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Intraducing Social Play
The last few chapters have been a little bit lonely. In jooking at
experience, pleasure, and systems of representation, we
emphasized an individual player's relationship to a game.Itis,of
er each player as an individuak

course, important to con
game designers need to make sure that every player who
enters a game ends up having a meaningful experience, regard-
less of who else is playing. However, with this schema on Games
as Social Play, we focus not just on the relationship between an
individual player and a game, but alsc on the social experiences
that occur when more than one player participates in the same
game. The emphasis in the last few decades on single-ptayer
computer and video gamaes is something of an anomaly i the
eons-old history of gaming. While there are notable exceptions,
such as solitaire card games, by and large over the centuries
games have been valued as socfal experiences, as a way for
people to relate to each other, as a way for people to play
together.The fact that digital games are swinging back to favor-
ing multiplayer experiences is not a new trend by any means:it
is merely games raturning to their reots as social play.

As players ringle with each other inside the magic circle, their
social interactions highlight important aspects of a game’s
design. Meaningful play can be framed as a soclal phenomena.
Understanding how social play becomes meaningful, manifest
both as interactions accurring within an in ual game, and
as interactions across larger play communities, is the focus of
this chapter,

This is not the first time we have discussed the interaction
betweaen players in a game.In Games as Game Theory Systems,
for example, we explored the decision-making process of
rational players within very specialized kinds of games. Evenr
within the incredibly narrow constraints of game theory, the
consideration of two-player strategles transformed simgle
choices into remarkably complex game problems. Now as we
consider player interaction within the full gamut of sociat play,
things get very tricky indeed.

Unit 3: PLAY | Games as Social Play

Social Relations
When we frame a game as social play, we consider the relation-
ships between elements in the game system to be social refa-
tionships. The word “social” refers broadly to player interaction,
and occurs on two levels. The first level of social interaction
ccurs within the magic circle, as a product of the formal system
of a game, For example, in a game of Tag players assume social
roles of “It” {the chaser) or “not It” {the chased). These social
interactions are infernally derived, as they emerge from the
game’s rules. The second level of sodial interaction Is derived
externalfy—social roles brought into the game from outside the
magic circle. Pre-existing friendships and rivairies that affect in-
game strategic choices, for example, are externally derived ele-

ments of social play.

Vifhether internally or externally derived, sodal refationships
between players are modified by every action taken in the
game. Social roles playfully shift and transform as the game
proceeds. (You may be “It,” but not for long if you are quick}
Navigating, manipulating, and transforming these relationships
is one way that players achieve meaningfu! play in the social
realm. Furthermors, the sodial play that occurs between players
is a function of the way the game operates as a systerr: of mean-
ing. Playing games generates meanings for players, which
reproduce and challenge cades of soclal interaction. The kinds
cof meaning generated as players relate to one another within
and through 2 game is at the center of our exploration of
games as socfal play.

In earlier chapters, we established the idea that games are sym-
systems of meaning. Extending this idea through social
play, we can consider a game as a symbaolic system players use
10 communicate with each other. For example, two players can
sit down and play Tic-Tac-Toe even if they don't share the same
native tongue, bacause they both know the “language” of the
game, This is communication via game play, in which a game

hecomes a context for stylized communication, mediated
through social interaction. The rules of 2 game determine the
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communication that takes place, limiting what players can do
and say to each other. Marking Xs and Cs on empty grid squares
is how Tic-Tac-Toe players "speak“to each other in the language
of the game,

External contexts always already affect communication via
game play as well. Compared to other facets of play, the influ-
ence of factors brought to the game from external contexts is
particutarly sirong when considering the social play of a game.
Strategic and athletic skills, for example, generally evolve as a
player becomes more famifiar with the internal workings of a
game. Social interaction skills, in contrast, build directly on
human experience, Therefore, existing relationships of trust and
distrust, friendship and enmity can have a tremendous impact
on the way that a game is played from a social point of view.

Because the forms of sacial Interaction that occur within a game
have strong connections to forms of social interaction outside
the game, it will be impossible to consider sociat play without
straying just a bit into the realm of culture. For this reason,
Games as Social Play has a somewhat ethnographic character:
understanding games as social play requires a great deal of
carefufl observation. These initfal forays to the edge of the magic
circle and beyond will help set the stage for the CULTURE chap-
ters to follow.

Player Roles
From a social play point of view, when a player enters into the
system of a game, that player is given a role to play. By *role”we
don't mean that a player becomes a character in a story. Rather,
we mean that each player has 2 role in the sociat network of a
game.Within this system of sacial relationships there are a wide
variety of roles that players can assume, from arch-enemy to
team leader to partner-in-crime. Roles are not fixed and may
change many times within the course of a game. For example,
in 2 three-player competitive game with one winner, at any
moment during play one player might play the role of fast
friend, bitter enemy, cloying annovance, feared power,or grudg-
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fying “Communi
The term “Community” has gained Status as a game industry buzzword i

recant years, referencing the groups of players that can form inside and
aroend multiptayer games. Although a group of players using their virtuat
avatars in ar anline gamsa such 35 Everquest does indeed represent a game
community, it represents only one vary particular instance,

When we use the tarmn community in the contaxt of social play we are refer-
encing something rmuch mote elemental and varied. As DeXeven indicates
in the quate that apened this chapter, a play community cceurs ary time a
group of players gets together to play a garme The comvounity may last for
vears or decades, or anly coma into being for a single aftemoon. A commu-
nity couid be created by a highly formalized professionat car race, or by twe
friends siteing down to play Checkers, Play communities can parsist across
mare than one instance of the same game or across the play of many dif
ferent garnes over tme. Cormmunities can arise around a single game, a
series of games, or a larger game context, fanging fram two payers having
a quick match of Bance Dance Revoluticn Tn the mal aicade, to several
thousand players competing evary four years in the Olyraipics

Every manth, gamatab hosts a grou of NYC-area game developers to play
board games. These montily gatherings create a scdial play community on
at teast three levals. First, sach individuat game forms a piay comemenity,
which arises when the game begins and ends when the game concludes.
Second, each evening get-together—in which a player is fikely to play 2
handful of different games—also represents a play community, comprised

of the pecple that attended tie event. Thir

¢ i5 also possible to consider 2
number aof gatherings over months or years as a2 play community, even
though the players that attend and the games that are played differ from
evening 1o evening.

The exact seals at which you might canceptuaiize the nation of a play com-
munity depends an the game design problem you are trying 1o solve I you:
intention is to have players take part in & game only once of twice In isola-
ffon, then you
in the magic circle of an individual game The mora cohesion you want 1o

most likely focus an the play comaumity that exists wiih-

create between plays of your game (sequels and expansions, a website that
expands the narrative of the game, 2 fan club, etc) the wadar your o
design focus will need 1o be,
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ingly temporary ally to the other players. As the gama proceeds
and the balance of power shifts, these roles change and fluctu-
ate, reaching an endpoint in which one player assumes the role
of winner, Games are cormplex emergent systerns. The relatfon-

ships between objects in the system—between players—is in a
constant state of radefinition.

For example, imagine a different kind of game inwhich players
work tagether to attain a common goak in this case, players
take on the social role of comrades who must use teamwork fo
play well together. What if there was a single enemy hidden
among the group of friends? Suddenly, the refationships
between players take on a completely diiferent tone, and the
game is infused with an air of deceit. The rofe Richard Hatch
nce” in the

assumed as the self-praclaimed leader of “the a
first season of the television series Surviver created a sharp
divide among the three other members of the group, culminat-
ing in feelings of bitternass and betrayal. Akhough the alliance
ally conceived as 2 collaborative game strategy, the
emergence of one of its members as a cutthroat competitor
n of social (and strategic) rales within the
game, Clearly, the sociaf roles that 2 game provides exert a
tremendous influence on the overall experience of play.

forced & re-evalua

The chart to the right presents a list of social play roles from
Brian Sutton-Smitiv's “A Syntax for Play and Games” in Childs
Play, a book he edited with R.E. Herron.? Each of the roles
Sutton-Smith identifies represents internally derived social
interactions. In other words, they are roles created by the formal
system of a game. Sutton-Smith’s categery “motive of play”is an
abstraction of the game’s core mechanic. Each“motive”refers to
a general kind of interaction between players.

Although the oppo
the only way to frame social game play, it is cne way of

i of an acter and a counteractor is not
ng
attention to the quality of conflict intrinsic to games. In Sutton-
Smith's model, the roles of actor and counteractor are both

Unlt 3: PLAY | Games as Social Play

Role of Actor Motive of Play Role of Counteractor

To overtake Race To stay ahead

Te cutdistance, dodge,
ar elude

Ta caich, tackle, tag Chase

- To defend an area or
aperson, 10 ward off,
to be on guard

To overcome a bamier, | Attack
enter a guarded area,
overpower a defianse;
to injure psychalogi-
cally or atherwise

To take persom, symbal | Caphure To avold being taken

To see through, to move
suddenly and punish an
attacker, to bide time

Ta tease, taunt, lure; Harassment
0 mistake oF unsuc-

cessfully attack

To find by chance or Search
clue {objact, person)

To hide, to cover or
mislead, to faign

To spring prisoner; Rescus
to be savier against escape
To tempt ancther Seductian Yo resist. to have

forbidden action selfcontrol

Social play reles

equally important in constructing the experience of pfay. The
actual play activity is a function of the two player roles. The
activity of Chase, for example, occurs when one player (the
chaser) attempts to catch another player (the chased), who in
turn attempts 1o elude the chaser. if the chased player decided
not to run anymore, to give up the role of eluding the chaser,
the chase play would end {possibly turning into a different kind
of activity, such as the ettack play of informal wrestling, or the
seduction play of stealing a kiss).

