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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION

Defining the issue of gender and digital game

development

In the run-up to the November 2007 release of Assassin’s Creed, a digital game
from Ubisoft’s Montreal-based development studio, avid game players and journalists
covering the industry obsessed over a differential element to the traditional marketing of
game products — a young, attractive female producer who acted as the media contact
person. Perhaps this was a turning point in a male-dominated industry where women
would be seen as active rather than passive and in positions of authority and prominence.
In terms familiar to digital game culture, this would be the transition from the “booth
babe” to the woman manning the booth at industry trade shows.

The producer, Jade Raymond, had paid her dues by working her way up in the
industry to a more prominent position in game development. And she was media savvy.
She hosted a television program about gaming, so in her interviews about Ubisoft’s new
game she was articulate, charismatic, and substantive compared with many of her asocial
male counterparts (Israel, 2008). She knew what she was talking about, and she looked
good talking about it, thus meeting two core requirements of the youthful male consumer
demographic for Ubisoft’s new game.

In an industry that is dominated by franchises and serials (Kline et al, 2003;
Deuze, 2007), that is, in an industry that constantly manages risk by producing games
with pre-existing brand or market awareness, 4ssassin’s Creed was a precarious venture.
The game is not a franchise or part of a serial, although it was clear that Ubisoft thought

it had this potential. Assassin’s Creed is a so-called next generation game developed for



the most avid players primarily in the North American and European markets. The game
has an interesting story line, a novel time period and setting (ancient Middle Eastern
cities during the Crusades), and a deadly and secretive white male character roaming an
open digital world designed to allow the player to freely chose where to go and how to
get there. In short, Ubisoft’s game has all the basic requirements that avid gamers now
expect: lush, realistic graphics, complex character moves that are difficult to master
(Donahoe, 2007), freedom to explore, hegemonic masculinity, and an engaging narrative.
Ubisoft’s promotion campaign and utilization of Raymond tied the substance of the game
to the post-feminist immanence of a competent woman with feminine beauty.

What happened when Raymond became the topic of discussion was tragic — the
kind of story that reveals the still prevalent gendered symbolic violence in what is
celebrated by Henry Jenkins (2006) and others as participatory culture. The cultural
intermediaries covering the industry spun familiar tropes. Typical news articles opened
with the sentence, “Let’s put this up front; Jade Raymond is hot,” followed by an
interview or discussion of some aspect of the game (Tilley, 2007; Wilson, 2007). There
were also the slightly less savory comparisons of Raymond to well-known female digital
game characters. Others complained that she was stealing the spotlight from the more
deserving male executive producer. If these news articles and their associated blog items
allowed user comments, the male readers commented on Raymond’s looks and expressed
fantasies of sleeping with her.

The symbolic violence settled in and found its crudest expression when a fanboy
(a game-culture euphemism describing avid male gamers who demonstrate high levels of

product or brand obsession or general immaturity) photo-shopped Raymond’s image into



a “pornographic comic” (McWhertor, 2007). In response, Ubisoft threatened to sue. The
situation reached its fever pitch as commentators weighed in on the controversy. Some
said that she had it coming because she was an attractive spokeswoman who was fair
game. Others questioned why Raymond couldn’t take a joke. While some commentators
blamed Ubisoft for throwing her to the wolves, others lamented the continuing sexism
and immaturity of the gaming community (LeBlanc, 2008; Greene, 2007). Eventually,
the scandal dissolved out of public view like any other news story. But the elements of
the story reveal the central problems of the social organization of gender, symbolism and
identity in the digital games industry and its associated culture.

Although a woman occupied the central space around the actions and discourses
that unfolded, we have to recognize that this is less a “women’s problem” than it is a
problem with men and masculinity. The digital game industry and its associated culture
continue to build a strong fortress that provides shelter for androcentric ideas, practices,
and experiences. And fending off women from media production and fan culture by
making entry into the social space repellent preserves this male dominance. It does this
by creating a social and cultural environment dominated by men, media products that
appeal mostly to men and policing production ideas so that they only come from an
experienced, male point of view (Kline et al, 2003; Dyer-Witheford & Sharman, 2005).

This trouble with gender in digital game production and culture, although already
present in the innovations of the earliest game creators, has increased as a problematic as
games have taken on a commodity form and have grown in cultural importance. Stone’s
(1995) ethnographies of interactive game development at two corporations, Atari in the

early 1980s and Wellspring in the early 1990s, demonstrate this process. Atari, which had



grown and profited enormously in its early years, created a research lab comprised of
recent MIT graduates, both women and men, not to churn out products but to theorize
and innovate on the basis of human-machine interactivity and play. The scientists
working at the lab were given freedom and as much resources as they needed to work on
the ludic aspects of new computer technologies.

When Atari was bought by a large corporation, the new management acted
quickly and decisively to eliminate the lab to concentrate on churning out commercial
products for a young male demographic. In the corporate and masculine climate of
Wellspring in the early 1990s, this market-driven logic drove the development of games.
This company, typical of the time, employed no women to create or program digital
games, and the few women who worked for the company who tried to pitch ideas about
games that would appeal to men and women were ignored. The men who produced
games at Wellspring saw no problem with their games, refused to believe that there was
sexism in their work and lives, and “intensely” resisted “acquiring insight” (Stone, 1995,
p. 163).

Questions about whether there has been continuity or change in regard to this
problem with men becomes increasingly important as the digital gaming industry and
culture grows and takes on more importance in the lives of individuals. This dissertation
provides a much-needed extension on our understanding of gender as it relates to the
contemporary production of digital games. The purpose is to develop a detailed
understanding of gender as it plays out among individuals who develop creative content
in the digital games industry as well as in the ideological constitution of the workplace,

and to examine the ways in which these individuals participate in and make sense of the



production of digital cultural products, from a gender-theory perspective. The broad line
of questioning attempts to provide detail and depth to how gender is organized,
symbolized, and identified during the production a commercial digital game.

My approach encompasses the dialectic of structure and agency in the social and
symbolic world of new media production. It is based on the theoretical, sociological, and
anthropological work of Pierre Bourdieu, particularly the concepts of field and habitus.
This approach acknowledges the existence of objectively identifiable structures in social
fields that operate independently of the will and consciousness of individuals. These
structures are capable of shaping and constraining our practices or representations, but
they are also produced through our practical and symbolic activity. Bourdieu (1989)
refers to this dialectic as a twofold social genesis, “on the one hand of the schemes of
perception, thought, and action which are constitutive of ... habitus, and on the other
hand of social structures, and particularly of ... fields and of groups” (p. 14).

Feminist theorists have mapped gender onto social or symbolic structures as well
as subjective activity. Eschewing the dual system distinction between gender-neutral
structures and gendered agency, contemporary socialist feminists call for “systematic
efforts to understand the relations between gender as a principle of social organization
and as an aspect of social identity” (Wharton, 1991, p. 386). And with the increase in
English translations of Bourdieu’s work, including his book on gender, Masculine
Domination, feminists have incorporated, appropriated, and critiqued the concepts of
field, habitus, and capital as they relate to issues of gender and power (Krais, 2006;

Skeggs & Adkins, 2005; Shi, 2001; McNay, 1999; McCall, 1992; and Moi, 1991). Both



feminist theory and Bourdieu’s theories of structure and agency guide my analysis of

gender in the field of digital game production.

A review of the literature on gender and digital games

Although this dissertation examines the culture and production of digital games, it
is still necessary to review the previous scholarship on gender as it relates to the texts and
audiences who play. Much of the literature on gender and digital games has focused on
either representations in texts or the differences between male and female game players.
Before situating my study within the literature on digital game culture and production, I
review the literature about texts and audiences. This review is important for two primary
reasons. First, summarizing findings about gender in texts and as subject positions of
players provides links to the other points in the overall circuit of culture (Johnson, 1986).
Second, it assists in the development of a coherent proscriptive position that can account

for the different elements that make up the entire field of digital games.

