently drag the screen in a strategy game to the

right, resulting in a unit starting to move to a location other than which you intended. This is

a vital statement to establish, and is as true for games and the players interaction with them as

it is for any other facet of life.

Even in acknowledging this however, there is the possibility of there being consequences to a
players" interaction with the game that they did not foresee. These consequences take place

both within the game world and outside, but I intend to consider the human agent separately
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at a later stage. Within the game world, it is very rare that a player is ever going to be truly
informed as to the result of their actions, as with such perfect information, the game would
likely not be an enjoyable experience (by virtue of it being extremely predictable).

However, this is of course true for everyday life to varying extremes; if I cross a road or
board a plane, | can be reasonably sure of the outcome - reaching my destination safely, with
minimal impact on others —however not absolutely sure. By contrast, if | were to decide to
move to a new country, whilst I might have some preconceptions of the result of my action,
the likelihood is that the majority of the results of my decision would be fairly unknown to
me, and thus the question arises whether these unforeseen acts can be seen as an extension of

my agency.

Both Davidson (1980) and Giddens (1987) advance a position whereby they wish to define
agency as something somebody does, regardless of intention. Davidson (1980) argues that if
a person does something, then the consequences are a direct result of that action - thus agency
is present - whilst Giddens suggests that things people are capable of doing is in fact agency.

This appears to me to be literally true, but not at all useful.

Whilst playing Football Manager Live a few months ago, I challenged a team at the top of
the standings in my federation to a friendly match. During the course of that match a player
on the opposing team became involved in a fight and punched the referee. When the
suspensions were handed out the next day, the player received an 8 match ban, which it could
be (and was) argued cost the opposing manager the league title. Without the friendly
challenge I issued, he likely would have gone on to win the title, and certainly would have

had the player in question available for the remaining games. Without intending to get into an

58
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ethical discussion, it seems hard to argue that I should bear any moral responsibility for that

consequence, despite it being an (indirect) result of my issuing the match challenge.

Similarly, with Giddens (1987) approach, if | were playing Left for Dead as a survivor and
fired a round of bullets towards an enemy player, only for one of my own team to jump on
him as | was firing, causing a friendly fire incident, it seems hard to defend a position where
attacking my own player was an exertion of my agency; yes, | had the capability to do it, and
by virtue of a series of unfortunate events it happened; but that does not seem to equal the act

being as a result of my agency.

Under the similar early theory offered by Anscombe (1963), the act of doing something is

inextricably connected to its result. To put this in game terms, if I (as player A) were to install

an anti-aircraft battery in a multiplayer game of Act of War during the early phase of the

game, forget about its presence (as it acts autonomously) and were subsequently to agree with

another player (B) to let him overfly my territory to attack an opponent (C) who was winning

the game, theanti-ai r cr aft may wel | destroy player B"s
game. Anscombe®"s thesis would thus argue tha
the victory of C was agency on my part. It is thus evident that intention needs to be

establishedif we are to proscribe an act to a playe

There also needs to be a separation between acts where it is known that the consequences will
be unknown (such as moving country) and acts taken with the reasonable expectation of a

given outcome that subsequently produce unintended consequences (such as the turning on of
a light frightening off a burglar). This is evident in games also; if I click my mouse to order a

character to go into an as-yet-unexplored, high-level zone in World of Warcraft, | am
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expecting him to move into an area with unknown consequences. However, if | was to click
to declare a ceasefire with a rival nation in Civilization IV, and in doing so upset one of my
existing allies causing him to declare war on me, this is a situation that could have been
foreseen given the information presented to me on the interface, and thus there, at least on the
surface, appears to be a need to establish the difference between acts where the outcome is

and is not expected to be known.

The second aspect that | feel warrants attention with agency also ties into the philosophical
approach, but also has ties to fields such as narrative. In most games, there exist pre-scripted
events. This is particularly notable in first person shooters, where enemies are usually
triggered by entering certain geographic spaces, but is a common theme throughout most
genres. Under a strict interpretation, because the player has ordered his representation to take
up that position, it could be said that his agency has led to the event occurring, and even the
intention defence may not entirely be valid here, as when the player instructed his character
to go forward, there was probably an intent to progress with the game and an expectation that
something would happen. However | feel it is worth considering whether pre-scripted events
in general can ever be said to be part of
happen if you want to progress with the game, no matter what decisions you may have made

either at an earlier stage or immediately causing the event to trigger.

This question of course comes to the very heart of the discussion around the player and the
avatar, and it is here that | feel a dichotomy may be evident. Whilst I would perhaps suggest
that the player is not extending his agency in such a situation, it is probable that the
representation is, or at least there is the perception thereof. To wit, the representation of the

player —the character he is portraying is, within the bounds of the narrative, entering such
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space of his/her own free will, where as the player is forced to do so by the linear structure of

the game.

The concept of a representation having agency warrants further consideration. Whilst | would

not argue that a robot being controlled by a human operator has such agency, to the extent it

is merely performing the acts that its" huma
that representations differs from this. By virtue of the narrative, it is often the case that a

representation has a motive for the act, and a causal relationship between that act and the

consequences thereof, satisfying many of the facets of a classical definition of agency.

