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Preface


I have always loved games. I enjoy the anticipation of playing, the social bonding, the laughter, and the learning. I also like to win. I’m very competitive. Though I have never flipped the proverbial table, I have regrettably soured a few game nights over a game gone bad. But even after those losses, I still look for my next game whether it’s something new or a game long forgotten. I fondly remember playing Yahtzee with family members as my step-grandfather watched stock market returns on the television. He never joined and commented once that he didn’t like playing games. A certain plucky young lad rebutted with a comment about the stock market being a type of game. I don’t recall there being a response.

I’m a lifelong gamer, but my academic interest in gaming only recently evolved. My higher education training is in Speech Communication and Rhetoric. The field of rhetorical studies is among the oldest academic disciplines in Western history and is concerned with the theory and criticism of persuasive communication. While the traditional focus has been on public deliberation, speakers, and their speeches, the modern field of rhetoric is open to all forms of persuasive messaging. I have been fortunate enough to study a wide range of phenomena, including public addresses, websites, online profiles, protest literature, and now gaming.

There is no formal discipline of game studies yet. Indeed, there are no widely accepted definitions of “game” or “play” either. This problem was illustrated well when kinesiology expert Michael Ellis wrote in 1973 that “the perplexing problem of how to define play will only be resolved by continually regenerating new definitions that fit current concepts of play behavior.”1 Attempts at finding some common ground, however, are being made by scholars in philosophy, anthropology, psychology, sociology, computer science, visual arts, mass communication, and rhetorical studies, among others. It is truly an interdisciplinary field, which presents a strong opportunity to build something unique. In her 2005 Presidential address for the Digital Games Research Association, Frans Mäyrä stated that “this new discipline needs to have an active dialogue with, and be building on of existing ones, as well as having its own core identity.”2 It also needs to “remain true to the core playful or ludic qualities of its subject matter.”3 With the huge explosion of interest in video games, universities across the nation are now starting to invest in game design degrees and eSports programs and facilities. It won’t be long before there is a national academic consensus on the value of game studies to match the already immense interest from the commercial industry.

Discourses at Play is my contribution to the interconnected fields of rhetoric and game studies. For this collection, I imagine major historical events as games to be analyzed and introduce a methodology that employs the vocabulary of gaming to understand the persuasive mechanisms found within them. The games analyzed in this collection are major historical moments—crises, in fact—whose resolutions were decided not by some twist of fate or random act, but by rhetorical choices and discourse. These significant moments in history are rhetorical events and worthy of renewed inspection.

The analyses in this book are not exhaustive historical accounts. They will inevitably leave out individuals and moments that some feel should be included. Readers will instead find an examination of the major Players, Rules, Match turns, and Outcomes—constituent parts of all games—to better understand the relevant persuasive mechanics that moved these games to their resolution. Each of the four main chapters was carefully chosen to illustrate a different dominant element, starting with the Players and progressing through the other elements. Certainly, other crises exist that I could have chosen instead, but these were both personally intriguing to me and ones that I felt had significant historical and future importance.

Readers will come across the terms Ludic and Ludology often in this book. These should not be confused with Luddism or Luddites. Luddites, or now neo-Luddites, are those who oppose technologies that negatively affect society. They derive their name from the myth of Ned Ludd in Medieval England who apparently smashed a loom in protest of his working conditions and thus started a revolt against his abusive employers.4 Ludic, on the other hand, derives from the Latin “ludus” for sport, play, recreation, game, and training, and originally referred to a primary school, board game, or gladiator training school.5 This root word has now found its way into the lexicon of game studies.

I am excited to share my reflections on rhetoric and gaming. It is my sincere hope that readers will see this book as a continuation of a long conversation by those who began to see that a game is not always just a game and often what we think is not a game, is. The Introduction establishes the groundwork for Rhetorical Gameplay—my model for the assessment of historical moments using the language of gaming. The following chapters will apply the model to four major historically important events: the Salem Witch Trials, the Bombing of Hiroshima, the Fall of the Berlin Wall, and the recent COVID-19 pandemic. After reviewing this collection, may you find Rhetorical Gameplay a useful tool for the evaluation of the games you play and the ones that play you.