Gender and digital game texts and players

The literature on gender representation in digital game texts and associated
marketing images now spans close to two decades. While there has been consistency in
the overall problematic of gender representations — particularly the idealization of what
Connell (1987) has termed hegemonic masculinity and emphasized femininity — there has
also been a shift in representations of women in games from subordinate/passive roles to
an uneasy postfeminist settlement of hyper-sexualized female characters who are just as
adept at violence as their male counterparts (Herz, 1997).

When digital games rose to cultural prominence in the late 1980s with Nintendo’s
successful entry into the U.S. home console market, researchers examined how women
and girls were represented in games made for domestic consumption. In his chapter on
the subject in the book Video Kids, Provenzo (1991) argued that in the top selling games

for the Nintendo Entertainment System, female characters were acted upon rather than



the primary avatars or characters. Female characters also were often victims needing to
be rescued. Gaily (1993) noted that pre-adolescent boys were the target market for home
console systems such as Nintendo. The digital game texts were consonant with masculine
fantasies and the absence or symbolic annihilation of women. When female characters
were represented, violence was directed at them, and they were designed to perform the
damsel in distress role. In these early assessments of representation, the content of digital
games was seen as a factor that discouraged girls from associating with computer
technology.

Content analyses of games (Dietz, 1998), digital game advertisements (Scharrer,
2004), and reviews by game journalists (Ivory, 2006) have all noted the dearth of female
characters compared to male characters, overwhelming themes of violence and weapons
use/display, the sexual objectification of women, and hyper-masculinity in male
characters with images that emphasize muscularity. Although in lvory’s (2006) content
analysis of digital game reviews of male and female characters, the reviewers tended not
to comment on female attractiveness with any frequency, the images of females used in
the reviews were sexually suggestive. In a counter point to the dominant masculine
encoded themes of violence and sex, Schut (2006) argues that there are competing and
contradictory ideals of masculinity in fantasy role playing games. The games within the
fantasy RPG genre provide a space for the technological exploration of respectable
manliness through self-control, rugged masculinity through tropes of domination and
power, individualism, and eternal boyhood through playfulness and carefree attitudes.

One counter argument to the evidence of problematic representation of gender in
game texts suggests that the content in digital games does not matter as much as the
deeper structure of playing on the lives and career choices of gamers (Beck & Wade,
2006). Women are joining the ranks of game players in increasing numbers despite the
poor record of gender representation by the industry, the result of which is seen as

positive because of the benefits of playing digital games. However, this line of argument



doesn’t scratch the surface of game design, which is rife with patriarchal ideology
(Soukup, 2007) and approached by game designers with naive gender blindness
(McAllister, 2004).

To counter the themes of violence and negative and problematic representation of
women in digital games, scholars and industry activists argue for the design of more
games with a female audience in mind. Cassell and Jenkins’ edited book From Barbie to
Mortal Kombat (1999) is indicative of this “girl games” movement. The book articulates
a liberal entrepreneurial agenda to rectify the problem of gender and digital games,
advocating for more women in the development of games. Additionally, marketing
research needs to be conducted to create games that women and girls would like to play.
One critique of this proscription, however, is that it tends to collapse women’s tastes into
a single category or set of preferences and themes for play (Dovey & Kennedy, 2006).

The maturation of the industry has led to the increase in female characters from its
exclusive beginnings, but these characters are represented as simultaneously sexualized
and strong. The Tomb Raider series of digital games with its lead character Lara Croft is
the most well known foray of post-feminist sensibilities into the production of digital
games, although the initial market research strongly discouraged the series creator from
the idea of a female protagonist (Mikula, 2003). The popularity of Lara follows the post-
feminist logic: her body is attractive and eroticized, which appeals to the consumer base
of heterosexual men (confirmed, no doubt, by market research), while she is also
independent, has fighting acumen, and demonstrates the characteristics of power (in
terms of wealth, class, education, strength, etc.). However, Mikula argues that Lara is an
unauthored character, which means that consumers have for the large part taken up the
work of defining her attributes and characteristics. To the extent that post-feminist
sensibilities show up (much less radical, differential texts deconstructing dominant
gender relations) in the field of digital games, it is ultimately up to the consumers to

“modify.”



The design of digital games produces masculinity around ideals of competition
and playing to win. Players engage in performances of heroism, killing, winning through
competition, and action through technological skill and rationality. Girls who play these
games negotiate these masculine performances with those ascribed to their feminine
subject positions (Walkerdine, 2006). Research on women instead of girls has
categorized three different levels of play and genre preferences for women that shape
how women negotiate gaming texts. The three levels of game consumption are power
gamers, moderate gamers, and non-gamers. Women at these three levels decode digital
games and gaming cultures through integration, negotiation, or rejection strategies
(Royse et al., 2007).

Female power gamers have integrated into gaming cultures. They enjoy multiple
genres to satisfy multiple desires, and they enjoy the competition and aggression of
masculine encoded first person shooters such as Counter Strike, which challenges gender
norms. To successfully integrate into the culture, some female power gamers accentuate
their embodied femininity while performing masculinity by playing masculine encoded
games. “For power gamers, digital games are not a problematic technology. Even as they
themselves admit to the hypersexualization of some female images in games and the
sexism of some male players, they have defined games successfully for themselves as
being about pleasure, mastery, and control” (Royse et al., 2007, p. 564). Moderate gamers
negotiate gaming cultures. They prefer having control over digital environments and play
games as a way to cope with the demands of their daily lives. They reject violent games
and genres such as first person shooters and assign these genres for men only (Royse et
al., 2007; Hartmann & Klimmt, 2006). Non-gamers reject gaming culture. They are
critical of gaming, calling it a waste of time, and they think gamers are asocial people
(Royse et al., 2007).

Gender differences among game players have been found in the types of games

played. While females have increasingly joined the ranks of computer game players,
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more males than females prefer to play the more challenging, complex games involving
3D rotation and navigation (Bertozzi & Lee, 2007; Ogletree & Drake, 2007; Gaily,
1993). Women prefer non-mental rotation games not because of inherent sex differences
in processing 3D rotation and navigation, but because of gender based practices (Lucas &
Sherry, 2004). Women enjoy the multifaceted social interaction afforded by online game
worlds such as MMOs, identity exploration, and the ability to play multiple identities
different from the real world. Women reported enjoying customizing avatars, and playing
games such as Everquest has made them more assertive and confident in real life.
Further, women report that online role playing games provide a safe environment for
exploration and the chance to demonstrate mastery through character development
(Taylor, 2006).

There is a link between playing complex digital games and efficacy towards
computer technology (Bertozzi & Lee, 2007). Both males and females share similar
attitudes about play, finding it useful and fun, but the benefits of social interaction around
digital game playing are more gratifying for men than women (Lucas & Sherry, 2004).
Flynn (2003) traces the domestication of digital gaming in the form of home consoles.
First the focus was on family fun, then young boys, then as a fantastical, futuristic
entertainment hub (Trojan horse) that flies against the domestic space of suburban living
rooms. In ads representing this, domestic and feminine aspects of the living room are
attacked and destroyed under the impact of men’s gameplay experience.