At the very least, there is a perception on behalf of the player that the representation has
agency, and within the context of games perceived affordances are often more important than
those which are real. Thus, it seems to me to be useful to consider the representation as
having agency in this context, not least because it allows us to differ between those acts
performed by the representation that the player has control of and those that he does not, but
also because it provides context for the players actions when the players motivation differs

from that of the representation.

Further, it is useful | feel to consider the agency as experienced from the perspective of the
representation as in doing so we will establish the degree to which the player has internalised
the role of his representation. If the two are equivalent, then the player will have internalised
the roles prescribed by the game system, whilst if they differ the degree of attachment

between the two will be less, in correlation with the separation.
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This is an area in which the approach put forward by Mateas (2004) is useful; for the player
there are at this point, no options open to him other than to enter a room and trigger the next
event in the sequence whilst the representation, again within the bounds of the narrative, has
the perceived option to continue or not. It is thus apparent to me that the player and his

representation both experience agency, but with some differences.

Another issue that was raised frequently in the evolution of the term is the impact of a long-

term goal, and this | feel has particular relevance to games. For the majority, when playing

games, the often unspoken goal is to reach a conclusion. In most games, there is a finishing

state, whilst in Virtual Worldsthi s i s often expressed in terms
the player wants closure on the issues raised in the game.® It is not always apparent what that

will entail when embarking on the process, but most players want to see that final cut-scene,

the high-scores table with their name riding high, or have the satisfaction of knowing they

have achieved all there is to achieve currently in the case of large scale online role-playing

games.

As | have mentioned, | am broadly in agreement with Mateas approach, but there is one area

where | see a dispute arising. Hesuggest s t hat i f you can do thin
can do them (or rather, you don"t have an un
game) this is not agency. | agree with this approach, but it could be considered in conflict

with the traditional action theory approach of having a long term-goal, as even if you are not

aware of the short-term goal you need to accomplish to progress, there is an overriding long

term goal to complete the game.

*For a good discussion of the Hero“s Journé43see “Des
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To this end, it could be said that players always have a long term goal in mind when playing

games; that every act that is taken is withi
i nt ent i o-nATheadent Killed the mchster with the intention of completing the game,

the agent took the quest with the intention of completing the game and so forth. Here, again,

the dichotomy between the player and the avatar is evident; for the representation there is

usually some loftier goal; to save the princess or save the world; but still, at least in the

majority of cases there is a longer term-goal in mind.

Thus, even if you are trying random combinations of combining items and speaking to
people, you are doing this with the intention to complete the game. This suggests that it may
be important not to wholly adopt Giddens (1987) approach of events existing as part of a
chai n or (A933ncodelasdescrilsed above. For the purposes of defining an act, |
question whether this is a useful approach to take, because in doing so it would be possible to
make an argument for any act taken within such an environment to have an intention,

rendering the concept of intention useless.

It thus seems important to consider the awareness of a shorter-term goal that establishes the
reasoning and intention of your current action. For example, moving a set of troops in Empire
Total War with the intention of outflanking your opponent provides a clear example of an act
with intention implied through a longer-term goal. Thus, it seems to me that a medium or
long-term goal other than ending the game is necessary to define agency. Phrased

alternatively, the player requires some immediate motivation for performing the action.

Arguments can also be made against two of the other common claims in contemporary work

on agency; that seeing the result and/or knowing that you did it are sufficient to define an act
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as part of your agency. Whilst you may see your team-mate die from friendly fire in a first-
person shooter that does not mean that it is a result of your agency, or indeed that of your

representation, as the motivation for performing the act may not be there. In fact, this

approach is even more problematic; as if you
then it in fact 1isn“t a crleassuslitc opfh iyl oousro pahgi ecnac
tree falls in the woods, but nobody is there

Seeing the result can of course be defined in a number of ways; if | shoot somebody in the

back of the head in a first person shooter, the result is obviously and immediately played out

on screen. If | set a battalion of British troops to outflank and attack US forces in Empire

Total War, scroll across the map to take care of another attack being launched, and then

returntoseethe UStroops r etreati ng, I didn"t see the re

sure what happened.

Similarly, if whilst playing Command and Conquer: Red Alert 3, | order my Soviet troops to

help my partner attack US troops on an Island, then scroll across to fight off a naval attack on

my base, returning to see US troops destroyed,ld on“t know i f the resul't
agency in attacking, or something at would h
(quite possibly an Al agent) actions. To proponents of this method | would ask; at what

stages here am | seeing the result?

Regardless, the result is independent of whether or not you can see it, or it is communicated
to you in some indirect way. It is possible to imagine a result caused by your direct and
deliberate agency that you never see, or are aware of at all, but impacts significantly on other

agents within the environment — this of course happened, regardless of whether you can see
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the direct results. Thus the fact that you can or cannot see the result is irrelevant to whether or

not it actually happened.

The other approach, knowing you did something, has I believe slightly more merit than

having to see the result, but still suffers from the fundamental flaw raised above —in the

example of friendly fire, I know | shot my team-mat e, but st i | | Il don*"t

result of my agency. The reverse case is where | think this may be of some use however — if
y o u d o ntHattyou Kieshsomething, it cannot be as a result of your agency, as clearly the
eventual consequence was devoid of motivation. | would thus contend that when a player

does not possess knowledge of an act, it was not a result of his agency.

