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Preface

Life is a child, being a child, playing a game.

—Heraclitus (Fragment 52, 500 BC)

Football is like life.

—Vince Lombardi (AD 1967)

What if life is a game? Great thinkers have said as much, going all the way back to Greek philosopher Heraclitus, quoted here in a textual fragment from 500 BC. There are ideas about the game of life in Plato, St. Paul, Aquinas, Shakespeare, Pascal, Voltaire, Lewis Carroll, Wittgenstein, Vince Lombardi, and many more. Oxford philosopher Nick Bostrom has famously argued that we may be living inside a simulation, much as depicted in the 1999 film The Matrix.1
 Media scholars and cultural theorists have said that our lives are fantasies.2
 If we were to list every author, philosopher, business guru, and coach who has made this comparison, it would take dozens of pages.

Very well—but what if? What does it mean that life is a game? Most of the great thinkers were speaking in metaphors, saying that life is like a game. They were using games to explain something about life. But let’s go farther than that. Let’s take the great thinkers at face value: let’s assume that life really is a game.

What does that mean? It means that we are all players, that there are pieces and moves, and most importantly, there’s victory and defeat. If life is a game, you can move your pieces well or badly, and you can win or lose. This opens up quite a few points of discussion, about what kind of game this is, what sort of pieces we control, and how to play.

There is a problem, though: Nobody knows what winning is. Not for certain, anyway. We have various ideas about it, but there’s no general consensus about victory. We’re in this odd situation that philosopher Martin Heidegger called 
geworfenheit, which we will try to translate and explain later. For now, the basic idea is that we’ve been thrown into a game and we are not quite sure what to do.

If nothing else, this situation is interesting. It’s not boring, far from it! We stand before a vast mystery: What is this game? And what is the objective?

There’s nothing new in these questions. As we just said, great minds have been wrestling with them for a long time. What’s new is an enhanced ability to discuss them. There’s a new academic field devoted to games and game design. For about 100 years (going back to the field’s founder, Johan Huizinga), more and more professors and researchers have been thinking hard about what games are, how they work, and what they tell us about all kinds of phenomena, from education to the firing of neurons in the brain. It’s time to set all this knowledge on a new quest—to discover what game design says about the human condition.

What can a game scholar say about being human that has not been said before? Here is one little example. You may have noticed that people act differently in different situations. We adopt roles depending on our surroundings. “All the world’s a stage,” said Shakespeare. Well, there is a genre of games called role-playing games (RPGs) designed to take advantage of precisely this feature of being human. Through RPGs, game designers and game researchers have learned interesting things about humans and their roles. People want to be heroes. They crave agency, and the ability to do something that matters. They want meaning. Perhaps we knew all that before, but until the advent of videogames and their explosion into the media sphere, we did not know how many people wanted to be heroes nor how intensely they desired it. It is now considered ordinary in the game industry that a player might spend twenty to forty hours a week playing just one RPG. It’s ho-hum for game designers, but a serious wake-up call to people concerned about the human condition.

This book is about the human condition as it is reflected in game thinking. If you were a gamer and a ponderer of the human condition, what would life look like to you? How would you think about it?

Stances and the Strategic Layer

The first thing a game scholar might notice that others would not would be a type of thinking, a mode of approach that game design emphasizes more than other fields. There is a layer of thought, just below the level of our grand philosophical commitments, where we translate the grand commitments into general norms of action. It could be called the strategic layer. It’s where we decide how to live, not on a minute-to-minute basis, but rather in terms of general approaches. The strategic layer is where we decide we can eat fish but not meat. It’s where we decide what groups to join or what jobs to seek. We don’t determine specific votes on the strategic layer, but we do consider what kind of government would be best. The strategic layer gives us broad outlines of what to do.

A second thing that a game scholar might notice is the stance. A stance is a combination of three things: an assumption about what victory in life is, a strategy for winning, and a set of tactics for carrying out that strategy on a day-to-day basis. A stance is an attitude toward existence, when existence is understood as a game. A stance begins with the philosophical and theological assumptions that we make. These then lead to an assessment of the game of life, which then specifies the victory conditions. The victory conditions, in turn, are dumped into the strategic layer where general strategies for living are worked out. These strategies finally give us tactics, ideas for what we do every day. The stance is an algorithm that translates grand thoughts into daily choices. Our stance might begin with “I love Nature” and end with “I’ll have the tofu.”