The hegemonic masculinity of game texts and gaming experiences translate to
other aspects of digital gaming as well. The next section examines the linkages among
the encoding and decoding of games within a broader culture of gaming. In addition to
studies on players or texts, cultural approaches to gender and digital games attempt to

think more holistically about the multiple aspects of production, consumption, and texts.
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Holistic approaches to gender and the culture of gaming

Holistic approaches by cultural studies scholars, feminists, and political
economists have theorized gender as it applies to multiple aspects of production,
consumption, and texts. Soukup (2007) examined hardcore gamers’ and game creators’
discourse on gaming publications and web sites. These masculine discourses express the
meaning of gaming as predominantly concerned with technical and mathematical
mastery. Gamer discourses promote competition, conquest, hierarchical thinking, and
aggressive domination that encourage a patriarchal form of mathematical mastery.
Because of this, alternative forms of social relations and ethics based upon equality,
empathy, compassion, or collective activity are suppressed.

Yates and Littleton (1999) combined psychological and sociological analysis to
study gaming, which they argue is a cultural niche with component parts consisting of
games, gamers, and gaming cultures. Gender is a categorical measure by which the
authors explore the definitions and engagements with computer games by game players.
In an experimental setting, girls’ and boys’ perception of the context of computer
software as a game rather than a task affected girls’ performance as did the content of
games. Preferred readings of games are oriented to men’s subject positions and cultural
competencies, but counter to Soukup’s (2007) analysis, Yates and Littleton argue that it
is the content rather than the underlying design of games that engages women. Women
have to negotiate the preferred masculine reading of content, whereas men accepted the
preferred reading. Women who consider themselves gamers have to navigate through
other subject positions to articulate their gamer position. One critique of this study is that
it conflates girls and women, which can be problematic for gender research on
preferences and decoding strategies (Royse et al., 2007).

Kline et al (2003) define the overall culture of digital games as “militarized
masculinity.” Game design practices are focused on strongly gender coded scenarios of

war, conquest, and combat, which are combined with the historical link between military
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research and digital games that continues to this day. In terms of violent themes and
content, the increase has come from competitive marketing by publishers seeking to win
the core demographic of hardcore male gamers. Finally, there is a reproduction of game
employees from ranks of these hardcore male game players, who reproduce the kinds of
games they grew up playing. Militarized masculinity spans genres and is not only
confined to the first person shooter, and the profit-based structure of digital games makes
it more risky to develop gender inclusive games. Dovey and Kennedy (2006) write that
“gender in particular has continued to exert a powerful structuring force upon the
distinctiveness of computer game culture” (p. 36).

This research project is situated alongside the historical and cultural
understanding of gender and digital game culture, but its focus is on gender and the
production of commercial games. As the above literature review suggests, gender has
been a focus for research into game texts and players, while comparatively little research
has been directed at gender and how games are produced and by whom. Critical research
into the production of digital games does exist (Herz, 1997; Kline et al., 2003; Dovey &
Kennedy, 2006; Deuze 2007). But while issues of gender are included, they are not the
focus of these contributions. Notable exceptions include the recent work of Mia Consalvo
(2008), who examines women and digital game work. Additionally, veteran game
designer Sheri Graner Ray (2004) has written about the need to recruit more women into
the industry to create games that are gender inclusive in order to expand the market
beyond the young male demographic.

Ethnographic-based work is also rare in the study of the digital game industry.
One notable exception is Stone’s 1995 book, The War of Desire and Technology at the
Close of the Mechanical Age. She conducted field observations at different sites in the
1980s and 1990s and addressed the gender dynamics at both digital game corporations,
but the industry has grown exponentially. Since the 1990s, the exclusion of women, not

to mention the exclusion of feminism in the development of games, has perpetuated and
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now reaches a global scale (Kline et al., 2003). My dissertation also has been designed to
address this gap in case-study research at the sites of production. As | detail in Chapter 2,
I spent two months observing work practices and decision making as well as conducting
in depth interviews at Dynevolve,! a mid-size game development studio in the Eastern

United States.

The role of digital games in the Information Age

Before proceeding to a guide of the chapters to follow, one question that needs to
be addressed is why it is necessary to study the medium of digital games. Aside from the
problems above in regards to gender, why are digital games important? What role do they
play in the broader areas of society and culture? In this section, | argue that the influence
of new communication media and information technologies, which includes digital
games, is vital to understanding the relationship between the working and leisure
activities of individuals as well as to institutions in the post-industrial era. Referring to
this era as post-Fordism, which is the regime of capital accumulation dominant since the
1970s, Kline, Dyer-Witheford, and de Peuter call digital games “ideal” commodities for

their time:

It is a child of the computer technologies that lie at the heart of the
post-Fordist reorganization of work. In production, game
development, with its youthful workforce of digital artisans and
netslaves, typifies the new forms of post-Fordist enterprise and
labour. In consumption, the video game brilliantly exemplifies
post-Fordism’s tendency to fill domestic space and time with
fluidified, experiential, and electronic commodities. Video and
computer games, moreover, are perhaps the most compelling
manifestation of the simulatory hyperreal postmodern ambience

1 Dynevolve is a pseudonym created for anonymity. Both the researcher and the board of
directors of the studio mutually agreed that the final written report would not contain the
company name.
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that ... theorists see as the cultural correlative to the post-Fordist
economy. (2003, p. 75)

The adoption of computer mediated communication (CMC), digitalization and
information and communication technology (ICT) has been systematically if unevenly
developed over the economic and political structures of society, including the mass media
industries. The influence of this adoption and diffusion also has affected the lives of
individuals in terms of labor and consumption practices. The process of development,
diffusion and adoption of new media, which has been called the “Information
Revolution,” is the articulation of what was once a heterodox set of ideas that gained an
orthodox following in the political and economic spheres that, when linked up to the lives
of all social groups, has produced what Bourdieu (1977) calls doxa, which is the
naturalization or taken-for-grantedness of this entire, continuing process.

Computer Mediated Communication is defined as the integration of modes of
communication, which include written texts, images, and sound into an interactive
network (Castells, 2000). There are a few other crucial dimensions as well. First, the
modes of communication are integrated through a process of digitalization. Second, and
perhaps most crucially, computer networks, which are based upon a decentralized system
of electronic connection that transfers packets of digital bits, tend to collapse
communication and information into a single category. This is an important distinction
because the collapse speaks to the use of the technology not for interaction between
people (as through communication) but for transaction (as through information exchange)

(Barney, 2000). Although I will discuss the medium of digital games in much more detail
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below, suffice to say now that it fits into this generic definition of CMC, although there

are moments when games can be played off the network.2

The innovation and deployment of CMC and ICTs are parts of a broader
framework. This includes the theorization, construction, development, and use of
computers, information and network systems first in the service of the Cold War through
the U.S. Department of Defense (Edwards, 1996). In the political economic sense, the
adoption and diffusion of ICTs were in part a response to the crises of industrialism,
particularly the period in the 1970s that produced “stagflation,” or the odd upward
movement of prices without the usual growth of the industrial economy overall (Dyer-
Witheford, 1999; Robins & Webster, 1999). Additionally, the widespread acceptance of a
mathematical theory of communication, particularly in the fields of engineering and
computer science, radically expanded the scope of what could or would be considered
information as well as its applicability to wider social processes (Terranova, 2004;
Schiller, 2006).

Economic and political elites articulated an ideological position that the computer,
communication networks and information technologies would be the saviors of (a more
progressive) capitalism. This position developed into an orthodox discourse, and the
efforts to structure business and markets around this reorganization of capitalism on a

global scale ensued (Barney, 2000; Robins & Webster, 1999). The political and economic

2 Networked play has becoming increasingly important for the home console and
computer game markets. The three home consoles, the Microsoft XBOX 360, the Sony
PlayStaion 3, and the Nintendo Wii all offer networked play. Additionally, Valve’s Steam
network has increasingly become the important to the network for computer game players.
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spheres comprise the objective structures that apply economic and physical force over the
entire social field.