One aspect from sociology that warrants attention is the impact of society versus the
individual human agent in defining agency. Here, | find myself in agreement with Giddens
(1984); that a logical position is to be found in the centre ground between those proposing
individual and social dominance of the structure of society; that neither society nor the human
agent completely dominates the way players (or humans in general) exert their agency. What
| do want to stress however is that the way these two aspects are balanced is likely to vary
widely between games; players taking part in a single-player game of The Secret of Monkey
Island or Command and Conquer: Red Alert 3 will have a greater preponderance of
individual human agency than those playing a massively multiplayer game like World of

Warcraft or Eve.

Because of the nature of the latter games, where play (at least at a non-beginner level)
requires playing as part of a group, the constraints placed upon you by the society within the

game are far more significant than in playing a single-player or even co-operative game. In
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this case, | would suggest that this would apply both to the human agent and the
representation; the representation being in a position where what is said and the way that it is
said, as well as the missions or quests he chooses to undertake are being more significantly
constrained by societal pressures in the latter games whilst the human agent has his time (and
physical agency — a requirement to be in front of his computer) controlled to a greater extent
in the latter, having to be in certain places at certain times. The degree to which agency is

influenced by society and the individual varies according to the structure of the game.

Finally, there are some problems | see with the approaches raised in contemporary game

studies. The first ¢@¥3)dbespritsohaaofebhfiency as on
action”. This seems to me to be falling foul
discussion; that of minute acts. For example, the moving of the leg in a human agent or the

clicking of the mouse in games are initiating action, but describing them as agency serves

little useful purpose, it is the underlying act and the intention behind it that serves a purpose.

This is a too simplistic approach to take to defining the term, and whilst it does not exclude

any act that could usefully be considered agency; it is too inclusive to be used to perform any

meaningful analysis. The categorisation of every initiated act as agency detracts from the

utility of the term. For an act to be considered agency, it is required to be non-trivial.

The other issue which is not clear is how Laurel (1993) defined“ i ni t i ates acti on”
consider the normal process within games; there are two ways that an event can be triggered;

either a player acts in order to progress, or the player reacts to a situation put forward by

either the narrative or an Al agent. It is not immediately clear whether this second category

woul d be included wit hi n tomathatritehbuldbeinduged.i ni t i on

Whether the act is initiated by the player or provoked by the Al agent or narrative does not
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impact on whether the player does something, intends to do something, and the result of said

action.

Murray (1997) raised the difference between agency and interactivity, and this | feel is a

useful distinction supported by Mateas (2004) approach which indicates merely having the

possibility to move around in a world, not knowing what to do, is not sufficient to justify

there being player agency in any given situation. Whatisnotcl ear fr om readi ng N
(1997) offering however is where this line between interactivity and agency is drawn for her;

clearly there is some point where there are sufficient affordances available to the player for

him to be experiencing agency, however as with most questions of such a nature it is hard to

define where this should be drawn. Ultimately it is a question of balancing the options the

player has with the information has, and it is clear that agency requires the ability to make an

informed decision.

A Working definition of agency in games

It is then my contention that following the above analysis it is possible to construct a working
definition of agency in games, which can subsequently be refined into a model illustrating
how the different forms of agency interact with each other through the players representation

and ultimately with the game system.

From the perspective of the player, | would conclude that for an act to be considered agency
in games, it requires intention on behalf of the player, motivation for the act (such as longer-

term goal), knowledge that the act was committed, the ability to make an informed decision
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and some non-trivial act on behalf of the player. It does not require the ability to see the
outcome, and nor does it have to be an act initiated by the player, and that further the player

and his representation experience different forms of agency.

However, the player alone is not sufficient to consider agency in games. There are many acts

that relate to games that cannot purely be proscribed to the player, either because they happen
outside the game environment — in a social setting, be that physical or virtual, or because they
happen in cut-scenes or in other pre-determined ways over which the player has no control

and thus can only be considered part of the agency of the representation, if at all.
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The three-tiered approach: Combining Avatars & Agency

This section of paper is dedicated to reaffirming the guidelines for agency discussed
previously, whilst investigating the sources of the agency seen in players of games, and
considering the extent to which they warrant separate study and can be said to interact with
each other, and specifically, with the representation of the player as the level which directly

interfaces with the game system.

The prior work has concentrated on the study of the avatar (and other representations) and
agency in their own right as concepts, both within game studies and within the scope of the
other disciplines from which they originate. Through exploring the concept of the avatar, it
became apparent that there are many aspects common to both the avatar (as a 2D or 3D
representation in a navigable space) and other representations such as god mode, textual
descriptions and roles that do not take on an embodied form. As a result of this, | constructed
a model of representations that takes inspiration from the semiotic approach of a sign being
represented by a denotation and a connotation, with the denotation being the means of
physical representation on-screen and the connotation being the characteristics that it takes

on, lying somewhere between a totally predefined character and a puppet.

Throughout the work on agency | have established a number of elements which are necessary
to constitute an act being part of a players, or indeed humans, agency, and a number of
factors which have been presented in the historical discourse which | do not believe to be
appropriate for use within game studies. By virtue of doing this it is possible to consider
elements of games, whether or not they may be considered agency, and to whose agency they

may be attributed. It is clear that not all agency in games is directly related to the player;
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some is only available to the representation, and is demonstrated to the player by means of
cut-scenes, lore or other pre-scripted events, and some agency on behalf of the player takes
pl ace outside the game environment, where it

itself is not represented, nor dealt with, by the game system.