Social roles are crucial, because play emerges directly from the
refationships between players, From a social play perspective,
Survivor was a compelting example of the pewer of sacial roles.
Debatas ragad about which contestant was the better person;
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the fact remains that Richard was the better player, as he rec-
ognized that he could manipulate social relations within the
game to strategic ends. (And of course, this observation won
him a million bucks) The example of Survivor gets to the heart
of this chapter: when we frame a game as social play, the social
relationships constitute the entire experience of the game.
Even n a very simple game tike Chutes and Ladders, players are
enacting a race,in which each player is trying to stay ahead
of. or catch up to, the other players.

Sutton-Smith’s madel is quite useful in understanding piay asa
function of player roles, it provides a wonderful way to analyze
the existing social play in your game, as well as provides ideas
for new social ptay experiences. In thinking about how you
might apply Sutten-Smith’s medst to your game, consider the
following:

- Not just two players. Akhough Sutton-Smith's model is
based on a refationship between two players {an actorand
a countaractor), these roles don't have to be played by just
one player each, Game roles are rarely so simple and sin-
gular. In Hide-and-Seek {where the core activity is the
search), the player that Is“It" plays the role of actor while all
of the other players are the hiding counteractor,

- Many activities. As with other kinds of play, a player can
assume a range of social roles in the course of a single
game, In Capture the Flag, afmost every ane of the activi-
ties listed on the chart takes place at one paint or ancther,
with any individual player playing both actor and counter-
actor at different moments in the game.

- More than cne activity at once. Beyond switching roles, a
player might inhabit more than one role simultaneously.
Imagine a pair of Hide-and-5Seek players hiding together. As
they bide their time they playfully try to get the other to
laugh and reveal the hiding pface.The laughing game is a
daring example of seduction, in which players tempt and
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resist a forbidden action. The hiding players are thus play-
ing several roles simultaneausly (hiders, seducers, and the
seduced).

. Not just human players. Both roles don't have 1o be taken
on by human players. A runner might be trying 1o beat her
own best time in a race, in which case her previous time
serves as the opponent. In the single-player arcade game
Robotron, the program provides different game elements
that must be avoided (indestructible enemies), destroyed
(shootable enemies} and rescued (humans).

. Differentactivities at different levels. Different social game
activities can be applied to the same game depending on
how the game is framed. Although Robotron can be
described in terms of chase, attack, capture, and rescue, it
is also possible to frame an entire game of Robotron as a

race, in which a player tries to beat a previous high score.

Sutton-Srmith’s list of social play reles is quite extensive, butitis
certainly not exhaustive, The essay “Hearts, Clubs, Diamonds,
Spades: Players Who Suit MUDs,” by MUD designer Richard
Rartle, considers another typology of social play roles, In oppo-
sition to Sutten-Smith's model, Bartle's roles are extermnalfy
derived, coming from outside the magic circle. Sutton-Smith
derived his model from a study of children’s playground games,
and Bartle similarly focuses on one kind of game: text-based
online MUDs. Bartle finds that within MUDs there are four types
of roles, ar playing styles: Achievers, Explorers, Sociglizers, and
Killers. Althaugh many individual pfayers assume hybrid roles,
according to Bartle one is generally dominant. Bartle associates
aach rele with a playing card suit. In his account of the cate-
gories below, he descihes how each player role regards the
other three styfes of play:

Achigvers {diamonds] regard points-gathering and rising In fevels as
thalr maln goal,and aft is ultimately subservient to this. Exploration
is necessary only to find new saurces of treasure, or Improved ways
g is a relasing method of dis-

of wringing points from it Sod
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covering what other players know about the business of accumu-
lating goints,so that their knowledge can be applied to the task of
iminate rivals ar people

gaining riches. Killing is only necessary 1o

wha get in the way, of to gain vast amcunts of paints {f paints are

awarded for killing other players).

inzernal

Explarers [spacles] defight in having the game expose
machinations to therm. They try progressively escterlc actions in
wild, out-nf-the-way places, looking for interesting features {ie,
bugs) and figuring out how things work Scoring palnts may be
necessary fo enter some next phase of exploration, But it's tadious,

and anyone with half a brain can do it Killing is quicker and might

De a comstruciive exercise in its own right. ... Socializing can be
informative as a source of new ideas 10 try out.,.. The real fun
comes only from discavery, and making the most complete sat of

maps in exstence.

Sociofizers [hearts] are interested in poaple, and what they have ©o
say. The game is merely a backdrop, & commeon ground whare
things happen to playets. Some exploration may be necessany se as
to understand what everyone ele s talking about,and polnts-scar-
ing zould be required to gain access to neat communicative spells
available only ta higher levels (as welf a5 to obtain a certain status

in the community}. €illing, however, is sometbing only ever io e

excused if irs 2 futile, imaulsive act of revenge, perpatrated upon

somcone who has caused intolerable pain to a dear friend. The ondy

ultirnately fulfilling thing is...getting 1o know people, to undar-

stand them, and to foro beawtitul, lasting relationships.

Kilters [clupst gat thed fram imposing themselves on others.

ers} attack ather players with & view to Killing off their personae.
.. Tha: more massive the distrass caused, the greater the killer's joy
at having caused it Mormal points-scoring s usually required. ..and
exploration of a kind is necessary 1o discover rew and ingenious

ways to kil people Even socializing is sometimes worthwhile

beyond faunting a racent victim, for example in finding out some-

one's playing habits, or discussing tactics with fellow kilfers. They're

Unit 3: PLAY | Games as Social Play

alt just means 1o an end, though; only in the knowledge that a sl

person, somewhere, i very upset by what you™ve just done, yet can

thermselves do nothing about it is thera any true adrenaline-shoot-

Whether a player Ts an achiever, explorer, killer, socializer, or
some combination, interaction depends in large part on the
kind of sodial identity the player assumes within the game
world. Although sodializers are the only group described as
overtly“social,”all four roles represent not just styles of play, but
more specifically, styles of social play. Achievers compete with
ather achievers for power;

ers annoy other players with their

mischief; explorers trade and covet information; and sod
of course, spend their time in conversation. Each type of player
role gains its identity through negotiation of the social frame-

ars,

work of the farger play community.

One primary difference between the player roles Bartle identi-
fies and the model Sutton-Smith offers is that Bartle s looking
t core mechanics of the game, and more ar

less at the so
higher-level social roles that players can assume. Being a social-
izer, for example, is a role that emerges from a collection of

activities and priorities, in which typing chat statements to
ather players and visting spaces of the game world devoted to
social interaction are of primary importance, The tole of sodial-
izer, is a kind of macro-role, emerging from a cluster of related

activities and inferactions.

Three Emergent Secial Games
In Games Emergent Systems, we established that meaningful
play in a game requires a complex, emergent system.The same

is true for social play: social interaction in games is closely tied
to the concept of emergence. When we frame a game as a
social system, it lirerally begins to burst with emergent social
play. From the emergent bluffing of Poker, to the competitive
camaraderie of Gauntlet, to the colfaborative storytelling of a
large-scale LARP, secial play results in a variety of emergent
experiences. Think about Bartle’s four categories of players. The
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remarkable thing about these wildly varying player types isthat
all of them can occur within the seme game. If the space of pos-
ty of 2 game is large encugh, players will find ways to cre-
ate their own roles and styles of play.

Next we take a close lock at three different games that exem-
plify emergent social piay. Each game is remarkably simple,
stylizing player interaction through a limited set of behav-
iors—~yet the social roles and activities that arise from the

games is remarkably emergent,

Littla Max

The first game example seems quite formal on the surface.
It is a dice-bluffing game that has a number of variations;
we will use the rules from the traditional game Little Max
described in Reiner Knizig's Dice Games Properfy Explained.
Net only is Little Max a simple and elegant version of &
e-bluffing geme, but a game rich in sodial play. Here are

the rules, paraphrased from Knizia's description:

You will need twa dice and a cup. The object of the game is {0

remal ve what you

in the game: by making the other players G
say about your dice roll. The last rernaining player in the garme wins,

Play maves clockwise around the table in tums. The frst player
shakes the dice under the cup and then pesks at the resuft so that
no other player can see. Then he claims any result he wishes and
passes the cup to the next clayer, When you receive the cup, you
have two optians:

Accept: ff you accept the claim, you don't leok at the dice but,

instead shake the cup. peak ar the result, make your new
claim and pass the cup Your claim must be a

than the previous player's claim

Challenge:You can challenge and it the cup. I the dice show
a result fower than the claim, the player that made the false
clairn is out of the game and you start a new round by shak-

ing the dice. You can claim any result on the dice you want.
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However, if the dice show a combination that is at least as high as
the claim, yout are gut of the game The nexe player starts a new

round.
Following are the anking of dice results:

. ALl
2,

Max, when one die shows a 1 and the other shows a
is the highest result in the game and must ahways be chal-

lenged when i

. Fairs are the next highest results, with a pair of as the highest
pair and a pair of 15 ihe lowest. Below pairs are figures, sy

other two numbers.

. Figures are daclared with the Righest numberin front {so a 4
and a 2 beats a4 and a 1).A 6 ard 2 5 i the highest figure

andz3anda lowest,

Play continues until only one player is left. Note that a player may
decide not to ook at s rolf and simply claim a result. He doesnt
even have to veroll the dice if he wants, in which case be passes the
cup unseen with a higher claim 3

Along with his description, Knj
the percentage chance for being able to make each poten-
tial die resuit. This resource is usefut for players who are
going to play strictly by the numbers, But as Knizia
explains in his analysfs of the game, there is far more going
on in Little Max than mere number-crunching:

includes a chart listing

The Psychology, or How to be a Duck
Besides keeping a firm Poker face, Little Max is about making the
right choice when the dice a2 handed w0 you.

Yaur decision to challenga depends on your changes to better the

cureeny claim, but also on your evaluation of the previous playe:s

chances 1o produce his claim.. ..

THe chances of beating a 61 or better are exactly 50%. In theory
vou should challenge tha claim if the previous plaver had to baat
&-1 or better, because the odds are in yeur favor
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Practicat play turns out to be different. Challenges happen less fre-

quently as most players tend to duck and hope that the evil wi
pass over tham. I you can assume that the next player will follow
this trend and not chakenge you, why should you take any risks?
{Jucking amang ducks is the best strategy.