Information as a commodity has become a driving force over the political-
economic field, where successful corporate organizations transitioned their very reason
for being from a concern with industrial production to information processing (Liu,
2004). In spite of the claims of early network enthusiasts and hackers that “information
wants to be free,” information as a resource with potential (like any other resource)
increasingly became the privileged commodity form of post-industrial capitalism
(Schiller, 2006). Although we can trace the development of information commodities
from service and mass media sectors, what is now evident is that informationalized
capitalism is systemic throughout all sectors and not merely confined to the tertiary
(Schiller, 2006; Barney, 2000). Further, information technologies have increased the
scale and scope of capitalism to a globalized form with the help of free market and
neoliberal regulation policies. Undergirding all this is multifaceted use of network
computers as means of production, control, labor, exchange, and consumption.

Curran (2002) writes that during certain historical moments, new media and their
associated technologies have assisted in the successful challenge to dominant power
structures which sometimes lead to profound social change. The oft-cited story to back up
this claim is the role of the printing press in disrupting the Catholic Church’s power in
Europe. However, at other historical moments, new media technologies are incorporated
into the field of power rather than a force against it. The latter seems to be the case when
we consider the role of computer mediated communication and information technologies

at present. For some, the very logic of decentralized network communication seems to
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call forth the potential to disrupt the hierarchical nature of dominant power structures that
would lead to truer forms of democracy (Castells, 2000). What this view does not take
into account is the paradox of the complexity of computer and network technology,
which means that only a few very skilled members of society, hired as well-paid labor
under capital conditions, control the direction of its use (Barney, 2000).

The mass media industries have not only adopted the economic and political logic
of the information society (Schiller, 1999), but also have marshaled the mythology
behind the “technological progress” associated with the information age (Mosco, 2004;
Robins & Webster, 1999). At the economic level, the mass media industries and
entertainment conglomerates implemented practices of convergence over a range of
media. Convergence can be described as a process of technical innovation combined with
distribution control over a range of networks. And if some films such as The Matrix
captured the dark side of an increasingly computer-controlled world, the film industry
certainly displayed signs of incorporation, with its increasing focus on establishing
“brands” that make for profitable movies, television programs, books, digital games, toys,
and licensing agreements to limit the risks of one-time media production (Jenkins, 2006).
Of course the transition to digitalization has its own crisis with the practices of piracy,
which speaks to the inherently limitless (rather than ephemeral) nature of digital media,
but the increase in copyright laws and enforcement has been developed to limit the
damages (Kline et al, 2003).

Perhaps the most effective use of media during the transition into an information
and new media society was the articulation of the myths associated with the supposed

social benefits to increased information, which was driven by a long-standing Western
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ethos in the progressiveness of technological innovation. Simply put, the myth states that
new communication and information technologies are changing the world for the better,
providing individuals with more connectivity, more choices, and more “control” over
their lives (Dyer-Witheford, 1999; Robins & Webster, 1999; Barney, 2000). The
information society would be an era of abundance rather than scarcity, cooperation rather
than antagonism, and it would eventually, according to the prophets, make the objective
structure of the economic field more just and equitable (Dyer-Witheford, 1999).

The symbolic power of mass media conferred legitimacy to the force of economic
and political changes that were re-organizing capitalism in perhaps the opposite direction
of the myths of progress and abundance. Symbolic power, according to Bourdieu (1991),
is the ability to speak the given, to align the subjective and objective structures through
the use of language as the means of communication (much like the means of production,
but from a dialectical position). Symbolic power is generated from the structure of
consensus combined with the structure of domination from a dominant social group.

Individual lives were shaped and are being reshaped by the marks of economic
and political structures and the force of symbolic power. The development of objective
structures reorganizing capitalism toward information commaodification has had a
profound impact on work practices and leisure activities of individuals. It may no longer
be appropriate to consider these two categories of everyday life as distinct or differential
(Terranova, 2004; Liu, 2004). According to Barney (2000) the increasing use of flexible
time and telecommunication devices increasingly blur the time spent at work and not at

work. The overall process of this has been described as the social factory (Terranova,
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2004), where more and more practical activities bear the forms of work and look like
forms of labor in its commodity form.

In corporations, the philosophy of decentralized (from a geographical sense),
network, computer-oriented organizational working structures can be found in the
bestselling books on management. Whereas the industrial period gathered labor in
collectivities rooted in place and community, the new philosophy of cultural and
knowledge production is based upon teamwork. Teamwork, according to Liu (2004), has
been defined by corporations and managers as the negation of collectivities and
individual identities tied to race, gender, and even nationality. An additional logic of what
Bourdieu (1977) calls the “habitus” of social groups under post-industrialism is the
concept of free labor, which is labor that is freely given and often freely exploited by
capital (Terranova, 2004). Free labor is performed during an individual’s leisure time, but
it is expressive of the overall incorporation of modes of consumption into the loop of the
modes of production.

Following Latour (1999), we may be witnessing the incorporation of new media
and information technologies into what it means to be human in a post-industrial society.
That is, individuals have increasingly adopted the logic of network organization and
information processing or control into their very dispositions. To describe this is to
describe a transfer of mentality and vision between humans and nonhumans. This is not
entirely dissimilar to the processes of automation and machination developed during
industrialization wherein workers’ skills were transferred into capital’s machines (Marx,
1978; Dyer-Witheford, 1999). What seems to be at stake is the development of an

increasingly air of doxa, or a situation wherein there is a naturalized correspondence
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between the mental structures of subjectivities and objective structures of the field
(Bourdieu, 1977). This correspondence is problematic because of the material inequalities
that generate and perpetuate the field of capitalism is taken for granted or appears as
natural.

The articulations and developments of new media technologies from large
objective structures in the field of power have been inculcated into the subjective
structures that predispose how individuals work and live. This process is historical and
contingent. What was once a rather heterodox view that established itself as an orthodox
position of the dominant class has structured the dispositions of those who must live,
work and play in the present. The digital game is a new medium and “ideal commodity”
not due to any radical departure from previous media forms but because it expresses the
narrative of these social changes over the last 30 years.

Two overriding points of entry into claiming that digital games are expressive of
post-industrialism is the logic of the industry and the blurring between work and play.
According to Kline et al (2003), the digital game industry, global in its reach but
generative of capital accumulation and profits in three primary regions (North America,
Europe, and Asia) is a fusion of constant technical innovation, cultural creativity and
intensive marketing. Following the logic of technology and progress, which is to say that
the only surety in techno-cultural life is change, the industry is dictated by relatively short
innovation cycles in hardware and software. It is not uncommon for hardware technology
to become “outdated” every two or three years.

Additionally, the “work = play” logic of the medium’s culture and products is

expressive of the general post-industrial labor mentality. Simply put, the industry has
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mythologized the creative aspect of game production into a “play” mentality where going
to work is cool instead of a drag in terms of creative autonomy (always relative to another
occupation rather than some ability to control work) and collaborative teamwork (Dyer-
Witheford & de Peuter, 2006). The flip side to this is that playing digital games is often
hard work itself that involves skills, patience, practice, and routine (Rugill et al, 2004).
On a final note, the digital game industry relies upon its consumer base as a sort of
training ground for the recruitment of labor, further reducing any friction between work
and leisure activities (Kline et al., 2003).

Digital games can be seen as the ludic dimension that counter-balanced the
utilitarian applications that drove the logic of computer and communication development
during the Cold War (Stone, 1995). From the engineering and computer research labs of
academic institutions such as MIT and Stanford during the 1960s and 70s arose a type of
technical-knowledge mentality of mostly young, white, male programmers who were so
comfortable with the technology that it became natural to think against the military
purposes from which it was developed (Ibid.). Despite the transition of digital games
from innovation at research labs to the commaodification at present, military-simulation
applications and war-related themes are still one of the primary cultural and social
expressions of the medium. This has led critical cultural analysis to the idea that
contemporary wars such as the current Iraq War should not be seen as spectacles but
rather interaction and immersion (Stahl, 2006), characteristics that are associated with
playing digital games.