Salen and Zi mmerman (2004) offered that the
fold framing of player consciousness — as character in a simulated world, as a player in a
game,andasapersoni n a | ar ger s o Thiseanappreadhthatlregih (p. 454
broad agreement with, and it was the approach on which I chose to build my consideration of

agency, and the way it is mediated. There are however some weaknesses that | see with it.

The “ 1|l ar ger s ocieanisirrdegant to thmags’of the gerkoe; i canaaloutt o s

of frustration, anger or pleasure when alone with a game as well as within a social

environment, and the definition of social environment also needs to be extended to include

both the virtual and physical environments within which players play. Nonetheless, there is |

believe a clear distinction between the three, and | intend to cover them in more detail in the

sections that follow.

In essence however, | am proposing the following model of how agency is mediated through

the representation of the player in games:
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Avatar /

Other Representation

] v

The base for the model is the game system, without which none of the acts that interface with
it would exist. This is interfaced with directly by the avatar or other representation, and
indirectly by both the player and the human (through the player). The player controls his
avatar, but also has a level of agency beyond that of the avatar; both in that the player is often
thinking about how to advance in the game, and in that individual acts within the game are
likely to carry different motivations for the player than the avatar. The human agent is in part
that of the player, but also that of the human body and mind partaking in social constructs in

virtual and physical environments outside of the game.

71
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As we get further from the game system in the above model, the degree to which the resulting
acts can be said to be related to the game system decreases. That is not to say that they are not
related, but rather that the causal element, or the motivation for performing the act, relies less
and less on the underlying game system, and more on elements specific to the mindset of the

player, the human or external events / structures beyond the game.

Separating the player from the avatar

There are two very different kinds of agency at play at the level of the game system. These

two are the player, and his representation. They differ substantially because, as previously

noted, agency is largely determined by the motivation for the act. Klastrup (2003) has argued

that the acts of the avatar are those of the
act of ,killing a dragon®, not as the contin
pixels” (p. 10 2)ithsuchanapmoach;firstly, thab if we brd censtdsringw

motivations and intention —as | have argued we must in discussing agency - they will be very

di fferent in this case. The player in all i

world, but rather to progress in the game; even whilst taking on the role of the hero, we have

(at least with current technology) some degree of separation that tells us this is not real, we

are not really killing the dr agpproachestBeecondl vy,

we are devoid of a layer of abstraction that allows the player to save the game, reload to an

earlier point or consult the manual; there is a need for separation to be able to consider such

acts as part of the gsttmayer*“s agency with the
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| feel it is important to consider the difference between the in-game representation and the
human agent. The sense of agency in these games could differ significantly between the
representation and the human agent depending on the structure of the game in question. This
is particularly the case in games in which the player takes on multiple roles with differing
motivations; for example in Command and Conquer: Red Alert 3, the player begins the
campaign in charge of the Soviet forces, takingther ol e of a Sovi et gener a
is expressed as being to defend the motherland and follow the orders of his superiors for the
benefit of the empire. It is unlikely, in my opinion, that most players of the game would share
such a goal; for the human agent behind the keyboard or gamepad the goal is likely to
complete the mission so they can progress with the game. By contrast, a player of Football
Manager 2009 is represented in the game by a manager and | would contend that for the vast
majority of the game, and for the vast majority of players, the intent of both the
representation and the human agent are likely to be equal; that is to win games and move the
club forward by the signing of players and progress in competitions. This applies primarily to
longer-term intentions; even in Command and Conquer: Red Alert 3 both the human agent

and the representation are likely to share short term goals, short term intentions.

In both of these games, the player is not represented by a digital avatar but rather by an

invisible omnipresence, and | would suggest that in general this dichotomy is independent of

the players®™ form of r e phepuspd,astdediried bpBartle That no
(n.d.), acts as a pure conduit for the player, devoid of any character traits imposed by the

game designers. This kind of representation will thus always share the intentions of the

player; and so | would thus contend that the further a representation gets from this standard,

or expressed another way, the more restrictions and character traits imposed by the designer,
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the greater the likelihood that the intention (and thus agency) of the representation needs to

be considered in separate terms to that of the human agent.

Another game that has relatively little difference between the human agent and his
representation is Rollercoaster Tycoon 3. In essence, the game puts you in the position of
designing a theme park, with the role being somewhere between that of an owner and a
manager; being responsible for the design, construction and financial budget as well as day-
to-day operations, maintenance, staff deployment and so forth. Here, the role you play and
the game are one and the same, and so you take on the role associated with the representation

(the city-builder style management role) wholesale.

Klevjer (2006) suggests that one approach to take regarding avatars within fictional
environment s-instrsmentaldianénsioh df theeavatar may easily be seen as an
optional extra, as c,aa fpircettiema dloarbaect.erl ft hyatt
identity, Sal en -famamei oorme,r mamriisd duari ent ati o
roleepl ay your avatar, as it were, staying ,in

equi pment " omelakensible appmamicstakd, as it clearly highlights the
separation that | believe must exist between the player and his representation, even in the
most immersive of games, and yet allows that any result of your actions is still mediated

through the representation.