When you bend the tuth, be careful not to squeeza the next play-
ar too much of he might find himself forced o cha

nge you, O

the other hand, fust going one step higher with your resulk fooks,

implausible. The more you exceed your old cfaim the more you
appear 1o speak the truth, because nobody expacts yau to go that
far over the top. A contradiction! What about calling out the next

passible result even when you preduced something higher?

Body language and rembling nerves usually prevail over logical

soon find yourself desperately searching for a
f at yourincred-

analysis. You
good combination fo clair while staring in disk

ibly tow dice. Murm *five-six"ohviouslyindicates

that your mind is distracted. Could Tt be fear?...

fhere is the marvelous anecdote of a garme of Little Max whers ang
of the dice acwally goz lost during play and the game continued
for several rounds because everyang was terntified of being caught
out \What a feeling,  you claim “Fwo fives™with only one die under

the cupd

At first glance, the game seems to e a formal affair about
number guessing and pushing your luck with the rall of 2
pair of dice. However, as Knizia makes clear, Little Max is
really a game of psychology and sodial play. Even though
it seems like the game takes piace as a series of isclated
claims between two players, the decision to challenge or
not to challenge has far-reaching implicaticns. it s safer to
"duck” snd accept a claim that comes to you; as soon as
yeu do, however, you are going to have to immediately
turn around and present a claim to someone else, Having
just played the role of the quesser, you are now gaing to

have to assumae the role of the bluffer.

Unit 3: PLAY | Gamas as Social Play

Furthermore, as a bluffer you ahways present a claim that is
less likely to be true than the previous one, because you
have to claim a higher result each turn. In Little Max, bluff-
ing
to bluff or not to bluff. But in Little Max, circumstances can
force you to bluff if your roll is too low. As if that were not

at the center of the game. In Poker, you can choose

enough, the rest of the players also come into play. How
trustworthy are you? You can keep on ducking, of course,
but eventually the cup will come back to you. How ridicu-
lous wilt your claim have to be by then? The result of this
tightly interfocking set of play roles is a game of deeply
engaging social play. Even though Little Max is an abstract
game of numbers and probabiiity, the logical play of the
game guickly becomes a desperate, nervous experience
of deceptive bluffing. Such simple rules, genarating such
emergent secfal playl

Mafia
The social play of tittle Max emerges from a tight fit
between the game’s formal structure and its changing
play rofes. Mafia is a game that strips down the formal
structure even further, creating play activities that are
almost entirely social. As with Little Max, althcugh the
rules of Mafia are simple, the social play is incredibly deep.
There are a great many variations on Mafia, and below we
outline one simple version we enjo

wiafia s a game for approxirnately 8-10 players, athough it can be
played with more or fewer participants. It works best when all of
the piayers are sitting around a table and can see each other AT the
beginning of the garne, three of the players are secretly given roles.
This Is usually accomplished by passing aut a pre-sorted and shuf-
fled set of playing cards, ahe card for wach player The set inchudes
one heart, two spades, and the rest of the cards are diamonds,

The player that receives the heart is moderator and is out of the
game, The modgrator serves as referee and quns the game. The

mederator cofiects the cards at the start of the game—they are not
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used again.The two players that received spades are the membars
of the rnafia. Thair objective is & eliminate &l of the other players

in the game. The rest of the players are » task is to
elimirate the mafia.
A turn consists of two parts, night and day, beginaing with the

night porion of the wm. The modesatar instrects all players to
close their eyes, Then the mederator tedls the mafia (o open their

eyes. Tarough silent gesture, they indicate to the moderator who

they want to kil The moderator then has the two designated mafia

players close their ayes.

The moderater announces the dawa and alf of the players open
thelr eyes, as the maderatar declares the name of the player that
the mafia killed during the might. That player play-acts 2 horrible
death and Is out of the game. Alf of the remalning players begin a
debate about who 15 in the mafia. After 5-10 minutes of discussion,
the mederator calls for a vote The player receiving the most vates
is killed by an uprising of the villagers and is out of the game. A

maderater can call for a re-vate if there is 3 tie, or can end the day
without an uprising if there is a true deadlock Then the modarator
Enstructs evaryene to close their eyes as aight fafls once more and

the mafia select another victim.

The garre continues until the two mafia glayers have been elimi-
nated, of unlil there are only mafta players left and the moderatar

anncunces the end of the game. If one member of the mafia is

inated by an uprising, 1he game continues (but the vilfagears arer

notinfarmed that thers is only ene mafia member left). Players that

are out of the game are not permitted to tatk or give hints of any
kind Note that because of veting mechanics, the modesator can
end the game a5 a mafia victory when there are equal numbers of

mafia and villagars.

If you've never played Mafia, the rules might seem per-
plexing. As long as the maffa do not noisily gesture as they
salect a victim, the rest of the villagers have little fogical
basis for making their decisions about who is a suspected
member of the mafia.
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In the case of Little Max, bluffing and guesswork are based
on the formal framewaork of a progressively increasing
prabability of a bluff. In Mafia, on the other hand, the deci-
sion of the villagers is based entirely on hunches and
sacial guesswork. The hidden information around which
the game revolvesin Little Max is the numbers on the dice.
The hidden information of Mafia is the aflocation of the
player roles themselves. Who are the mafia? How many of
them are left? The mafia players aren't just playing a role,
they are playing a double role, strategically eliminating
villagers during the night while playing at being vitfagers
during the day.

The drama of the game, in which the circle of victims
grows smaller and smaller, heightens the tension and

makes for a remarkably subtle social experience. How wi

each villager make his or her guess? Has one player been
too talkative? Or tco quiet? What is she hiding? How inno-
cent is he? Are those two exchanging glances? Just what
motivated the maffa last night? Did they get rid of the v
lager that suspected one of them Tast turn? Or are they
using double-psychology to get the villagers to kill one of
their own? Suspense builds as the villagers are whittled
away one by one, the mafia and the villagers both edging
closer to winning, but also closer 10 elimination, Each
player represents a point within a complex social space,

each point mapped to the other points in delicate and
puzzling ways. Mone of the villagers can fully trust anyone.
Although the mafia players can wark together, they have
ta keep their partnership a secret, The game of Mafia is
tuly a tangled koot of social play. Maffa also plays won-
derfuily with the magic circle. Once a player has been elim-
inated, that player steps halfway out of the magic circle,
finally learning the information they had been seeking, but
forced by the rules they are stil observing te remain sifent
as the engaging drama unfolds,
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Stend Up
We complete our trio of examples with another game that
it contains no

seams extremely simple on the surfac
den informatian, all players have the same rofe, and there
is onty one thing they can do.The game is called Stand Up,
and it comes from the New Games Book:

Siton the ground, back-to-hack with your partrer, knees bent and
elbaws linked Now simply stand up together With a bit of coop-
eration and a fitile practice, this shouldn't be too hard.

By the time you've get this mastered, you'll probably have drawn an
interested speciator. Have he: join you anthe ground, and all three
try terstand up This feat should take you just long encugh o aitract
anather onlooker Have him join you. Four people standing up
together might be a genuine accomplishment

e that there’s mare struggling, stum-

By this time you should re.
nling, and giggling each time you add another persan. But this very
tassures you of an endless supply of fascinated spectators, ready

3 join up to help you get off the ground3

Believa it or not, Stand Up is in fact a game, 2 cooperative
game in which the players win together when they
accamplish the task of standing up. Yes, itis incredibly min-
imal, but it is also rich in sodal play. The core mechanic of
Stand Up Is not only athletically engaging for the entire
body, but also extremely social. Even when only two play-
ers take part in the game, they are challenged to work In
concert as they struggie to move from one stable state (sit-
ting) to another [standing}, by making their way together
through an interstitial state of great unbalance.

As they play together, the fact that the players are facing
away from each other means that their primary method of
communication comes from their bodies. You can taik to
the other player if you like, but you don't have time to
make complex stataments once you begin to stand up.
The awkward interlocking of your elbows not enly limits
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your mevements, but ties these movements closely to
those of your partaer. You are, in a sense, creating a single
body the two of you together must cantrel. Aithough this
kind of interaction may not seem “social,” sodial refation-
ships between players can take many forms, including
physical interaction. There clearly is a great deal of mean-

ingfu! social play in Stand Up.

The more people that are added to the game, the more
emergent the group behavior becomes, and the more
challenging % is to win. The more individuals that play, the
into a single collective

more bodies there are to j
organism; the more moving parts added to this unstable
system, the more difficult the collaboration becomes. As 2
system of rewards and punishments, the increasing chal-
lenge is leavened by the sense of accomplishment that the
group feels when they achieve the goal together. This
{eads to what is perhaps the most fascinating aspect of the
design of Stand Up. As the description indicates, the game
itself represents a simple repeatable activity that makes
for an entertaining public spectacle. This means that the
play of Stand Up itself can act as a lure 1o bring more play-
ers intc the game. 5tand Up offers a great example of
social play in action, Many games advocated by the New
Games Movernent are specifically intended to recrufit new
players from the immediate environment, while alsc pro-
viding an experience of meaningful pfay. Stand Up is an
example of such a game, designed to build and grow a
play community as part of the play itself We find it tobe 2
tiuly remarkable game design.

Bounded Communities
Earlier in this chapter we introduced the concept of the play
community, a term borrowed from Bernard DeKoven’s book,
The Well-Played Gamne. We like his terminclogy and use the idea
of a play community in the spiit of DeKoven, even though our
use of the term does not exactly coincide with his. For our pur-
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poses, a play community is a group of players engaged in play.
This play may occur within the space of an individual game or
across a series of games.

It may seem like play communities are social phenemena that
spring up mysteriously and autonomously arcund a game.
Heowever, game desigrers can have an impact on the play com-
munities generatad by their games. It is therefore Important to
understand what a play community is and how it works, A play
s a function

community arises aut of the operation of a game,
of the rules of the game, the personalities of the players, the
interactions between players, and the larger social context in

which the game takes place.