In 1985 Donna Haraway published her techno-feminist “cyborg manifesto,”

which, in part, sketched out the importance of the rearrangement of social relations tied to
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science and technology that she termed the informatics of domination. Digital games are
one of the new technologies that profoundly impact the private lives of individuals and
eradicate public life in the modernist sense. “Technologies like video games ... seem
crucial to production of modern forms of ‘private life.” The culture of video games is
heavily orientated to individual competition and extraterrestrial warfare. High-tech,
gendered imaginations are produced here, imaginations that can contemplate destruction
of the planet and a sci-fi escape from its consequences” (Haraway, 1991, p. 169).

As the field of digital games has grown over the last 25 years in which Haraway
provided her analysis, the industry has become an even more entrenched, entertainment-
based part of the privileged occupational areas in the production of science and
technology. Given this privilege, the industry has excluded women from fully
participating in its important endeavors. And because the design and development of
commercial digital games are so strongly coded processes of militarized masculinity,
digital games might always be tightly locked to dominant social groups and ideology. But
this doesn’t have to be the case. There is potential in digital games, which is to say that
there is nothing natural about the way they are designed and created, marketed, and
consumed. Digital games are a result of social conditions and processes, and changing
these conditions and processes to allow for more diversity profoundly impacts the role
digital games will have for society and culture. This dissertation is at once an analysis of
the constellation of activities, practices, rituals, and discourses of masculinity that
contribute to the exclusion of women as well as a call for the industry to realize that a

more diverse workforce in the content creation occupational categories will contribute to
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the disassociation of the medium from “high-tech repressive apparatuses” (Haraway,
1991, p. 169).

The following broad questions have guided this dissertation project from its
conceptualization, design and implementation: How are digital games produced in a
collaborative environment that has a distinct gender dynamic that is comprised of mostly
men? What kinds of gendered practices and rituals are involved in the work that is done
in this environment? And finally, what kinds of gendered cultural, technological and
social influences affect the individuals involved in the production process?

In Chapter 2, I outline the theories utilized to construct an interpretive framework
for the analysis of the structures, practices, and discourses of gender at the Dynevolve
development studio. Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977; 1990) theory of practice accounts for the
structures of the field of digital gaming and the habitus of the producers, designers,
artists, and programmers. The relationship between the field and habitus constitutes the
basis of the investment and belief of a masculine culture of work. Feminist theories of
gender in terms of power, culture, technology and social organization supplement the
overarching interpretive framework. In Chapter 3, | provide the justification and
explanation for the use of qualitative methods including ethnographic fieldwork with
primary document analysis and observation documented in field notes, and in-depth
interviews.

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 constitute the analysis of the structures, practices and
discourses of gender. Chapter 4 examines the organization of the digital work through an
interrogation of the physical space, organizational structure, and the nature of teamwork

as it is used to create and manage the cycle of game production. Chapter 5 looks at the
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acquisition of gendered dispositions around the family and educational socialization, the
sexual division of labor in relation to computer technology and science, and the
development of a passion for games that constitute the game workers’ habitus. These
dispositions are reproduced via ritual activities and daily working practices in the
development of a commercial game. Finally, Chapter 6 traces the discourses of

masculinity that inform the culture of a development studio.
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the game, collects feedback from the external testers and team members who play the
latest version of the game, and makes changes to the design and rules of the game. New
iterations of game design even occur during the production phase of a game project. This
phase is normally the time when the design and rules are set. Iteration taps into two
mutually reinforcing ideological tropes. The first is the virtue of choice, which is
supported by “more choice is better” or what Roland Barthes (1972) refers to as the
quantification of quality indicative of the language of dominance. The second trope of
iteration is that the latest iteration is always the best one yet. This is a quality
measurement based on a unit of time that is always future directed. The logic reinforces

the “upgrade culture” that drives the industry:

It is impossible to discuss the creative work of games designers or
programmers without the sense that they are constantly constrained
by hardware specifications, which will be ameliorated by the ever
promising ‘next generation.” The platform is never stable;
designers find themselves permanently looking for and exploring
new capacities, falling enthusiastically upon each new generation
and its development Kits trying to work out what it will be capable
of. (Dovey & Kennedy, 2006, p. 53)

Finally, the process of iteration that results in design prototypes or versions of the game is
the result of continuous tinkering with the rules and logic of the game. Chris efficiently
incorporates this practice of hacking in his daily development of a prototype. On one
computer screen, he writes or changes a few lines of code and then runs the prototype
game with the changes on his other screen. Then he reverses the process, starting from
the prototype, playing it until he finds a rule or interface or gameplay that needs to have
its underlying code changed. This masculine practice becomes a deep structure of the
gameplay experience for hard core fans. Chris’ decision to use Python for player-
programmers to modify the interface and other elements of the computer game
reproduces the masculine practice of hacking and manipulating the software system.

As the lead interface artist during the pre-production phase of the game project,

Vincent is responsible for mocking up a basic aesthetic translation of Chris’ design
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decisions. Foster also weighs in, making sure that Vincent is working within his overall
artistic vision of the game. During preproduction “it’s almost like we are trying to create
the engine of a car,” Vincent says, incorporating the language of mechanics for artistic
working practices. “And then we are going to scrap that engine and create the engine that
is actually going to be in the game. I think that’s where we are at. That’s where I’'m at. SO
Foster came to me and said, ‘I want art deco.’ I love art deco. I love the buildings, so I
researched and picked three images that | wanted to be influenced by. I modeled two of
them, and | am working on a third.”

Figures 1 and 4 are reference images, while figures 2-3 and 5-6 are iterative
models Vincent created based upon the references. Vincent said that a co-worker can’t
tell what the interface will look like just by looking at the references or the models. He
translates the references according to style and so he can embody and incorporate the
sense of style when it comes to actually producing the art objects for the game’s
interface. “In each of these models, I want to get to a point where it’s 50 percent what I
am seeing and 50 percent what | am influenced by. It starts to make it easier for me to
make things look art deco without having to look at source material. What I didn’t want
to do is just start creating buttons and try to make it look like an art deco button. I want to
create a frame and then try to fit buttons into it. | want to create a definite feel. | want to

create the direction where the interface will point.”
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Figure 1 — Reference image of art deco architecture
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Figure 2 - Interface artist’s abstract model image iteration

Figure 3 - Interface artist’s building model image iteration
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Figure 5 — Interface artist’s model room iteration
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Figure 6 — Interface artist’s dark lit model room iteration

Vincent creates a mock up interface that might not be the finished interface, but it
gives him a feel for what art deco is. “I want to be able to get the shapes, trim and
anything that has the feel of art deco. Hopefully I can remove it enough so that people
will get the feel for art deco without thinking that they are being hit over the head with an
art deco sledge hammer. Right now, when you look at what | am doing you can see that |
am hitting you over the head with an art deco sledge hammer. I’'m trying to get to a point
where it’s influenced by it but at the same time it’s fresh and new. Some people get
frustrated or worried at this point. They look at it,” he said, referring to Figures 2-3 and 5-
6, “and [they] just don’t see the direction I am going. The direction is really getting an

understanding of the look and feel so when I start creating this stuff I don’t have
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distracted by the results of the paper because the results have nothing to do with what
they want to do. But [the research papers] do have all these techniques.”