Much of the work in philosophy and sociology has come to the conclusion that agency
directly relates to the immediate cause of an event, and the person responsible for causing
that event. | would contend that in games, it is logical to separate the representation of the

player from the player himself, both for the aforementioned reasons and because the
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representation can also act without the control of the player — for example in cut scenes,
background lore and within the game in response to something you initiated but without
direct control . I n such cases, it 1is not
agency, but the causal relationship does return to the representation — in this case as a

component of the game system. By differentiating between the representation and the player,

we are able to assign a causal relationship to acts more specifically than if we simply

operated on the level of the player and the game system.

As future work builds from these models, or from alternative approaches, this contrast
between the player and the representation takes on further importance. The difference
between agency as experienced by the player and as available to the representation is
ultimately a good indicator of the level of internalisation of the role and embodiment of the
representation (in games where the representation contains a body) felt by the player. If the
player was to completely take on the role of the agent they are portraying in the game, then
one would expect these two conceptions of agency to be the same, and so a theoretical study
of agency as expressed by the avatar, compared to empirical data on the agency felt by
players whilst taking part in game-play might well produce interesting results on the level of

internalisation experienced in a number of games.

We are not alone 7 The Player and the system

Our agency as a player in games is not purely (or even primarily) as initiators of action. The
system plays a key role in both the acts that we take and the ways that we take them. A large

proportion of our agency is reactionary; that is we are responding to prompts from the system

us
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as opposed to initiating an action ourselves. Agency within games is always a combination of
the player, and the system. Even in-world events motivated by the imagination of the player
can trace the origins of that imagination back to the system. Further, when considering the
players interaction with the system, a difference needs to be drawn between those games like
The Sims, Sim City and Civilization, where the player is managing a system, and those games
like Tomb Raider or World of Warcraft where the player is engaging with a fictional

universe, and conducting agency within it.

The system plays a number of important roles in the discussion of agency. It has the ability to
act autonomously, either according to a pre-defined narrative or by generating events on-the-
fly, such as an enemy jumping from a balcony in Call of Duty or the Al deciding to sell
Francisco Totti from AS Roma to Chelsea in Football Manager; these are both events that
the player has no control over, performed no act that could usefully be considered agency
(starting and participating with the game lack sufficient motivation linked to the act to be
classed as such) to trigger, yet undoubtedly happened within the game world. When
considering the future motivation or intention of the player to kill the enemy in Call of Duty
or man-mark Francisco Totti in the upcoming FA Cup match in Football Manager, it is

impossible to ignore the role of the system in triggering such intention.

This | eads again to the question of how we d
extent can the acts above be proscribed to the player? | would contend that both of the

eventual examples above are, despite the fact that the system caused them to occur; acts that

it can be reasonably said are expressions of

Francisco Totti is in no way attributable to the player, despite the fact that his on-going
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participation with the game led to the event occurring. The enemy jumping out in Call of

Duty could be, as traditionally such events are triggered by the player entering a certain

geographical location within the game environment; however | would still argue that it serves

no useful purpose to proscribe this to the
that the player could not be reasonably said to foresee (if it were otherwise of course, the

game would be too predictable and him jumping out pointless).

This raises another question to which there is perhaps no certain answer, that of the amount
of knowledge of the system required to proscribe agency to the player. This is another
example where we are tasked with drawing the proverbial line in the sand. The most useful
guideline appears to be the one | have used previously, that the player has to be able to
foresee the results of his action. This of course inherently requires some knowledge of the
system; | know that if I put 5 players in attacking positions in Football Manager | am more

likely to score, but also more likely to concede goals.

This is knowledge of the underlying system; that of the game of football, combined with
knowledge that the game in question attempts to simulate that sport. | know that when firing
a gun at an enemy soldier in Call of Duty: World at War, he is likely to die; this being a
combination of my knowledge of the effect of bullets in real-life, and the fact that the game
models a warzone combat environment. Even in games where the in-world environment is
not modelled on real-life, there is normally sufficient information communicated in the early
stages, tutorials and manual to indicate the effect that an act you take is likely to have on your

opponents, and this learning process continues as the game progresses.
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A further complication is added when you consider a chain of events that may be set off by a
single act of player agency. This is more likely in games such as Eve or Civilization IV -
where there are multiple Al or human agents acting on the world, and strategy forms a
significant component than games such as Half:Life or Call of Duty where events follow a
pre-defined narrative with which the player engages. If, in a game of Civilization IV |,
playing as Great Britain, were to move troops to the borders and then declare war on the
Soviet Union, this may set off a chain of events where Denmark, allied with the Soviets
declared war on me, causing a defence pact between Sweden and the UK to trigger, forcing
Sweden into a state of war with both Denmark and the Soviets, and potentially causing other
alliances or pacts to break-down around the world. This is only foreseeable to me, as the
player, to the extent | am aware of the policies in-place, which in a large-scale map may
invol ve some countries that are still shield

their existence yet alone allegiances.

Following the causal structure described previously, these events are undoubtedly a direct

consequenceof t he player®™s action; howewyedrayleré¢aensi
agency is devoid of any useful purpose. In this example, only those relationships he was

aware of | believe can be considered to be as results of the p | a yagemcy, whilst the rest

must be considered as events happening within the game system (where, of course, all such

allegiances were formed).