Play communities emerge from play. Although some play com-
wunities become quite official, such as professional sports
teams, most play communities are informal, temparary affairs. A
play community is not usually like a housing development,
requiring extensive advance planning and preparation before it

can be properly inhabited. Instead, & piay community is often
moare like a conversation, in which the improvisational act of
communication itself creates the conversationa! context. This
emergence of a sodial play context is not unfike that of the
magic circle, which also arises spontaneously and is experi-
enced temporally. The social boundaries of a play community

are tied o the boundarfes of its game or games.

There is a paradoxical relationship between a game and the
play community it generates. In a sense, the play community is
an effect of the game, an emergent property of the game sys-
tem. At the same time, the game has no life apart from the play
that activates it, and is dependent on the play community for its
sustenance.One would simply not exist without the other,

Te understand the beauty of this paradox, we can revisit sys-
tems theory and the concept of closed and open systems. A
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closed system has no exchange with its outside environmaent,
while an open system does have some kind of exchange. As
RULES, games are closed systems, as CULTURE, games are open
systems, but as PLAY, we can frame games as either closed or
apen systems, depending on which aspects of the experience
we highlight. As artificial social systems with their own special
rules of meaning, games are closed systems of play. But as trans-
formative systerns that affect and are affected by what the play-
ers bring into the game, the play of a game is an open system.

Sirvifarly, a play community can be framed as bounded or not
bounded by the magic circle of a single game. A Sounded play
community is a closed systenv it arises from the social play that
takes place strictly dividual game.
When we frame a play community in this way, it exists enly
within the time and space deftned by the magic circle. However,
we can also frame a play community to include more than one
instance of a game. With this framing, we are considering 2

the space of an

group of players across a number of games or across a number
of sessions of play. These cammunities are not contained with-

anin

ual game and are not bounded. A play community
that is not bounded is an open system. Both framings are use-

ful, and in the sections that follow we look at each, focusing

first on bounded play communities,

Contract for Artifice

Within the bounded play community of a game, the community
artses with the onset of the game and disappears when the
game is finished. A bounded play community is more synony-
meous with an individual game, and the rules of the game have
a great influence on the nature and experience of the play
community. in other words, a bounded play community is mere
artificial than an unbounded one, because it has fess traffic with
contexts cutside the magic circle. This social contract for artifice
affects the meaning of social refationships within the limited
context of the gamne.
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In order to understand how tha social system of a game can be
considered artificial, wa turn to the work of the psychologist
Jean: Piaget. Much of Plaget’s work focused on the cognitive
development of children; his research had a tremendous
impact on theoties of the mind in the twentieth century. For
aur purposes, the mast applicable of Piaget’s works is his book
The Moral Judgment of the Child, in which he details same of his
research on child development. Working with children from a
particular region of Switzerland, Plaget systematically studied
the process by which young children acquire the ability to
understand game rules, He did so in order to draw & corelation
between the process of understanding game rule structures
and the process of understanding moral structures. From this
work, Piaget drew conclusions about a child’s socfal and psy-
chological development as a whole, tracking the child’s entry
nto the moral realm through an undarstanding of the social
contract engendered by the rules of play. Although we won't be
detailing Piaget’s experiments or the complex stages of a child's
psychological development, he makes a number of important
i play and game design.

insights relevant to a discussion of so

One of the assumptions shaping The Moraf Judgment of the
Lhild is that the rules of a game are fundamentally different
than larger social rules shaping social convention, such as the
cultural and legal rides that guide moral and ethical behavior.
The difference lias precisely in the artificiality of a game’s rule-

systemn, as Piaget makes clear:

Alf morality consists in a systen of rules, and the essence of all

moraflity is to be sought far in the respect which the indi
acquires for these adles.

Mowy, rmost of the morat reles which the child lsams to respect he
recaives from adults, which means that be receives them after they
have been fully elabarated, and often elaboratad, not in relation to
hirm and as they are needed, buk once and for alt and through an
uninterrupied succession of earlier adult generations.
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In the cose of the very simplest sociol games, on the Contrac ve are in
the presence of rulzs which have been elaborated by the children

alene. .. the rules of the game of rarhles are handed down, just ke
so-called mosal realities, from one generation to ancther, and are
preserved solely by the respect that is felt for them by &
The sole difference is that the relations in this case are only these

that exist between children 5 four emphasis]

Although Piaget is referring specifically 1o traditional childran’s
folk games such as Marbles, we can glean a larger point from his
premise. “Rules of society,” such as morat guidelines, permeate
our livad social experience and affect all of our interactions with
others. A person might need maeney to get on the subway, but
by and large, observance of society’s rules (for whatever mix of
personal, cultural, and legat reasons) keep subway riders from
taking that money by force from a stranger, These kinds of
behavioral rules and guidelines are one way of understanding
social identity within society.

Rules of games, on the other hand, are quite different,We know
that games operate only within the time and space of the
circle. Only when a game of Chess is in play do players
covet the King and avoid the illegality of moving pawns back-
ward on the board. Outside a game, players do not feel com-
pelled to “capture” a king piece, or otherwise structure their
behavior acrording to the rules of Chess. Conversely, within
bounded play communities, game behavior is not entirely con-
strained by life outside of the game. As Huizinga states (or per-
haps overstates), “Inside the circle of the game, the laws and
customs of ordinary fife no longer count.”?

This is why Piaget can use children’s games as a spacial, lsolated
case of social rules: because the rules are, in fact, mm:maﬁma.
without concern for larger sodial institutions. The rules emerge
fram the context of the games themselves, the play of children,
rather than from culture at farge. As Piaget notes, “We are /it the
presence of rules which have been efaborated by the children
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alone.” Piaget's marvelous insight into the autonamy of chil-
dren's folk garmes is true to some extent of all games. Evenin the
case of commercial games designed by adults for aduits, there
is a sense in which the games create their own private socizl
sphere. Although it is true that there is plenty of interplay
between game rules and societal rules, such as a game
designed to propagate a certain ideology or make use of exist-
ing social content, the bounded play communities games create
| space marked off in some way from socdiety

exist in an art
atfarge.

As a result of this isolation, the bounded play community of a
game implies a kind of sacial contract. This contract consists of
rules that determine how players interact with each other inthe
game, as well as the meanings and values that the players give
life through play. Sustaining the contract 1o the end of a game

requires players to maintain the integrity of the magic circle.

Rule-breakers can damage this fragile frame. A cheating player
will test the limits of the social contract and possibly disruptit,
A spoil sport is likely to destroy the sacial contract entirely.

A sodial contract, a commitment to a shared set of behaviors
and values, is a social frame for understanding what it means to
enter te the magic circle. For example, a game is a space of
conflict with an uncertain outcome. in other spheres of our
gly enter into a conflict, espe-
cdially one with a real risk of loss. The sodial contract of a game
acts as 3 kind of psychologicat buffer against uncertainty, pro-
tecting players from the risk inherent in game play. There are

lives, most of us would not wi

many efements to this social contract, such as the level playing
field of conflict we discussed in Games as Systems of Conflict.
There are also distinctly interpersonal aspects of the social
contract of a game as well. DeKoven describes two of these,
safety and trust,in The Well-Played Game:
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Safety
The safer we feel in the game we're playing, the more v

ing we
are to play it But, for this experience of safety, we can't rely solaly
on the game.We must alsa ba ahle to befieva that we are safe with

aach other,

Trust
Wa need.._some guarantee, somewhere, that no matter what
happens in our pursuit of the well-played game, we will net be

1is!

g emore than we are prepared to risk. Even though 'm aware
that | might die as a result of rying te climb this mountain with
wou, | can accept thar as part of the game. On the other hand,
when | discover that you're cutiing my roge so that you can getto
the top first,1 find myself much less willing to plays

Safety and trust are two elements that are part of the sedial
contract of 2 game. Generally, players must feel a sense of safety
and trust to be comfortable encugh to enter into the secial
space of a game. The concepts of safety and trust are, in many
ways, more a function of a player’s existing refationships and

attitudes than something a game guarantees. As DeKoven
states, players“can't rely solely on the game®for trust. They must
rely on each other. Having a sense of trust allows players to
enterinto the game in the first place Wivat is trust? it is a shared
sensa of understanding, not Just of the knowledge of the rules
of a particular game, but of the way all games are played, includ-
ing the rules of eliquette that alfow you to trust that ather play-
ers wan't become cheaters, spoil sports, or bullies.

Once again we have a paradox. The game itself is an artificial
social space that players enter, yet the “rules” by which players
coime to know a sense of trust belong to the warld outside the
game, to the realm of shared social and cultural values. What
connects the values of the game and the values of the real
world? The answer is a concept we introduced many chapters
ago: the implicit rules of a game.
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When children play together,in the street or the back lof,
they 100 establish 4 play community. When semeone
gets hurt, the game stops. When there’s a jittle kid
around, you watch out for him, you play softer when
you're near him, you give the kid a break. At alf times
there is an acceptance of a shared responsibility for the
safety of those with whom you ploy—Bernard
DeKoven, The Well-Played Gome

In Rufes o Three Levels, we identified three layers of game
rules: the underlying constituative rules of a game, the eperg-
tional rufes that directly guide player action, and the /mplicit
rufes of proper game behavior, such as etiguette. The examples
DeKaoven gives in the passage above, that a game stops when
someone gets hurt or that play is softened when little kids join
es for how to play.

a game, are implicit rules, unspoken guids

The implicit rules of 2 game bridge the paradoxical relationship
between the artificial space of the game and the social context
in which the game is played. The fact that both players in a
game of Tic-Tac-Toe know that each will take a reasonable
amount of time on their turn is part of the social trust that
enables players to sit down and pfay together. So is the assump-
tion that players will not cheat or become spoil sports. All are
examples of implicit rufes, Similarly, the implicit rules that
DeKoven identifies facifitate the social play of a neighborhood
backlot piay community. The implicit rule of stopping the game
when someone gets hurt has an intrinsic effect {the game
pauses tempararily) only because of an extrinsic social rule
{help people that are infured}.