The technique that the paper on rendering mosaics uses is called a centroidal
Voronoi tessellation and is derived from the field of geometry. The improvisation is the
realization that the technique can be used to generate unique road and city layouts that are
determined by geography and generating points from the artists. “I started with an
algorithm for laying out roads that takes input,” Ed explained. “That input is a direction
field. Then I say, take a step back and look at the directional field. How do | get the
directional field? The directional field is a combination of influence on the terrain and
influence of the artist. Those two things combined create the directional field, and the
directional field and some seed positions start the road system. And the road system will
start the city system, so they all build off the terrain and the artist’s input. In order to
work the terrain in, I make sure the road layout algorithm was one that I could influence
with the terrain in a straightforward way. Mathematically the way it influences is very
straightforward. It’s just a little bit of differential geometry. It’s not really complex at all.

“And the other thing is the infinite variability. Even for any given input from a
directional field, there are an infinite number — up to machine precision — of roads that
are generated. The way that happens is that there are a few seed positions that are where
things start. And depending on where those seed positions are, you’ll get a different road
system. So if you want the city to be the same, you have to have the same input and the
same seed positions. If you want to make them different, then even the directional field or
the seed positions have to be different. So the way to make sure of that even if they have
similar directional fields is to change the seed positions. It’s not a randomized algorithm
because with the same input you get the same output. On the other hand it is a random
algorithm because you can change the seed positions randomly, and you will get a

different output. It’s seeded, but it’s controlled. It’s the best of both worlds”
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Theoretically, Ed’s experiment was easy enough to explain, but he still needed to
write the programming code or find code that used the same algorithm, which would save
him a few days. Previously written code is stored in “libraries” housed by commercial or
open organizations such as Boost.org. In this case, Ed and Martin discussed if Boost’s
graph library could be used, but they decided that it was too complex for the relatively
simple algorithmic need for the city system. “It would take me a week to figure out how
to use it, but it will only take a day to write the code with the algorithm myself,” Ed
informed me. Still looking for previously written code, Ed asked other programmers.
Larry, an environment artist who shares an office with Kyle, said that that the algorithm
was used in another game the studio worked on, but it was developed by an outside party.
Ed needed the code and not just the tool for this project, so he emailed another
programmer who worked with the outside party and asked for the code file. The email
back was bad news; the outside party was uncooperative. At last, Ed decided to “roll his
own,” which meant he would write the code himself within the technical requirements
based on speed and size and using performance metrics given by the lead programmer.

In order to turn the experiment into an implemented system for the game
software, Ed needed the artists to invest in the system he created. He needed them to
believe that this is the best solution to their needs for unique road and city layouts. “I
have to keep the artist happy,” he said. “The whole point of a graphics programmer’s job
is to provide the technical back end to give the artists the visual front end that they want.
That’s my job description. So a big part of what I am doing now because the technical
side is going really well, | have to be able to sell this to the artists. It’s my job to present
it in the best light that I can without distorting anything. I’ll do my best to say that | think
this is the best solution to the problem. | want them to believe that it will do what they
want it to do. Understanding the details of the algorithm, while I can explain it to you,

takes a lot of background knowledge, and most of the artists don’t have that. I have to
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convince them that this is the best way to go.” Instead of an explanation of the details of
the algorithm, Ed provided the artists a visual demonstration (see Figure 7).

For a young man in his early 20s, Ed is a very knowledgeable and intelligent
graphics programmer. He clearly enjoys the challenges that come with implementing
complex algorithms and solving graphics problems. The job he got here is his dream job
— the one he has wanted ever since career choices became something to think about. The
only problem with the job is that he doesn’t have an office yet, which is confirmed by the
fact that his desk in the open space of the third floor veranda is the only one that isn’t
personalized in some way.

When Ed tried to explain the city system to one artist, he was surprised when the
artist asked him, “You mean we can do all cities using this?” That was the point of the
experiment all along, but it was lost in translation. The ability to communicate ideas to
individuals who are not computer scientists is hindered by the strong tendency at the
studio for programmers to primarily socialize with other programmers. Ed has yet to
master the ability to verbally translate the advanced technical and computational aspects
of his work because this is not a component of the techno-masculine habitus. A
successful hack is one that other programmers understand and appreciate, but the arcane
technological knowledge draws a boundary around the practices required to implement it.

It generates cultural capital based upon masculine technological prowess.
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Figure 7 — Visual representation of road layout algorithm

Working practices I11: 3ds Max

Critical theory offers perhaps the most plausible argument about the social
construction of technology. This is because critical theory had developed methods to read
social relations and their reification in machines. Nowhere is this more apparent than in
the struggles over the implementation of machines designed for capital into the
production process (Robbins & Webster, 1999). However, taken to the extreme, this view
relegates technology to a crystallized past that says nothing about the way technologies

assist in shaping the present and the future. “Critical theory is unable to explain why
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artifacts enter the stream of our social relations, why we so incessantly recruit and
socialize nonhumans. It is not to mirror, congeal, crystallize, or hide social relations, but
to remake these very relations through fresh and unexpected sources of action” (Latour,
1999, p. 197).

In his fragment on machines section of the Grundrisse, Marx (1978) argues that
as capital adopts the means of labor into the production process, labor passes through
stages of subsumption whereby the culminating logic is found in the machine or
automatic system of machinery. This is the most adequate form of labor for capital
because it is set in motion automatically and moves by itself with little interruption and
even smaller demands. Humans in this sense are merely conscious linkages in the
machine system. The machine supersedes human labor through its form that is developed
by, and corresponds to, capital. The “real” subsumption of labor means that the machine
does not appear as an individual’s means of labor because it doesn’t transmit the worker’s
activity to the object. What is transmitted is the machine’s work and action. “It is the
machine which possesses skill and strength in place of the worker, is itself a virtuoso,
with a soul of its own in the mechanical laws acting through it. ... The worker’s activity,
reduced to a mere abstraction of activity, is determined and regulated on all sides by the
machinery, and not the opposite” (Marx, 1978, p. 693).

| foreground the work of Marx on the role of technology in class relations to
examine the working practices of artists who model and animate characters and
environments at the studio. The argument is that the deployment of computer technology
by capital subsumes the knowledge and skills of workers. Workers are not a
homogeneous social category, of course, and the concept of technological edge and its
associated techo-masculinity is essential for understanding whose knowledge and skills
are affected in the context of digital game production. An examination of 3D modeling

software and the artists who use it for commercial production offer insight as to how
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computer technology and masculine-encoded action are shaping the contemporary digital
workplace.

Autodesk’s 3ds Max is the primary software used by digital artists in the creation,
animation, and rendering of 3D “assets” for the production of games. The total software
package is a virtuoso in itself. The software does more than any one artist at commercial
game studios that have increasingly created specialized artist occupations. The latest
version is the product of several years of refinement and addition by Autodesk. But the
software developer also works in close concert with its commercial user base, offering
ways for this base to provide feedback and share ideas about improving or changing the
newest version of the product. The result is that the software offers as near a complete set
of tools for the creation and animation of 3D art and graphics as possible. Users can make
literally thousands of adjustments, modifications or “tweaks” on everything, whether it is
lighting and shadowing settings, camera angles and movements, or material textures and
the manipulation of digital objects and characters. Part of the pleasure of using the
software is how the myriad tools offered by Max aid in the practice of construction and
deconstruction of models that is a feature of techno-masculinity.