Thinking in terms of stances and the strategic layer has some interesting implications for our understanding of human society and behavior. For one thing, there is much less conflict and argument on the strategic layer than on the layer above. We fight, even go to war, over questions about philosophy and God. We say that Philosophy A is utterly incompatible with Philosophy B. And so it may be (I am no philosopher). However, both A and B may recommend the same strategies on the strategic layer. Indeed, that is often the case. Gandhi and Jesus of Nazareth made incompatible statements about the nature of God, but they were in much agreement about the best way to live. If we view life as a game, we may be able to let others have whatever grand commitments they wish, yet go along the road wit
h them in terms of strategies for living.

Another insight from thinking in terms of stances is that we can use game design as a new and perhaps more reasonable way to assess behavior. The Buddha teaches that self-denial is the road to happiness. If I see a drunk Buddhist, I really have no grounds for criticizing his devotion to the teacher, but I do have grounds, within game design thinking, for criticizing the man’s decision to get drunk. Any reasonable stance derived within a Buddhist framework will recommend restraint with alcohol. If the man is drunk, it means he is either going against his own stance or he has developed an internally incoherent stance. It is incoherent to combine a Buddhist commitment at the philosophical layer with a heavy drinking commitment on the strategic layer. This isn’t criticism of Buddhism; it is a criticism of game play. Good game play recommends that a player develop good strategies and then stick to them. This fellow either hasn’t developed a good strategy for life or he has done so but isn’t carrying it out. Thinking in terms of game play opens up new ways of assessing what people do—ourselves, as well as others—and whether it makes sense.

Later in the book I develop some general considerations about what makes a good stance. Features like internal coherence, flexibility, and “livability” are markers of a good rather than a bad combination of philosophies, game concepts, and strategies.

Concepts and Examples

The book has two parts. Broadly speaking, the first part is devoted to ideas. We start with a cold-blooded assessment of the universe from a game design perspective. When we come into existence, we open the game box. What’s inside? What pieces do we have to play with? What are the rules? These questions have no easy answers, of course, and whatever answers there may be involve the great issues of the human condition: meaning, mind, and consciousness. Regardless of one’s point of view on these great questions, it is apparent that the human condition is situated in a system that invites play. Existence is interactive.

How fun it is, then, to think about the fundamentals of the human condition and compare them to different games that we all know. In some ways, life is like an “idle game”—you click and click and click and things outside you spin and whirl and grow and burn out. In other ways, life is like the game Minesweeper—you poke in different places to learn about what you don’t know, taking care to avoid big explosions. Or, life is like an RPG. You adopt a persona and speak your part, always seeking adventure. We could go on and on. Throughout the book we see again and again that the real-world-as-we-know-it does seem to operate as a great big game of everything. It has features that any gamer should recognize immediately—dynamic difficulty adjustment, leveling systems, player-vs.-player combat, positive feedback loops in resources, and so on. Now, are these things in games just because they already existed in nature? Of course! But the fact that our games are derived from a nature that appears to be game-like might give us pause. Nature could have been built in a way that suggested nothing in terms of interesting interactivity. But it wasn’t. It was, and we are, built to game.

Our vision of the world is a little different if we think of the cosmos as a big game teeming with players. Take the idea of “victory.” Most games, even those that don’t have a way of measuring successful play, have some kind of victory condition. What is “successful play” in the game of life? Is there victory, and if so, what is it? There are many ways to look at this, and in Chapter 4, we will sketch out some of them. This leads into a general discussion of what thinking on the strategic layer is like, what stances are, and how to assess them. Throwing ideas like this together is what occupies most of Part I of the book.

In Part II of the book I describe several stances and provide a strategic assessment of them. I consider, for example, the hedonistic stance, which begins with the philosophical commitment to pleasure. This stance says that you win life’s game if you can make yourself happy. It has numerous strategies for being happy. And, it turns out, almost none of them make any sense from a gameplay perspective. Strategies that aim directly at procuring happiness usually leave a person miserable. That’s just the way life’s game is designed. A rational response might be to pursue an “enlightened” hedonism, where the goal is not immediate pleasure but pleasure in the long run. There are logical and illogical ways to do that. At some level, the commitments of an enlightened hedonistic stance are indistinguishable, strategically speaking, from the commitments of other stances that focus on such things as achievement or inner peace. In sum, hedonism is an odd stance and not highly recommended from a game design point of view.

Some of the other stances I consider include heroism, personal excellence, religious orthodoxy, and mysticism. Each has its own unique shape and color.

Is There a Game Designer?