Considering the role of implicit rules in social play, guestions
arise. By what process do implicit rutes come into being? How
do players come to know these rules? How do they affect play?

For answers, we tum again to Piaget’s The Moral Judgiment of the
Child. Piaget outlines distinct stages through which children
progress as they learn the rutes of Marbles. In parapbrasing
Piaget’s more complex formulations, we divide the acguisition
of game rules into three stages:
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During the first stage, beginning around age 5, the child does not

yet understand there are fixed rules 1o the game. Children of this
age will play Marbles in an improvisational way, possessing a vegue

rotion of rules but nat yet understanding the idea of fivad rules.

In the sacord staga, around ages & ta 10, the child comes to kneaw

that there ace rules, and will regard these rules with a near r

revarence. The rules are fal 10 have their own implicic authority,

which cannet be questioned.

The third and fina stage generalty begins after age 10. Here the
child comes to realize that the rules of a game are dependent on

a secial contract and can be changed if al of the plavers agree to

do so.This final stage is essentiafy how adults view the rules of

games ¢

Our interest is in the transition into the third and final stage,
when a child’s consciousness of the rules undergoes a com-
plete transformation. Rather than believing that rules are
absolutely fixed, children begin to see rules as the outcome of a
free decision reached through respectful mutual consent.
Paget sums up this transformation elegantly:

He riex kanger relies, as do the littlest ones,upon an all-wise trad
He no longer thinks that everything has beea aranged for the best
is by reli-

tha value of

inn the past and that the only way of avoiding oy

shed order. He belisve

giously respacting the esta!

experiment in so far as it is sanctioned by collective opinicn.:0

Piaget’s model for the acg; n of rules sheds light on a nem-
ber of issues relating to social play. When a child acquires an
understanding of a game's rules, he or she also develops an
understanding of the social contract of a game. Like adults, df
dren at this stage of development are able to see rules as struc-
tures that describe how players are to relate to one another
within the game, both formally and secially. They are aiso able
to recognize that the game world is a flexible world that can be
altered colfectively, This is an important part of recognizing the
existence of a play community.

Ruigs of Play | Salen and Zimmerman

Additionally, Ptaget’s developmental model has a loose correia-
tion to the way an adult pfayer comes to know a game. When a
playe!
is often not yet familiar with its specific rules. Instead, a player
has a vague sense of the game's operation, similar to a child in
Stage one of Plaget’s model.When a player is fearning to pfay a
game, the mechanisms of a game seem fixed and the player’s

ally brought into the magic circle of a game, a player

attention is focused on learning how to play, like a child in Stage
two.The more that a player plays a game the more she sees the
game as a system open to manipulation {albeit one whose
binding authority must be respected). When the player gets
stuck in the middle of a computer adventure game, for exam-
ple, she might purchase a strategy guide or go enline to finf a
her play experience, she might

walkthrough guide. Later
download a hack, design her own level, or start a fan web page.
The play patterns of an experienced player demonstrate an
understanding of the game as something that i amenable 1©
change. in a very muuﬂcx::ﬂm sense, the pragress of a player
into a game or the general culture of games recapitulates
Piaget’s model of a child ceming to understand the concept of
game rules,

Transformative Social Play

Whether describing the way a child cames to know the rules of
Marbles or the way ar adult graduaily enters into a game’s fan
community, the rules of a game are experienced and trans-
formed through social play. In Defining Play, we identified
transformative play as an instance of play when free movement
within the more rigid structure of a game actually changes the
game structure itself. We can also consider transformative play
from a social play point of view, 2 phenomenon we calf trans-
formative soeial play.

In transformative social play. players use the game context to
transform social relationships. They actively engage with the
rule system of a game, manipulating it in order to shift, extend,
or subvert their relations with other players. Transformative
social play forces us to reevafuate a formal understanding of
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rules as fixed, unambigueous, and omnipatently authoritative. In
any kind of transformative play, game structures come into
question and are re-shaped by player action. In transformative
social play, the mechanisms and effects of these transforma-

tions occur on @ social level,

How does transformative social play work? Borrowing some
useful terms from folklorist Kenneth Goldstein, let's begin by
making a basic distinction between “ideai” and “real” rules.
Ideal rules refer to the "official” regulations of & game, the rufes
writter: in a player's guide to Zelda or printed on the inside
cover of a game of Candyland. Real rufes, on the other hand, are
the codes and conventions held by a play community. Real rufes
are a consensus of how the game ought to be played.

As sociologist Frank E.Manning notes in The World of Play. "Real
rules embaody the players'ludic values and social relations while
ideal rules have a jegal, but not social, validity."12 This distinc-
tion between ideal and real rulas has less to do with the fater-
pretation of rules (whether or not players of Pictionary may use
hand gestures to encourage potential guesses, for example}
and more to do with the efeberation of the rules of the garme by
players. Young kids playing Basketball, for example, might elab-
orate on the rule of “no double-dribbiing” and transfarm it Into
“no double-dribbling unless you can't help it.” This movement

from the ideai, or legal rule, to the real, or popular rule, offers
insight into the social values held by a community of players.

Ideal and Real Foursquare
In the early 1980s, sociologist Linda Hughes {then a graduate
student at the University of Pennsyivania) spent three years
observing children playing the game of Foursquare on a play-
ground in the suburbs of Philadelphia. Her interest was in

understanding how children elaborate rules to support existing
social relations. Hughes focused specifically on the difference
between the “basic” {or ideal) rules of a game and the rules that
were defined as the "real rules” by players. The basic rules of

Four-square require that players:
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1.Hit a ball

at lands iR your square to another square.
2, Let the ball bounce once, bus only ance, in your square.
3 Dot hit a balt that lands in anather square)3

The real rules of the games, however, describe & much mere
t of in-game calls documented

complex set of interactions. A
by Hughes reveals a rich language of sodial pfay (see Figure 7L
Calls incfude such shots as Babies, Bops, or Spins, as well as
e or Friends, which describe the quali-

types of play, such as
ty and social tone of pfayer interaction. The real rules matter a
great deal 1o players, for they transform the formal structure to
support existing social relations. Players often dismissed the
basic rules as “just things you had to do’—they were not
included among the list of "real rules”reported by the children.
As Hughes notes,”Players were far more interested in the rules
they generated and controlled, and that they could use to
introduce excitement, variety, strategy, and fun into the
game."1* This efaboration of basic, ideat rules inta a complex
set of real rules is transfarmative social play. [t is not that the

basic rules of the game undergo a radical change; rather, they
are experiznced within a social context that decreases thelr
value in favor of a soclaliy-biased ruleset over which players
have more controh.

In “Beyond the Rutes of the Garne: Why Are Roofe Rules Nice?”
Hughes presents a case study of 2 specific Foursquare ruleset
developed by the children she chserved. Foursquare offered
fertile ground for such a study because a rueset is cailed by an
individual player {the “king™) before each round of play. “Such
calls can be used for a wide variety of purposes, induding
increasing game excitement, adjusting the level of difficulty,
and assisting or scapegoating other players.”t? These rulesets
prascribe and prohibit certain actions while setting a general
tone for a particular round of play. A <atl of "Reoie Rules,” for
named Roole who was

example—a ruleset named after a g
one of the reqular players on the playground at the time
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1-2-3-4 Fish No Outs Time Qut
ACDC Friends Mandy-slams Times

Babies Frant Spins Qne-handed Tough fules
Baby Bottfes Frontsies Part-Rules Paison  Trades

Baby Stwff Goody Rules Purpaose Duckfeet  Tricks
Backsides Half Slams Purpose Stuff Unitimes
Racksping Half Wings Randi fufes Volley Round
Bishops Holding Ready The World
Bops Interferance Regular Bali Volfeys
Chances Kayo Steff Regular Rufes Vollay Regular
Comebacks Knee Balls Regular Spins Saves
Country & City Lines Regular Square Saving Places
Donpa Rules Low Ball Regular Volley Secrets
Coubfe Taps Main Rules Rough Stams Slaims
Duckfest Mean Stuff Rough Sejware Slow Ball
Fair Balf Madium Ball Spins Smitty Rules
Fair Square Mind-slams Takeovers Special Rules
Fakes My Rules Taps Wings

fancy Nrce Bafl Teenie boppers.

Fancy Day Nice Slamns Theea Sguare

Fast Ball Nice Square Time In

Figure 1: The “Rea! Aules™ of Foarsquarets
Many of the social concerns of this play community are apparent in their
terminology. Terms such as “mean,” "nice,” “friends,” and “purpase;” for

example, are extensively used to label game "moves”
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Hughes' research was conducted—meant that players were to
play “nice.”Roote Rutes included the following:"ne holding™{the
ball must be hit, not caught and thrown); “no slams” (bounces
high over a player’s head); no “duckfeet” (being hit on the leqs);
Rules” operated as short-

“spins” are allowed; and so on."Ro
hand for a long list of Individual calls.

Among the community of players Hughes chserved, the call of
“Rooie Rules” created a general framework for player interac-
tfon. This framework rested upen shared sochal standards for
fairness, perceived intentionality (did a player illegally hold the
balt “on purpose,” or accidentally}, and appropriate demeanor
within the group (playing "nice). Yet interestingly enough,
despite the fact that everyone was able to play by Rooie Rules,
no player, including Roole, was able to supply a complete list of
the real rules this call encompassed. According to Hughes,
"What allows the game to proceed with such apparent ambi-
guity concerning the precise rules of the gama is the tacit
understanding that Rooie Rules are ‘nice,’ and ‘nice’ is perhaps
the paramount concern among these players. It is far more

important to understand ‘nice’ play than to understand the
rules.”16 The community of players used the term“nice” to refer
10 a rather complex matrix of sacial rights and cobfigations. The
real rules of the game referred to a standard of social behavior,
a standtard which players had to accept and uphold if they were

to remain a part of the game.