Max’s interface (see Figure 8) is typically dominated by four viewports or views
of the 3D scene as it is being worked on by an individual. These views can be changed if
an artist needs to see the top, front, left or right and other views, although the default is
set to the top, front, and left orthogonal views and the three dimensional perspective
view. The perspective view shows the x and y coordinates as well as the z coordinate that
translates the sense of depth needed for three dimensionality within a two dimensional
space of the computer screen. The viewports are bracketed by all of the tools, commands,
and navigational devices needed by modelers and animators and even some that are
almost never needed (partly because the software is used for different media such as

digital games, television, and film making).
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Figure 8 - 3ds Max Interface

Among the knowledge and skills needed to create and animate using 3ds Max (or
the masculine encoded “Max,” for short) are spatial and mathematical geometry,
aesthetics, lighting and shadowing, and modeling and animation techniques. The

production process or “pipeline” is typically set up so that a concept artist creates a
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digital 2D scene, setting, object, or character. The concept art is then passed to a 3D
modeler, who translates the concept art into a 3D model. Max offers artists an automatic
conversion tool that changes 2D images into a 3D mesh, which is the skeletal framework
of intersecting lines for a model. However, this automatic conversion creates a high
polygon model, and the higher the polygon count, the more memory it takes to render the
model through a computer graphics card. The modeler for digital games typically has to
be wary of high polygon counts on gameplay models because digital games need 3D
models to render in real time or at a certain frame rate per second. To overcome the
issues of automatic conversion, the modeler can draw the mesh over the 2D image or
reduce the density of the mesh created by the automatic feature.

Some modelers prefer using the concept art as a visual reference and create a 3D
model in Max using the object creation panel (shown on the right-hand side of Figure 8).
Certain modeling tasks, such as creating a dense canopy of jungle rather than each
individual tree top, are better suited to this creation process as well. In Max, an artist can
create geometry, shapes, lights, cameras, and effects. This includes the ability to easily
create common objects such as stairs, doors, and basic male and female bipeds. 3D
objects can be modified, cloned, grouped together, or linked in a hierarchical “parent,
child” relationship where one object becomes the central object to all subordinate objects.
When the parent object is moved by the artist, the linked child object moves as well, but
the child object can be moved on its own without the parent object moving.

Once a digital object is created, the artist goes through a typically long process of
un-wrapping the mesh into a UV map, which flattens the model into x and y coordinates
(see figure 9) and allows the artist to add textures, paint, and materials to the polygons
using other software programs such as Photoshop or CrazyBump. These additions are
then imported into the Max’s material editor. Max has an automatic UV map creation

feature, but there are problems in translation similar to the automatic 2D to 3D feature.
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Figure 9 — UV map of a 3D scene

Robert, who is a senior artist, said there are about a thousand different ways to
match a 3D model to the concept art. One day when | was sitting in his office, | watched
as he went through a trial and error of different approaches to match a character’s suit of
armor to a piece of concept art created by Glen, a soft-spoken, humble man whose office
is nevertheless decorated with art he has created for the studio over the course of his long
tenure. In the first two attempts, Robert modified the armor directly on the model
character in Max. Not satisfied with the results, he switched tactics and modified the

clothing by importing a texture painted on the UV Map into Max’s material editor.
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Robert said the difference between the two approaches is a matter of time and efficiency.
It would take longer to model without much of a return on the investment. From the
perspective of what a player will be able to see in the game, the texture approach works
well and will give him the option of doing other textures and modeling with Zbrush, a
sculpting software program used in tandem with Max. Also, the modeling approach
created additional polygons, which increases memory and affects the render speed.

The expression that there are “a 1,000 different ways” to approach a modeling
task is interesting. It is an expression of ambiguity in technique given the amount of tools
available from computer software packages. It also suggests that artists have the freedom
to utilize their skills and knowledge in ways they feel would make the best art they can
make. In other words, no one instructs Robert to match the model to the concept art using
the model or the texture approach. There are technical reasons why the texture choice
works for this specific example, but the decision rests on Robert’s skill and knowledge.
The practice of trial and error is a chance to construct a complex model through
improvisation within the technical constraints of polygon counts and memory
requirements.

This working practice appears artisanal, and each artist makes similar kinds of
decisions based on their skill and knowledge on a daily basis, at least during the pre-
production phase of a game project. The historical relationship between artisanal labor
and the onset of capitalist industrialism was one of the moments of formal subsumption
of labor practices by capital documented by Marx. It is this kind of digital labor that
proponents of the information society point to as a signal of the return, through
computers, to the artisanal aspects of production. Computer and communication

technology-based economic changes will fundamental improve society:

The undesirable features of industrial society--meaningless work,
huge impersonal organisations, rigid routines and hierarchies,
anonymous and alienating urban existences are seen dissolving. In
their place, the information age holds out the hope of
diversification, localism, flexibility, creativity, and equality.
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Promises include the computer-aided recovery of craft skills and
artisanal traditions; the convenience of universal teleshopping,
telebanking, and interactive entertainment; the assistance of expert
systems for education, health care, psychotherapy and home
security; the revivification of domestic life in an electronic cottage;
the participatory democracy of electronic town halls; and an
historically unprecedented diffusion every sort of knowledge--‘all
information in all places at all times." A brilliant culture of
individual and collective self-actualisation is seen arising from the
matrix of the networks” (Dyer-Witheford, 1999, pp. 41-42).

In theories of post-industrial society, the immaterial labor that is part of the
manipulation of 3D modeling and animation software in the creation of digital art is seen
as an increasingly dominant form of labor within capitalism. According to Hardt and
Negri (2000), immaterial labor has the potential to liberate the working class by shifting
knowledge of work from machine technology to humans.

Although there are several aspects of immaterial labor at the studio that are quite
creative and artisanal, other factors temper the potential of liberation contained in their
emergence. Worth mentioning up front is that there is no distinction between the subject
positions that may or may not be liberated. The sexual division of labor in computer work
immediately infects the totality of this potential with the virus of the privilege of the
technical disposition of masculinity. Other factors include the steel grip of production
deadlines that forces periods of crunch time. The studio has made a trade off indicative of
post-industrialism. It doesn't tell employees how to do their work if the employees agree
to stay for as long as it takes to get that work done on time. In this sense, the labor is
skilled and the laborer's skill is his own but still under relation of capital exploitation of
time.

Additionally, 3ds Max makes several of its own demands on the artists who work
with it. Its moments of automation create more problems for the artist than it sometimes
solves. As a commercial software package for the digital game industry as well as the
television and film industries, Max tries to do too much as well. Artists often complain
that Max is much better at modeling than it is at animating digital objects. Animators are

at a disadvantage when they work with the software. They would much rather work on
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Maya, a similar modeling and animating program used mostly by the television and film
industries.

Since there is no dynamic texturing, the non-creative UV unwrapping process (the
result of which are maps of strategically placed polygons as seen in Figure 9) becomes
one of the most time consuming aspects of digital modeling work. Robert explained the
process of adding texture to a character. “I always start textures from scratch. There is
nothing I can really reuse in the texture areas. The most time consuming thing about that
is the unwrap — trying to lay out the mesh so that there are no a lot of seams when you go
to paint your texture. You’ll see a lot of heads that are cut from the top of the forehead
down to the back of the head because you have to have someplace to pull the mesh apart.
So it’s like you took the head and unwrapped it from there and flattened it out. There’s a
lot of manipulation where there is overlap like the ears. You can’t project onto that, you
have to shape the ears a little so that you can render onto the back of the ear. That takes a
little bit of time.”

The human-machine relationship between Max and artists at Dynevolve is
dialectical between artisanal labor and the mundane labor required to coax Max into
producing workable models for a commercial game under deadline pressure. The
artisanal qualities include finding creative ways to construct 3D models within technical
constraints and having the autonomy to find the best approach to each modeling task.

Artists describe the dialectic as cycles of learning new skills and tools through
communal resource sharing combined with the rigors of production. “It’s a learning
process first of all,” Ron said when I asked him about how his work during the prototype
phase influences the work done in production. “You are learning the tools. The tools in
the industry change every year. What version of 3D Max or Photoshop are you using?
With learning a new tool it’s learning how to use ... new lighting solutions and stuff like
that. That’s part of the learning process and part of the plan. A prototype artist like me or

the first artist on the line develops a new asset. They have learned how to use the new
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tool hopefully efficiently. That can be communicated down the line. That’s something
that may be unique to these creative technology jobs in general. Unlike a trade where you
are learning from a master, you are the master and you have to learn the new technique
every year. There’s a community of people who share information.”