The final set of events that focus on the interaction between the player and the system are
those in which there are random variables at play. For example, if | were to play the same

match within a game of Football Manager 10 times, | would see a different set of events
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occurring each time, with a different end result, despite selecting the same team and making
the same substitutions in each match. Does this then mean that because the result of the act
wasn*"t foreseeable, selecting the team was
this case, because the random variables form part of the game system with which you are
interacting, the fact that you can foresee a range of outcomes is sufficient. After all, being
able to know the result of the match is the same as knowing the result of a battle in Empire
Total War before you actually fight in it. You know that as a result of your agency the players
you have selected will compete in the match, to which there is a finite range of outcomes, and
| consider that sufficient. This reinforces two issues that | discussed previously; that the
player has to be able to foresee the outcome, or at least a range of possible outcomes, and to
have non-trivial participation with the event (i.e. beyond starting and interacting with the

game).

Klevjer (2006) argued for two different types of agency in games, depending on the game

system with which the player is interacting. He ar gues t hat “3mCéyt em si

orTheSims[...] are more comparable to construction

n

m

typically participate through instrumentala gency r at her t haw), fictiona

contending that fictional participation in such games is on the level of mental make-believe as

opposed to originating within the game system.

He argues that the type of agency seen in such games is what he refers to as instrumental
agency, thekind of agedcy \@hsre nfake-believe is constituted only through the
behaviours of the model (the dynamically reflexive prop) as those are affected by the player.

Whiletheresultsof t he pl ayer

s actions wil/l be ficti
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ar e r{po8t). That is to say that in such games the acts you will be performing are to click
a button that changes the tax rate from 6.5% to 7%, clicking a button to re-zone an area from

residential to manufacturing or clicking a button to tell somebody to eat food. The clicking of
these buttons, unlike the movement of an avatar in an environment like that of World of

Warcraft is not meaningful, only the result of the clicking the button is.

This is an approach with which I am inclined to agree, with the exception that the make-
believe Klevjer (2006) refers to is still notable when considering the motivations of the
player. If the player has mentally constructed a situation in which two Sims he is controlling
who dislike each other have had a past relationship and he wants to get them back together,
his in-game actions are likely to be significantly motivated by that mental construction. To
ignore it would make it impossible to establish the true agency of the player. Whilst it is
logical to separate the two types of games, and to differentiate between the significance of the
action and its result, it must not be done at the expense of placing irrelevance upon the mental

constructs with which the player is motivated to engage and act with the game.

The Human outside the game

The player and the avatar are of course not the only agents in play during a game. The other
one is the human beyond the keyboard, in the real-world environment in which he is sitting at
his computer or in front of his television participating with the game. Here too, there is
agency; however, at least traditionally, such agency is not transferred into the game
environment. The EyeToy for the Playstation 2, the Wii, and no doubt similar future

technology has somewhat weakened this distinction, with some of your real-world agency
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being displayed on screen and a key component of gameplay, however the distinction still

exists and is, to me, notable.

There is an argument put forward by many authors, notable Merleau-Ponty (2002 [1962]) and

supported by Klevjer (2006) that the avatar

intheewor I d” (p. 93), Ilikening it to a new

considering the concept of embodiment or immersion, but is not to me practical when
considering agency. The lie of course is that it is not a part of the body, and that the body can
be acting in a completely different way to the in-game representation. It is possible that the
player could be humming along to a song on the radio, yelling at their football team to attack
in the last minute of a key game, or engaging in a conversation with a partner, all whilst
sedately navigating their way through Stormwind in World of Warcraft. The difference exists,
and | would contend that the agency related to the in-game environment and the human body

performing any number of related and unrelated actions need to be considered separately.

The agency of the human is present in two forms, firstly within the social or physical
environment within which he is playing, and secondly within other virtual environments that
do not form part of the game, but with which he wishes to communicate. This latter category
could perhaps be assigned equally to the player or the human; especially to the extent it is
directly motivated by a game event, for example an Eve player posting on the forum of his
corporation to avoid a certain region of 0.0 space because it is inhabited by an opposing
faction that is lying in wait for them. | have categorised it here because the more general case

is somebody discussing their recent play session on a completely off-topic forum, be it a

mb
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sports forum or a television forum, as they would with their social circle in the physical

environment.

Within the physical environment, the human agent may well perform acts that are both
related to, and completely unrelated to, the game experience. For example, many a time |
personally, especially in relation to sporting games, have pounded fists on the table in
frustration as my team concedes a last minute goal or home-run in an important late-season
game of Football Manager 2009 or Out of the Park Baseball 9. Similarly, experience has
shown that many celebrate with their physical body solving a puzzle or killing a particularly
problematic enemy in an adventure game like Monkey Island or first person shooter such as
Half:Life. Taunting a rival after scoring a late goal or touchdown in an action sporting game
like FIFA 2009 or Madden 2009 is a common feature of play in social environments. All of
these are acts that, i f we purely considered
clearly form part of the game experience. Acts such as talking to your partner or reacting to a
television show, whilst examples of human agency, do not warrant consideration as part of

the agency of the game.