When Players Won't Ba “Nice”

n the cutthroat social ecosystem of the playground, games are
ofter contexts far asserting and challenging social power. In
the following extended excerpt from Hughes' research, Four-
square becomes an arena of conflict for bay players and girl
players. The tension between the ideat and real rules comes to
the fore, with both sides brokering sodial authority to define
the game in a particular way.
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As might be predicied among boys and girfs of this age, tha boys
afmost imimediately drove the girls <razy by very overtly using
“raugh stuff"(“slarns” and “wings” to get the girls out of the game.
This does not mean the girls were also not using such moves.What

eneaged thern was the boys failure to disguise “purpose stuffin the

kinds of ] couldn’t help it performances demandad by "nice™play.

The boys would, for example, call,"Rough square. Cetting aut on
serves,”and then slam the bad high aver one of the gils'heads an

the senve,

Totaly outragad, the girls would counter, when ane of their num-
ber was ing"with a call of*Reoie Rules” But, as we might expect,
calling "nice” ruies had firtle effect The boys blatantly cantinued to
*slam”and "wing'the ball past therm Since the girts were still hound
ired direct confrontation over such

by their nice” rules, which prof
2etions, there was little they could do. As play proceeded, however,
tha girls graduaky abandoned somz of the rappings of "nice” play.

They began handfing violations quite differently. The folfowing are
axcerpts frorn field notes We begin with three girls and one boy on

the court.

Angie (the “#¥ing"} fthe player that makes the caff."Rocte Rules. Rooie
Rules”

Angle pauses, lnaks around, and then walks over to the players

wiaiting in fine to get into the game.

Argie (to Aoofe, who is waiting in finel:"Rocie, tell tham your rufes”

A3 Argie returss to her square, she glares rather pointedly at Andy,
the boy who fust entered the garna, while Rooie lists her rules.

{t should be nated that angther uaderstanding amang these
garnars is that players are cnly responsible for violating 2 rule they
krow about, Only if they know, and then viokate a rule can they be
denied a takecver of the Tast round. This attemt to list very explic-
itly the rules in effect is highly unusual. It functions as a kind of
warming 1o the offending players} .
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A fittle fater, Cindy twho is now king’) calls: "Racie Ruies.”

8ut Andy continues to “wing” and "slam’ the tall consistently After

several such hits, Rooie, who is waiting in fine, walks over to Andy’s

square.
Booie fto Andy): ouTe qutl Wings are out”
Cindy steps forward to back Rooie up.

Cindy to Andyk 1 called Rocie Rules and there's no wings! Your2

out!

As Andy lsaves the court he mumbles something about being a
fish.”

The tern “fish refers 1o 2 scapagoated player in over six manths of
observing this game, this was the first 2 the author had
ohserved anyane being called out for'wings The exchange above

is & vary significant departure from the usual pattemns of play. Andy
is welt awere of this. He knows he's been rad.

The girls'revenge was shortlived, hawever. in reacting 1o the boys’

refusal to play "nice” by becoming more explicit i their calls of the

nzles, and by applying direct sanctions for violztons, the
began digging themselves into a rather deep hote. They expanded
a call of "Roaie Rufes” for exampie, 10 "Rooie rules, No sfams. No
wings. No rough seuff* They tried explicitly t prohibit each of the
poys’ offending actions. Naturally, the boys cauld always find

actions the gids had not spadif ed. One particulary

exasperated "king” recognized the problem when she taggad her

calt of the rutes with, “Ard nothing you guys do¥ Of course, on the

other side, the gitls could not completely avoid violating their own
rulas, now differantly defined. The boys were not anly too bappy to

poir this oul, 18

The Foursquare players are not just playing Foursquare. They
are playing with the rules of Foursquare, strategically bending
and twaaking the real rules to their advantage. Significantly, the
goal of each group is not just to win, but to play the game
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way that embodies the proper spirit of play, 1o play the game in
a way that expresses their social being. These players are not
metely playing a game;they are gaming the game itself, manip-
ulating real rules within the boundaries established by the ideal
rules and the larger social context in which they are playing.
Framing play as gaming the game echoes some of the play
styfes we visitad in Breaking the Rules—and it also fereshadows
many of the phencmena to come in CULTURE.

Roote Rules offers an excellent example of transfarmative play
within the social realm, Like Fiaget's study of children and the
| mecha-

rules of Marbles, Hughes exposes the underlying so
itisms that direct the actions and motivations of a play commu-
nity. Clearly, the experfence of play must be understood as a
nfluenced by for-

highly compfex system of interaction thaf
maf, sodal, and cultural factors. These factors shape the play of
a game in wonderfuf and often unexpected ways.

Forbiddesn: Play
There is an exception to every rute. Our priar discussions of
implicit secial rules have assumed that etiquette and proper
behavior are the same both inside and outside of a game. After
all, it is only when a player feels the safety and trust of a familiar
social framewark that he or she will be comfortable entering
cle. However, there can also be strong differ-

to the magic
ences between the implicit rules of society and the implicit
rules of a game—between the rules for what is permitred in
each context. Games create sadial contexts in which, very often,
behaviors take place that woutd be strictly forbidden in society
at large. In a game, you can plot weachery against your friends
and backstab them when they least expect it, You can gngage
in representations of criminal behavior. Or you can put on
padded gloves and try to knock another person unconscious.

Games permit and often encourage normally taboo behavior,
or forbidden play. Games throughout history and across the
world have subverted norms of social behavior. Perhaps this
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should come as no surprise. Inside the artificial context of the
magic circle, games not only create meaning, but they play with
meaning as well. The sacial contract of a game ensures that play
spaces are“safe”spaces in which risks have fewer consequences
than in the outside world. In“The Kissing Games of Adolescents
of Ohip,” Brian Sutten-Smith investigated kissing games played
by high schect and colfege students in 1959, and the complex
social interplay they engendered. Abaut the forbidden piay of
these games, Sutton-Smith writes:

(& kissing gaenz] allows for the expressian of given impulses but at

the same time safeguards players Ly puttng fimits on the way
which thase impulses can ba expressed. That is, the game allows

the player to grow along the lines that he desires, but It safequards

im against the danger of dsking too much. The game is essen-

y an adventure of a nonhazardous kind.1?

Forbidden play, like all play, is “free within the limits set by the
rules,"? Recall the runner at the starting line we analyzed in
Games as the Play of Pleasure. The runner wants to spring for-
ward, but the pleasurable restriction of waiting for the starting
gun heightens the pleasure of the play. In forbidden play, the
sense of pleasurable restriction continues through the entire
play experience, the player always in danger of overstepping
the soclal boundaries of play, jumping the gun, and breaking

the maagic circle.

The
behaviors not nermally permitted between players. Forbidden
play both sanctions and restricts social play in the compfex
dance of desire that Sutton-Smith cutlines in the quote above.

iffarence, of course, is that forbidden play embodies

Kissing games stretch the implicit rules of play just enough to
accommodate the kissing behaviors of the game, but never
quite going far enough to threaten a complete breakdown of
the social order. These games simultanecusly challenge and
reinforce the rules of socety.
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On this page and the next, we quote descriptions and provide
our own commentary on several games Sutton-Smith describes
in his essay.22 Each game offers a fascinating example of how
games mold and shape desire and social relations by sanction-
ing and forbidding particular play actions.

The Card Gome: the players go roeund in a cicte, and t2ke tums to
pick a card from a pack Having picked a card they then pick a per-
scn of the opposite sex, If they pick a spade they slap the person
they have chasen on the back If a club, they shake hands. IF a dia-

mond it is a public kiss. [f a heart, a private kiss.

The forbidden play: This game aperates as & system for deter-
mining the form of social interaction that a pair of players wi

have.Chance plays a vary important rala 'n this game, as it does
n most kissing games The players gt to choose who they wish
1o have as a partner, but the cards determine the exact action.

Thus the shuffled deck takes respons y for the actual
ing, relieving pfayers of that socially onerous yet libidinaliy

desirable task.

Draw and Kiss: All the players namas are placed in a dish. All the

players place their hands in tagether and dravy a rame. They mose
kiss the name diawn out as well as be kissed by the peison who
his drawin their name. As soon as they have Kissed and been kissed
they may run to take their pface in a fine of chairs. There is ore chair

short,and the person wha is left gwer must kiss everyong.

The forbidden play: Draw and Kiss is a stnuctural inversion of The
Card Game. The form of interaction is fixed (Kissing) but chance

determines wheo kisses whom. The fact that there is an overall

“loser”mn this game is fascinating. What Is the implied so:
sage? Is the slowest player the ane that was maost prudish and
hesitant or the most indulgent? Is being kissed by everyone else

a punishment or an inverted reward?

Endurance Kissing: essentially a comic endurance test,in which

a couple sees how fong thay can hold a kiss without breathing. A
done

watch is used. The bystanders Jaugh at the competitors.




480

usually enly with one’s steady date. Gr a double date the losers
might be expected to buy a Coke for the winners,

The forbidden play: In Endurance Kissing, we find an unusually

agébnistic forbidden play competition instead of a chance-based

activity. The taboo activity—kissing-~is made even more sexu-
ally indulgent by extending its langth. At the same time, the nor-

intimate act is transformed into a performance of skill

which sanctions the activity as & contest, disguising its sexual
nature. The wagering of a soda emphasizes the competitive

aature of the activity.

Flashlight: Couples sit asound the edge of a dark room. One person
sits in the center with a flashiight. If he flashes it anto a couple that
is not kissing, then he joins the opposite sex member of that cou-
ple, and the other member takes his place in the center with the
flashlighe.
normal to be caught unembraced.

n short it was normal in this game to be kissing, not

The forbidden play: In Flashlight, thera is a tiuly complex inter-
play with the taboo of Kissing. The game provides opportunity
far physical contact, while alse offering a defense against the
possibility of intimacy. The fact that players are hiding the dark
as they smocch makes it clear that kissing is something that is
not a public activity. At the same time, the entire premise of the
game is that another player spends his time “checking” to see if

players are kissing, This maderator heightens the forbiddan
aspect by manitering the action, while alse punishing players
who are not taking parL The game also acts as a sorting mecha-
nismeifyou don'tlike your partner enough tokiss himor her,you

pecome the monitor, looking for a nonkissing couple with a

partner that sults you.