Notes


	1 Micheal Ellis, Why People Play (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1973), 22.

	2 Frans Mäyrä, “Hc4: Frans Mäyrä, The Quiet Revolution: Three Theses for the Future of Game Studies,” last modified December 13, 2005, http://www.digra.org/hc4-frans-mayra-the-quiet-revolution-three-theses-for-the-future-of-game-studies/.

	3 Mäyrä, “Hc4.”

	4 Todd Frobish, “Neo-Luddite Rhetoric and Image Management,” Peace Review 14, no. 2 (June 2002): 207–15.

	5 D. P. Simpson, ed., Cassell’s New Latin Dictionary (New York: Funk & Wagnalls, 1959).
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Introduction


On November 9, 2016, the day after the US Presidential election results revealed that Donald Trump had defeated Hillary Clinton, President Obama declared in a speech on the White House lawn that “we’re not Democrats first, we’re not Republicans first, we are Americans first.”1 Thus began once more the peaceful transition of power—a hallmark of our democratic tradition. Reflecting on his role in the political process, Obama stated that


I think of this job as being a relay runner—you take the baton, you run your best race, and hopefully, by the time you hand it off you’re a little further ahead, you’ve made a little progress. And I can say that we’ve done that, and I want to make sure that handoff is well-executed, because ultimately we’re all on the same team.2




As sports analogies go, his was rather elaborate. His comparison of the Presidency to a game or contest was a thoughtful rhetorical strategy since most people relate well to games and understand what it means to be a player in one. That it emphasized cooperation instead of competition is unique, but the reference to a contest is not.

Game analogies and metaphors are especially pervasive in our political language. The references seem to alternate from horse racing to baseball, football, golf, boxing, and basketball, and the sentiment is almost always, as argued by political media scholars Capella and Jamieson, about “winning and losing as the central concern.”3 Consider, for example, our discussions over a political party’s playbook, front runners and Hail Mary passes, hitting it out of the park with a knockout response, making a game-changing decision during the bottom of the ninth, covering the bases with a good ground game, slam dunks, and aces in holes. We’re so used to the language that we may not even realize how ubiquitous it all is.4 Cappella and Jamieson warn, however, that “in such an interpretive frame, all actions are tainted—they are seen not as the by-product of a desire to solve social ills, redirect national goals, or create a better future for our offspring but are instead viewed in terms of winning.”5


The language of gaming is so commonplace in our political discourse—and perhaps all discourse—that it underscores the importance of gaming in our lives. Games bring joy and amusement, elicit anxiety and anger, and even produce feelings of nostalgia. Ever since the first humans learned to toss berries into grass-woven baskets or throw spears at animals, we have played games. We relied upon them to pass the time, improve our spirits, increase productivity, and form social bonds with others. Games are so fundamental that they even predate language and culture. As original play theorist Johan Huizinga wrote, “civilization arises and unfolds in and as play.”6 Through exceptional imagination and resourcefulness, we have incorporated games into every aspect of our lives. Like art and music, it is hardly possible to separate games from our humanity.

Games are everywhere. It would be difficult for any of us to create a list of all the games we have played in our lives. We have educational games, games of chance, geopolitical games, economic games, survival games, sex games, psychological games, sports games, and more. They serve nearly all purposes and are expressed in type and design limited only by our creativity. Funeral games? Indeed, after the fall of Patroclus in Homer’s Iliad, the hero Achilles calls for a day of field games complete with prizes as varied as a female slave, cauldron, horses, and a mule to honor his fallen brother-in-arms. And while this is just a story, such games were common in ancient Mycenaean Greek society for heroes and certain political figures. Games, then, permeate our lives. Play theorist Bernard Suits has written of the work-play dichotomy to help us define what a game is not,7 but do we not play games at work as well? Is not work itself a type of game that we play?

Games are persuasive influences. Embedded within most of the games we play are values and skills that players are expected to embrace if they are to succeed in reaching a goal. Monopoly encourages greed. Poker encourages deception. Various sports encourage athletic discipline and mental focus. The game of Chutes and Ladders was originally entitled Snakes and Ladders and was adopted in the UK in 1890 as a way of teaching children the consequences of certain virtues and vices. Ladders moving up would start
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