Within the virtual environment, again it is possible to act in ways both related and un-related
to the games. Players may be chatting on MSN Messenger or partaking in a fantasy baseball
draft whilst at the same time engaged in a game of Sim City or Football Manager 2009.
Actions not directly relating to the game experience that we are considering are, as with those
chatting to a partner in the physical environment, irrelevant to the discussion of the game
agency, however when the human agent mentions to a guy that he is talking to on MSN that

,the Spurs fans just built a statue of me ou



Exploring Agency 83

League® or comments to the otafetr tphaatt i, cMypant
Colchester side just got relegated again, |-
now motivated by the game experience and | would contend warrants attention as part of the

game system. Again, the key element is that the motivation for the act was provided by the

game, and again it is an act of human agency

to the player®s direct experience of the gan

In some cases, one has to search beyond the immediate game experience for the reason why a
human agent acted in a certain way. Particularly with sporting games, whilst the player is
reacting to an event that has happened in a game, the way he is reacting is dictated by
behaviour that mimics other enviroorme nt s. The verbalisation “ come
winger (in this case Aaron Lennon of Tottenham) races down the right wing is an act

provoked by the fact you are in a tense spot of the game, however the way it is being

expressed is largely dictated by the social experience of either being at the stadium or

watching within a social group on television (both locations in which overhearing and

contributing such verbiage is common).

Similarly, the celebrations on scoring a goal (fist pump), or a touchdown (both hands raised
towards the air) mimic actions in their respective sports. This is an area that deserves further
examination; however | think it important to note that whilst we can proscribe the primary
motivation for an act to an in-game event, the external factors that cause it to be conducted in

a certain way are also important when describing it.
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Figure 6. Left: Air Force Academy fans celebrate a touchdown.

Right: A Madden 09 Player celebrating a touchdown (via Google images)

Further, it is questionable where we should proscribe the limits of agency relating to an in-
game act. This is, of course, difficult to do as we return to the question of what motivated the
act. It is possible for somebody to recall a particularly notable session, such as the day they
completed Call of Duty: World at War in either a physical or virtual setting many months or
perhaps years after the act that completed the game and thus motivated the action. | would
contend that it is still useful to see that as an act of agency motivated by the game, regardless
of the time that has passed. The key component in discussing this future act is whether the
game experience was the direct motivation for it. Thus, we need to consider it as part of any

model of agency in games.

What is significant here is that these are not acts that are common to every player. As we
have got further from the game system, the agency exerted has become increasingly

unpredictable and separated from that proscribed by the game system itself.

84
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Implications of the model

Avatar /

Other Representation

‘A v

In the above sections | have broadly categorised agency into three forms, all revolving around

the game system. The first of these is the avatar, or other representation, and it is this
representation that interfaces between the player and the game environment, subject to the
bounds of the game narrative and the programmed attributes of the representation. The next
form is that of the player himself, interfacing with the system on a more technical level,
generally thinking about how to advance in the game, and how to instruct his representation
to perform the tasks that are desired. The final form is what I have termed the human in order

to differentiate it from that of the player. The agency exerted in this form is still in relation to
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the game, but is happening in external spaces, be they physical or virtual as opposed to within

the environment constructed by the game.

The model itself provides a summary of these arguments, indicating the sources of agency in
games, and also the way that information flows between them. What is immediately
noticeable is that everything that is experienced by either the player or human is mediated by
the representation. Whilst the player interfaces directly with the game system, in terms of
thinking how to progress past a current impasse, or performing acts such as saving and
loading the game, any response from the game system to the player is always mediated by the
avatar (unless exiting the game, which I do not consider a significant act of agency within a

discussion of games themselves).

Importantly, neither the player nor human elements of this model would exist without the
representation. The representation mediates all agency that is motivated by the game system,
as it is the effect of an action on their representation that causes the player to consider their
progress, to save, load, or quite and similarly causes them to express frustration or delight in
a physical or virtual social setting. Whilst the player may have a different motivation to the
representation, causing them to interact differently with the game system than the avatar
would, or the player would if the role was internalised completely, such motivation still
presupposes the existence of the representation, as without it, progress would neither be
meaningful nor motivated. It is the artefact that interacts most directly with the game system,
and the layer with which both the player and the human find motivation for their acts both

within and outside the confines of the game environment.
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The representation also serves one other significant purpose for the study of games, and that
is that it allows us a simple approach to classifying trivial (and thus non-trivial) action in
games. To the extent that the representation is embodied, it appears logical that the same
classifications as are made in classic action theory are appropriate, that the moving of limbs is
trivial, certainly any automated gestures (such as the avatar tapping his feet if no action is
taken) are trivial, and even that moving the avatar through a navigable space with no purpose
can be classified as trivial. By doing this, it allows us to concentrate on those acts which are
significant for the player and avatars experience in the game, those acts which are motivated,
those acts which are causal, and those acts which ultimately shape the experience of a player
in a game environment. It is, after all, those acts with which both game designers and game

players are most concerned.

As we have got further away from the game system, it would seem that acts are increasingly
unpredictable and infrequent. Whilst the ava
presented by the game system, the player®s a
Similarly, the acts committed by players in external physical or virtual environments will be

less predictable, and less directly related to the game system than those performed by the

player in the environment of the game.