Pass the Orange: This is usually played as a refay. The orange is
plared undar the chin and then the next player 2 membe: of the
opposite sex, endaavors to get it under his chin without the use of
s hiands, Or it may be played with the members of each sex alter-
nating around inacircle . In 2 number of reparts the couple must

if they drop the crange while passing it from ane chin to the

next In gae, they kiss if they pass it on successfully.
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The forbidden play: Like Endurance Kissing, Pass the Orange par-
mits physical contact in public, by framing the game as a com-
petitive activity. The kissing compenent of the game can act as
either a reward or punishment for dropping the orange,
depending on the game variant used. This ambigulty makes it
clear that the elements of taboo, desire, and sexual contact can
be ronfigured in a myriad of arrangements within the social play

space of the game.

Spin the Botile: All versions have the traditianal circle of players

with ore piayer in the center spinning the borte. ... Generally, the

center player must kiss the peripheral player painted out by the
bottle. Usuzlly the kissing is done in pubiic, but the couple may go
off and do it in private. If it peints 1o a player of the sama sex that
player may go fte the center, or it may be spun again, of the per-
son 1o the right may be kissed.... There is much repart of pre-
tending to avaid the bottle, and of cheating so that it ended up
pointing towaed the pretiy of the kandsome and not towards the

unattractive

The forbidden play: Spin the Bottle remains the cfassic game of
adolescent kissing. it offers a flexible structure that allows for

poth public and private smoaching, w
defense against the responsibility of choice. As with the eanie-
meenie-mitey-moe ‘counting out” games we discussed in
Gomes 05 Systems of Uncertainty and Breaking the Rules, the
role of chanee in Spin the Bottfe is dearly manipufated as part of

the play of the game.

The social play of kissing games is highty structured, allowing
players to experience normally taboo behavior within restricted
contexts. Games such as Pass the Orange and Endurance
Ki
tact), while placing Hmitations on excess. As Sutton-Smith

g guarantee gratification of certain desires {physical con-

netes,“One may enjoy a kissing relationship, but be protected
from a more total and intimate commitment. The uncertainty of
what “might” happen is removed by the structure of the
game.2t
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Forbidden play entails a shift in the implicit rules of a game.
Playing in a sportsmanlike manner usually means achering to
the etiquette of proper behavior that exists cutside the game.

Implicit rutes emboedy more general social vaiues. It lsn't prop-
er to cheat in a game, in the same way that it isn’t proper to
cheat on your spouse, But by permitting improper behavior
within defined limits, the operational rules of farbidden play
trump the implicit rules of society. Thus when a player engages
in forbidden play, he isn't only rebeliing against the general
rules of game play, he is also rebeliing against larger social
rules as well, If that were not the case, forbidden play would
not have the transgressive quality of being forbidden. Like the
Rooie Rules Foursquare players, people engaged in forbidden
play don't just play games, but play with sedial structures. The
Foursquare players gamed the system of rutes. Forbidden play

participants game the tension between desire and the limits of
the socially permissable,

Forbidden play can appear in commercially designed games as
weli as in folk games, and it doasn't have to involve sexual play.
Dressing and acting like & fictional character in a LARP, for
example, is a kind of behavior that only happens within the
sanctioned space of a game. So is the ruthlass mob mentatity of
SISSYFIGHT 2000 or the physical metee of full-contact martial
arts tournaments and Rugby matches. In all of these examples,
forbidden play bridges social relations inside and outside the
game’s boundaries. Without the "proper” social contexts that
exist outside the game, the playful expression of hidden desires,
nutty behavior, or normally criminal actions would not gain
status as pleasing and transgressive; forbidden play would just
be plain old play. At the same time, the game’s magic circle pre-
tects those within the game from sanction. The game itself
maintains this paradoxical tansion with the real world: the for-
hidden play occurs only because of the artificiality of the game,
even while it gains intensity as it both challenges and satisfies
real-world desires.
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Metagame: the Larger Social Context
Throughout this schema, we have investigated many kinds of
ptay communities, from the efementat social roles of actor and
counteractor to the complex sodial tangles of forbidden play.
Fach offered a different instance of the interplay between the
game and the outside world, betweaen sadial interactions on
both sides of the magic circle. We finish this chapter by pre-
senting a powerful concept,one that can help us make sense of
the relationship between the artificiality of game play and gen-
concept is the metagame. The Latin root
“meta” means between, with, after, behind, over, or about. Thus
metagame means “the game beyond the game’ and refars to
the aspects of game play that derive not from the rules of the
game, but from Interplay with surrounding contexts.

Metagaming refers to the relationship between the game and
outside elements, including everything from player attitudes
and play styles to social reputations and sacial contexts in
which the game is played. Post-game focker room conversa-
tions about the match are metagame interactions. Memorizing
words in the Scrabble dictionary is 2 metagame activity, the
5. The typical playing strategies of a par-
ticular Go rnaster are metagame information, useful if you are

honing of in-game s

playing against him in a tournament next week.In al! cases, the
retagarne refers to the way a game engages with factors per-
meating the space beyond the edges of the magic circle.

Game players use the term “metagame” in several different
ways. For example, in live-action role-playing games,“metagam-
ing”is when s player gains an advantage by using information
that his or her character would not possess—and itis generally
considered cheating. Some forms of metagaming, such as
trash-talking to distract your opponent in a Racquetball match,
fall inte the category of unsportsmaniike behavier. Still other
inds of metagaming, such as painting and preparing wargam-
ing figures, are thought of as valuable pursuits. These various
uses of the term essentally all refer to the same thing: ac
that link the game to outside contexts.
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A Metagame Model
in an essay titled “Matagames,” written for Horsemen of the
Apocalypse: Essays on Roleplaying, game designer Richard
Garfleld presents a useful model for thinking about meta-
games.n it, he defines metagame as the way in which “a game
interfaces outside of itseif."23 Under the rubric of this bread
defi n, Garfield includes a wide array of social play phe-
nomena, He divides manifestations of the metagame into four

categories:

Whar a player brings @ a game

2.What a player takes away ffom a game

3. What happens berween garmes

4.what happens during a game ather than the game itself 2

On the next few pages, we outline each of these categories in
turn, using some of the examples that Garfield himself presents.

To:What a Player Brings to a Game

Players always bring something to a game, sometimes in
le form and sometimas not. For example, a deck
taken to a game of Magic:Tha Gathering or a bat carried to
a Baseball game are physical components a player might
bring.The study of certain openings in Chess or the a
to memotize cards in Hearts are examples of intangible,
mental resources. A player usually has seme level of choice

in what to bring te a game, though some resources are
mandatory: no Soceer bafh, no Soccer game, Garfield notes
that the selection of resources for a game is a procass that
players often enjoy. In minatures wargaming such as
Warhammer, players spend many hours prior to a game
designing their armies, both assthetically and strategically.

Garfield organizes what players bring to a game into four
categorfes.Game Resaurces refers to necessary game com-
ponents, such as & deck of cards, a pair of dice, a Tennis
racket, Baseball bat, or even physical reflexes. Strategic

Unit 3: PLAY | Games as Social Play

Preparation or Training includes studying an opponent’s
playing style or memorizing levels. Peripheral Game
Resources refers to optional alements like game guides,
cheats, and knowledge of play patterns. These resources
are often created and shared among a game community,
either through“official” channels or unofficial ones,such as
fan sites. Player Reputation is the final category of what
players bring to a game,and is often not voluntary. Are you
known to biuff open up the board early, or take advantage
of weaker players?

From:What a Playar Takes Away from a Game

Players always take something away frem a game. I ig not
uncomman, for example, to play a game for some kind of
stakes. Winning a stakes game might mean taking away
something quantitative, like prize money or standings in a
formal competition, or the stakes might be something less
tangible, like gloating rights or secial status among 2
group of players. Sometimes, a player takes something
away after just a single game. Other times, victory might
emerge from a seties of games: best rwo cut of three. Large-
scale tournaments can span weeks or months. The seri-
ousness with which players take a game s affected by how
mich the current game affects another game, particularly
within a ladder structure or other organized contest. This
aspect of the metagame can have a strong postive or neg-
atlve influence on player attitude and performance.

Players also take things away from a game unrelated to
the stakes,such as the experience of the game itself, A play-
er's experience might serve to validate or contradict their
beliefs about an opponent or about the game as a whole,
thereby influencing future games. Crafting play experi-
ence into a tale, a player can also take away the story of the
game: the way victory was seized from the jaws of defeat
{or vice versa), spectacularly good or bad moves, the
hizarre occurrences that happened during the course of
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play.i can’t believe | pitched o perfect game! As we discussed
in Games as Norrative Flay, some games, such as a driving
game with replay capabiiity, make this reteffing play an
explicit part of the game. Of course, players can also take
away resources for future games, whether it is the knowl-
edge about how the game works ar a collectible card won
as the stakes of the gaime,

Between: What Happens Between Gamas

The space between games s filled with a rich palette of
metagame activities that can add value to the core play
expertence. For many players, the activities that take place
between games can be as important as what happens
during a game. Players commoanly reflect on strategy, train-
fng, or planning for the next game. f have got to play more
aqggressively next time. Planning what o bring to the next
game, whether that involves assembling a new deck forYu-
Gi-Oh, buying a new Tennis racket, or planning a new Go
strategy, are al important between-game activities. Sut

not everything that happens between games is a solitary
pursuit, and between-game metagaming can include
players communicating with each other about what hap-
pened last game or players spreading stories and building
reputations.

Additionally, not all between-game metagaming is strate-
glc. Decorating a skateboard with stickers between X
Games competitions, or reading historical accounts of a
battle about to be enacted in a miniatures wargame is afso
part of the metagame. Both of these activities occur
between games and add to the meaning of the play expe-
rience, but neitheris usually done primarily in order to win.