The suggestion that life is a game adds a new hue to thoughts about God. There is an old argument that if the world seems designed, it must have a designer. Here it would be, if the world seems to be a game, then it must have a game designer. Although this is not a book on religion, it cannot avoid bringing up the intriguing thought that perhaps God is the Dungeon Master (DM) behind everything. The idea that God may be a DM brings up some interesting possibilities. It puts evil in a somewhat new light. No gamer wants a boring game; we want something to be at stake, and our choices to matter. Imagine God as a game designer, yet suppose that He made a game with no evil. That would be boring, wouldn’t it? Perhaps evil exists to make our game better, to provide to endow our choices with genuine significance. Going into more depth on these questions is the job of theologians, of whose club I am not a member. Only in the Epilogue, and then only briefly, will I engage the possibility that an omniscient, omnipresent game designer lies behind this great big game of existence. For the bulk of the book, these ideas are left to the reader.

Life’s Important, So Are Games

Writing a book is an intellectual journey, and a journey involving games could be criticized for not being serious. Many people today still see the word “game” as an indicator of silliness. Vince Lombardi, quoted earlier, did not. When I say that life is a game, I am not arguing that life is silly. Rather, I am saying that life has a certain structure and that its core elements are players, strategies, and outcomes. The human condition, on this view, is not an art studio, a labor camp, a school, or a monastery. It is a collective puzzle and a social challenge; it is an interpretable thing; a movable, responsive thing; a thing that results in good and bad outcomes; a thing that produces interesting choices for all people; a thing at which we can do poorly or well. To label life as a game is not to say it is silly but rather that it has certain features that are worthy of serious attention.

Nonetheless, to many 
readers the idea that life really is a game will seem insane. Perhaps it will seem less insane as the pages of the book go by. The idea seems a lot less crazy to me now than it did when it first came to mind more than two decades ago.

We Can Only Write from Who We Are

I love games and have been playing and studying them my whole life. It stands to reason that, eventually, I would start seeing life as a genuine game. It has been a way to process and accept the awful things that can happen in a life. A game perspective on life gives the awful things a place: They are part of the experience; they make the experience good in the same way that the reality of unfair losses in sporting events makes the whole experience of sport genuine, legitimate, and emotionally real. A sport without crushing losses is not good. Neither is a life without any possibility of suffering. Human suffering makes this a serious game indeed. Well worth our time, thought, and passion. Well worth playing. Worth playing well.

The game of life matters; it also seems to have been incredibly well designed. The more time I spend thinking about life as a game, the more brilliant its design seems to be. The game is rich, deep, beautiful, and elegant; moving and full of pathos; exciting, exploding with possibility, rich with reward, and fraught with danger; full of vast empty timelines punctuated by heart-pounding moments whose memory lasts forever; and also a dense web of secrets, absolutely impenetrable, yet with hints and clues lying about everywhere. The game is played both alone and with others. No human person has ever won definitively, yet playing is satisfying to everybody. The game of life is real, and it fascinates endlessly.

Saint Meinrad Archabbey, Indiana
December 23, 2019

Notes

1 Nick Bostrom, “Are you living in a computer simulation?,” Philosophical Quarterly 53, no. 211 (2003): 243–55

2 Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, trans. S. Glaser (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1994); Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, trans. A. Sheridan (New York: Vintage Press, 1995).


Part I

Life in Strategy

What everybody should know everywhere: That life is fundamentally a merciless game; that man should find his protection in the warp and woof of society; that curbs on man’s instincts constitute the essence of civilized living. Without such protections man is alone in the world, as alone as a beast of prey or as the prey itself, waiting to be devoured.1


—Luigi Barzini

Barzini, an Italian writer and social critic, believes life is a merciless game. Suppose we take that idea seriously. If we do, we are turning our thoughts in a strategic direction. Thinking strategically invokes a unique set of mental moves and concepts, things like reconnaissance (what is the situation), directional heuristics (what should I do), and operational flexibility (how can I prepare for change). Strategic thinking involves objectives, resources, decision points, rules, and constraints. At the abstract level it is all rather dry. Yet those of us who are fascinated by strategy are animated not so much by the concepts as by their implementation in situations fraught with significance. In every life, there are moments of decision that truly matter. Sadly, my wife once found it useful to buy a little children’s book titled What On Earth Do You Do When Someone Dies?
2
 That’s a good question. What do you do? What strategies are available, and what are their consequences? Getting moments like this right is the ultimate justification for thinking in airy terms, beforehand, about situations, powers, limits, and goals.

This first part outlines a general strategic approach to the human condition. It introduces the idea of existence as a great game of everything and asks strategic questions about it. What are the playing pieces, the rules, the objectives; who is playing; what does winning look like. The second part looks more closely into specific strategies for playing the game of life. But first we ask: What does it even mean to think of life as a game?

Notes

1 
The Italians: A Full-Length Portrait Featuring Their Manners and Morals (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1964), 180.

2 Trevor Romain, What on Earth Do You Do When Someone Dies? (New York: Free Spirit Publishing, 1999).
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