Ultimately perhaps the most important implication, at least for my purposes here, are that

different forms of representation are interchangeable in the model. Whether an avatar, a god-
like mode, set of statistics, text description or a role founded in the imagination of the player,
it serves the same role when considering agency; mediating between the game system and the

player and providing contextual motivation for acts performed by the human outside of the
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game environment. It is this similarity that, for me, provides the most compelling reason for
considering all forms of representation as part of one model, and not separating out avatars as

an entirely unique phenomenon, if we intend to study other elements of games.
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Conclusion

This work focussed primarily on two concepts; both of which have origins far prior to the
popular study of games, yet both of which have been used by games scholars as part of their
study. I found neither contemporary use entirely satisfactory, and whilst taking the terms
origins as my starting point, | attempted to arrive at definitions and models that would be

useful for the contemporary study of games.

As | set out on this process, my intention was to consider the way that players are represented
in games; to explore the concept of the avatar and whether its contemporary use had
overstretched the justifiable use of the term and to investigate whether the existing
understanding of player representation —which primarily focuses on the avatar concept —was

sufficient to consider a topic such as agency in games.

Having conducted a study of the origin of t
that the term was in fact being used to cover concepts other than the physical representation

of a player representation in a navigable world, which appeared to me to be its logical

application. Using the term to cover representations such as Lara Croft in Tomb Raider

masked the other significant attribute that was part of taking on such a role in the game,

namely the characteristics that are not customisable, but elements of the representations

personality which you are forced to interact with if you want to play the game.
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Whilst there were several competing definitions or conceptual understandings of the avatar in
contemporary game studies, | found none of them entirely satisfactory for building future
work on to, and so decided that if | wanted a model I could use for future work, and that |
could then proceed to consider within the context of agency, it would require me to construct

an understanding, and model, of my own.

Whilst considering the work on agency, it became apparent that other representations also
had much in common with the avatar. All forms of representation served to mediate the
agency of the player; were required in order to perform any act in the game (as opposed to
with the game —i.e. loading, saving and quitting). It thus became apparent that more was to
be gained in considering these representations as one concept, and the avatar as merely one

means of portraying the representation in games.

It thus seemed to me logical to take an approach from semiotics, that of the denotation and

connotation of a sign, in order to consider the player representation in games. By doing this, |

separated the way that a representation is portrayed in games from the connotations that the
representation communicates to the player. In this sense the denotation could refer to an
avatar, a textwual description, an imagined
any number of other imaginable and as yet unimagined ways to denote players in games,

whilst the connotations refer to the characteristics that the representation communicates to the

player, from the characteristics of a futuristic war general in Command and Conquer: Red

Alert, to a wannabe pirate in Monkey Island. This could be anything from a puppet; a

character in a role playing game who has no personality until you impose one, to a fully
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developed character like Lara Croft or Guybrush Threepwood, shaped by the game designers

and just available for you to experience the game through in a predetermined way.

The key here was that the denotations and connotations applied to the player representation
do not follow a 1:1 relationship — an avatar does not always include or exclude any particular
connotation that the representation may portray. Thus the concept of the avatar should just, in
my opinion, be used to refer to the physical on-screen portrayal versus any level of role

development or agency restrictions.

Having developed the model of how players are represented, I refocused my attention on
agency, or more specifically the way agency is mediated through the representation of the
player in games. To do this, | first considered the classical definitions and arguments put
forth by scholars in the fields of philosophy and sociology, and then considered the extent to

which these are applicable to games.

Having studied the different elements of agency that exist within games, it became apparent
to me that a three-tiered model was the appropriate way to illustrate the way that agency is
mediated. These three tiers are the representation, which interfaces directly with the game
system, the player, who generally shares much of the perceived agency of the avatar but
rarely all of it, and the human, so-called to differentiate from the player, who acts out of
motivation from the game system (via the representation) in external physical or virtual

environments.
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The representation, player and human all have some form of agency-related interaction with

the game system which is, of course, at the core of the model. Whilst the player interfaces
directly with the game system in a limited way, attempting to see its construction to progress

in the game when the narrative is not clear, saving or loading and so forth, all meaningful (by
which | exclude quitting, “save success
mediated through the representation. Similarly, all aspects that motivate the human to act
outside of the game environment are mediated through the avatar. And of course, for the vast
majority of the game, the player takes on the role of the representation and acts through it

within the game environment.

Through the development of this model it is evident that taking such a broad term as
representation allows us to consider a concept such as agency in much simpler and more
significant terms. Because the form of representation is interchangeable when considering the
way agency is mediated through them in games, the model is applicable to all games as
opposed to a subset that develop, or allow players to develop, their own characters and roles

in specific ways.

It can of course be said that when considering games, nothing exists without the human
player ultimately participating with the game. However, | would argue that similarly nothing
exists without the mediating layer of representation. Whilst it is the human player that feels
the emotions, that acts both inside and outside the game, that is responsible for his in-game,
or online actions, without the representation to place him in the world, none of that would be

possible. Whether the player is represented by an avatar, an omnipresent power, or some kind

f

u l
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of virtual representation, agency is possible because of the affordances the representation

offers.

By tightening our lexicon, and avoiding assigning specific terms to huge swathes of possible
denotations and connotations, we both allow the development of models and concepts that
deal with the general case, here player representation, as well as those that apply only to
specific elements, such as the denotation of an avatar, or the connotation of a fully designed

character.
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