During: What Happens During a Game Other than the
Game Itself

This category of the metagame is quite diverse, and refers

e on a game n play, There are

to the influence of rea
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many factors external to the magic circle that enter into
the experience of play, factors that are always present and
often quite powerful. Among the ways that the metagame

occurs during play are sociaf factors such as competi
and camaraderie, or the physicat environment of play such
as goad lighting or a noisy atmosphere. Trash talking, play-
ing "head games,” and exploiting player reputations af
affact the metagame as wellif you are playing Table Tennis
and are trying to distract your oppenent with a steady
stream of vociferous insults, you are playing a metagame
against him. This kind of metagaming behavior may tum
into unsportsmanlike behavior, violating implicit rules of
play. It is then up to the social community of players 1
either endorse or censor the metagame behavior.

Garfield's categories of To, From, wm.nEmm? and During illumi-
nate the diverse possibilities of the metagame. tn his essay,
Garfleld uses thesa categories to discuss the metagame of
Magic:The Gathering,a game he designed early in his careerits
wildly popular success is due in large part to the innovative way
in which Garfield actively incorporated metagame play into the
game design itself. Even the game’s subtitle, “The Gathering,”
references the game as a coliection of parts that pass inand out
of the magic
game are taken from a tafk Garfield gave at the 2000 Game

cle. The comments that foltow regarding the

Developers Conference:

Tor Magic was distinctive in that each player brings half of the
cards for the geme. Choosing game rescurces 1o bring is a large
park of the appeal to many players, and t can accupy as much
tirne as the actual play of the game.This is such an imgortant part
of the game that there are players who specialize in it known not
as Magic piayaes but as deck constructos and analysts.

From: A traditiortal way to play Ma

s for are, in which each play-
er randomly sefects a card from her deck before play and sefs it
aside before the garne starts. The winning player wins koth cards,
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Magic is often played in formal toumament setiings as el
which afficiat standings ar cash prizes can eesuit from play.

Between: Between gares of Megic, there Is much circuation of
game resources and information. Slayers rade cords, share strate-
gles,and take part in rich player comenunities.

During: Reputation s important in all kids of Magic play. Whife

some peopla simply strive to be victorious as often as possible,

athers are driven To win with unuseal siategios, or In order 1o

prove that particular combinations of cards are viable. 35

Designing the Metagame
Magic’s rich metagame emerges from a handful of key game
design decisions. The essential structure of the game is that
players create their own coflections of cards and bring them to
a game. Because preparation is a necessary part of play, pfayers
quickly understand that the planning metagame of Magic goes
hand In hand with the game’s face-to-face dueling.

The rules of play revolve arcund a simple turn structure. The
complexity of Magic doesn't come from these care rules but
instead from the many special cases that the thousands of
farent cards make possible. Magic is what game designer Greg
Costikyan calls an "exceptions game,” 8 game that contains
many variants on a simple set of standard rufes.2s For exampte,
Magic contains a simple set of rules to resalve creature attacks,
but individual cards detail many special kinds of creatures,
such as walls, which can only defend, or flying creatuzes, which
can bypass any non-flying defending creatures, These “excep-
tions” lead to new creature-combinations, such as flying walls,
which can intercept flying creatures, but can only defend. This
kind of classificatory complexity, combined with veriability in
creature“stats” {casting cost, attack rating, defense rating, color
type), plus numerous other “special case” abilities, makes for
thousands of different kinds of possible creatures. And crea-
tures are only one of several types of Magic cards!

Unit 3: PLAY | Games as Social Play

The modular, specialized nature of Magic cards ensures that
exploring the range of cards, card

part of the metagame
combinations, deck constructions, and play strategies. As game
npieces, the cards are portable and collectible and lend them-
selves naturally to trading and wagering. On innumerable Jevels,
Magic: The Gathering facilitates and encourages metagaming
play. That is one of the reasons why, more than ten years after

its release, it still continues 1o engage players.

To guarantee a game’s Jong-term suceess, the designer must
take the metagame into account. As game designer Frangois
Dominic Larameée writes,“Metagaming can drastically increase
agame’s ife span.} remember an online adventure game where
players stayed on for months after solving the mystery, serving
as ‘elders'and giving clues to newbies,"?? Without a metagame,
ed in

a play experience will provide its own short
pleasures, but will not affect meaningfut play in contexts out-
side the game.

Designing meaningful social play, usually means designing a
earlier

meaningful metagame. But how? As we have noted
chapters, game design is a second-order design problem.Game

designers only directly design rules; the play experfence is an
emergent, indirect outcome of the rules.in a simifar sense, social
ptay, and the metagame in particular, are only indirectly linked
to formal game design. fn fact, most of any given game’s meta-
game is bayond the reach of the game designey, for it emerges

from play communities and their larger sacial worlds.

Yet carefuf game design can contribute to the emergence of a
rich metagame. In many online games, web community fea-
tures such as chat systems transform play via the metagame by
altowing players to establish and nurture in-game sodial rela-
tions that gain Ife cutside of game play. For example, the online
gaming group hormemakers spends hours online playing Hearts
and Bridge while devoting most of their attention to chatting
with friends. Players who make friends playing Hearts with

Rules of Play | Salen and Zimmerman

vaiue the game not only for the formal play
experience it provides, but also for the social community devel-
oped as part of the metagame. The strength of this community,
like that of Magic, largely derives from the designed contextin
which it makes it meanings. Although the metagame can only
be indirectly designed, it is up o you to encourage the experi-
ences you want for your players, both within and around the
games you design. Richard Garfield might not have designed 2
particular player’s style of Magic trash-taiking, but he helped
provide the play context in which It is put to use.

homemakers

Teo often, game designers get caught up in the intricacles of
design and production, losing sense of the targer social con-
texts where their game will be played.What will players bring to

and from your game? How they metagame between and
during play sessions? What structures can yau provide that wi
encourage the right kind of metagame? Will it be narrative
worlds that open up imaginative metagame ptay? Deep formal

structures that reward players for boning up on strategy before

a game? Physical economies that encourage social trading and
playing for stakes? Tools that let players create thelr own play
communities? There are endless game design approaches.

One key: ramember to observe your players. As you go through
the iterative design process, pay attention to how your players
interact before games, after games, between games. Ask them
how they'd play if you let them take your game home. Let them
take your game horme-—and sae what happens. It is true that
you can't directly design the metagame. But by understanding
that you are always already designing within and for social con-
texts, you can do your best to cultivate rich metagaming play.
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Tha Limits of Social Play
The metagame and sociat play bring us to the brink of the
magic circle and beyond, In our RULES-based explorations of
games, we kept our understanding of game systems firmly
closed, In PLAY, things shifted, We sometimes viewed games as
enclosed,internally driven systams of experience, at other times
as systems that interact with the world at Jarge. Nowherz has
this doubleframing been as evident as in our discussion of
social play. Whether it is bounded and unbounded play com-
munities or the ideal and real rules of games, sodial play is at
once contingent on the formal structures of rules, while also
very much a product of farger social contexts.

What are those larger social contexts? They are, of course, the
cultures of games, Every Magic duelist, every homemaker card
shark, every Spin The Bottle kisser doesn't meraly exist ina pfay
comimunity, butis part of myrtad cuiturat contexts, from spheres
of nationality and ethnicity te ideclogies and political beliefs. It
is to those contexts we now tun, o the cultures in which
d the sometimes

games are played. In doing so we leave be
open, sometimes closed territory of PLAY to take up instead the
wanderfully open-ended landscape of games as CULTURE.

Further Reading

“Beyond the Rules of the Game: Wiy are Rooie Rufes Nice?" by Linda A
Hughes

An exceilent case study of children playing Foursquare and the differ-
enices they hold between ideat rules and“real” rules."Real” rules refer i

the actual rules chitdren make use of, rather than the rules they are sup-
posed yse, Hugnes' study reveals the close connection between games
and the social contexts in which they are played. and helps to identify
how sacial refationships between players dramaticaliy impact the enact-

ment of a formal systems of rules
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Children’s Folklore: A Source Book, Brian Sutton-Smith, Jay Mechiing,
Thomas W. Johnson, and Felicia B. McMahon, eds.

A coltection of essays fram fields as far ranging as American studies, folk-
loee, anthropology, psychology, socalegy, and education, focusing on
interactions among childeen at play. The essays include case studies, his-
torical surveys, and methodoleqical treatises on the study of play and
children, Several of the essays offer excellent explorations of the interac-
ons that emerge fam the cantext of play, and offer iasight into differ-

ant farms of pleasure and sotial play engendered by games.
Recommended:
"Cerview: Methods in Childran’s Folklore” Brian Sutton-Smith:
“Double Dutch and Double Cameras,” Aan Richman Beresin
“Lirban Schoalyard,” Anrn Richman Beresin
“Children's Games and Gaming,”Linda A Hughes

“Hearts, Clubs, Diamonds, $pades: Players Who Suit MUDs,” by
Richard Bartle <http:/forvow.mud.co.uk/richard/heds.ntens

In this online essay, Bartle creates a taxonomy outlining four approach-
#5 ta playing MUDs, Different player types interact with each other and
with the game world in different ways toward radically distinet ends,
znd Bartle outlines how 1o build and manage cormrmunitias to encour-
2ge particutar player rypas. His essay is usefus! in considering tha kinds of
sogiat interactions and play styles games encourage, esgecially in online

maltiplayer games.

The Moral Judgment of the Child, by Jean Piaget
Plagets study of “the tules of the game” of Marbles draws & pasal |
metwesn the cognitive development that alfows childeen 1o play and
unterstand garnes and the meral developrent by which children learm
to distinguish right and wrong. Piagat focuses on the qualities of rules
handed down from one group of children to another, and tracks the
changing attitudes of children toward the authordey of these rules.
Recommended:
‘the Rules of the Game, chapters 1-&

Unit 3: PLAY | Games as Soclal Play
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