When a game hits production, 3D modeling work becomes much less creative and
autonomous, especially for junior artists. “In the production environment,” Ron said,
“most artist work under a hierarchy of other artists. You have a lead artist, then a sub
lead, and then a front of the line artist. The lead will tell the sub lead, ‘Hey, I want you to
take care of all of the units in the game or all the soldiers.” The sub lead creates the
standard and passes off the standard to the line artist and tells him to make a bunch of
these different guys.”

Finally, the new tools that are offered and consumer expectations can become
problematic and frustrating for an artist to maintain control over his working practices.
“There’s new tools that come out every year that hopefully make our lives easier but
sometimes are as much of a headache as they were before,” Ron told me. “The
expectation changes every year. The audience wants better graphics and more gameplay.
They want a deeper experience and more immersion every year. And so that drives

artistic production and the tools you have.”

Conclusion
By examining the dispositions of game workers and their labor practices at a
digital game studio, we can see characteristics of gendered immaterial labor working
together in powerful yet contradictory ways. The specialized knowledge and information
work that goes into the design, programming and creation of digital game content has
been glamorized by the industry, and employees generally talk about the pleasure they
derive from performing this type of labor (Dyer-Witheford & de Peuter, 2006). However,

the pleasure and passion of the employees also provide a linchpin for the game industry’s
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exploitation of labor that takes the form of overwork during “crunch time” (Consalvo,
2008). For many development studios that create game content under forced time frames
by game publishers that control economic resources, crunch time is a structural and
nearly total part of the production process. Every day during my fieldwork, an intercom
announcement would remind employees to get their “crunch food” orders in for dinner.
Although crunch time is dependent on the stage of production and not everyone at the
studio was doing crunch time work, the nightly call for dinner orders was so deeply
routinized that most employees | observed treated it as white noise. Employees | spoke
with were resigned to the fact that crunch time was part of their job, although some
mentioned that the studio was better than other studios in the area that made 60-hour
work weeks mandatory.

Due to these periods of overwork, the affective labor of spouses or family
members is another area of unpaid work that goes into reproducing the digital game
workforce each day. This type of immaterial labor is strongly gendered (and aged). That
is, mostly young men are able to perform in this work environment because they are not
engaged with other types of labor such as managing a household and child-rearing (Dyer-
Witheford & de Peuter, 2006; Deuze et al., 2007). At Dynevolve, the average age of the
employees differs from the youthful industry average. There are many male employees
who have worked in the industry for more than a decade and some who have two decades
of experience.

The early acquired habitus of contemporary game workers, which includes
structures of family socialization and education, the sexual division of labor around
computer work, and a passion for games, ensures that game workers in the commercial
field are produced as a socially homogenous group. When this is combined with an
examination of rituals and everyday work practices, we get a detailed understanding of
how the practical action and activities at a game studio reproduce the structures of gender

in the field of digital games.
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Studio and employee rituals such as Beer Friday and Dynevolve University either
reproduce masculine enclaves of space or provide spaces for the performance of
masculine discourses. Although it is not the intent of the employee-instructors to give
lessons to other employees in how to be men, the style of instruction at Dynevolve
University is infused with masculine ways of knowing. Beer Friday transforms the
collective centers of activity at the studio — the fun zone and the fishbowl — into spaces of
masculine play and socialization. The culture of masculinity is reproduced by drinking
beer and playing competitive shooter and fighting games, which unintentionally excludes
women from fully participating in the culture and in professional development.

Everyday working practices infused with techno-masculinity also reproduce the
social and symbolic space of the field of digital game production. The virtues of techno-
masculinity, which includes engineering, the construction and deconstruction of complex
systems and models, the ability to manipulate and hack hardware and software, and
practical improvisation within limits, plays an active role in structuring design, art, and
programming work at the studio. When we separate, following Bourdieu (2001), what an
occupation promises and what it permits, we see how the category of gender attaches
itself to occupational categories. This move is important because it allows us to see that
content creation work at a digital studio is not naturally men’s work. The techno-
masculinity associated with content creation of digital games is socially constructed and
contextual. Techno-masculinity comes in through the permission of these occupations. It

is not what is promised as a result of performing this kind of work.
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CHAPTER 6 — CONSTRUCTING A MASCULINE SYMBOLIC SPACE

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to analyze how digital game content creators
construct a masculine symbolic space by drawing upon three distinct yet interrelated
discourses of masculinity in their day to day interaction with other members of their
project team and with the other coworkers at the studio. These three discourses are (1)
masculine aesthetics, (2) hegemonic masculinity, and (3) science and technology. Gender
symbolism refers to the structuring of practices around sexuality. Masculine domination
of the symbolic order collapses the structure of gender relations by making gender
distinctions appear natural (Connell, 1987). The masculine symbolic order is difficult to
analyze because the process of naturalization removes cultural justifications of its
construction (Bourdieu, 2001).

The culture of digital game production is largely drawn from the masculine
cultural codes represented by militaristic and heroic aesthetics, which are discussed in the
abstract but often take the form of influence from other mass media including comics,
military historical fiction, science fiction, fantasy, and action films. These mass mediated
masculinities are hegemonic and appeal to men not only through aesthetic style but also
through narratives, myths and tropes of hegemonic masculinity and stable, hierarchical
gender representations. Finally, employees at the studio also draw upon a masculine
encoded discourse of science and technology.

Techno-masculinity is the lived identity of digital game culture and the culture of
production. It is based off of the idealization of a hacker who is defined in reference to
computer technology and who is a fusion between work and playful rebellion. However,
the cultural tastes of this group include fantasy and science fiction, violent or heroic
militaristic themes, as well as hegemonic masculinity and emphasized femininity (Dovey

& Kennedy, 2006). These strongly defined but limiting scripts of femininity and
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masculinity are preferred despite the lived actuality of the techno-masculinity of game
workers. With a clearly defined lifestyle based upon the ascendency of technological
work, the ideal of masculinity around the hacker identity has entered into the arena of the
struggle for symbolic legitimacy with competing forms of masculinity. Increasingly, it is
digital games with their cultural themes that sell the lifestyle to younger boys who make
up the primary demographic for the industry. But the appeal of hegemonic masculinity in
the culture of digital game production produces a contradiction within the hacker identity.
Hegemonic masculinity defines techno-masculinity as subordinate, geeky, and asocial. In
the sections that follow, I trace masculinity as it is used in the discourses of aesthetics,
hegemonic mass mediated influences, and science and technology. Finally, I discuss the
ways in which the three masculine discourses are deployed throughout the studio’s

culture and the contradictions between hegemonic and techno-masculinity.

Masculine Aesthetics

The discourses that constitute the distinctively masculine aesthetic style are
analyzed by looking at the art direction for the future franchise game project during its
prototype phase. The art team and individual artists discussed amongst themselves around
office desks and during weekly meetings the movement of art from previous games in the
franchise that was a more abstract representation of reality, what they classified as
“iconographic” or symbolic, to one that was more, in their words, “believable.” However,
this expression of believability is measured against notions of realism, which would be
the most concrete representation of reality. Realism as an aesthetic for digital games is
itself opposed to a “toon” (short for cartoon) aesthetic, which also was an opposition to
the kind of believability the art team was striving for — a heroic or romantic aesthetic. The
goal of the team was to hit this mark of heroic believability without transgressing into

ultra realism.
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There are practical reasons such as issues of scale as well as artistic reasons for
the overall direction of the project not to attempt a realistic aesthetic, which I will detail
below. But the direction the artistic style was moving implied a progression to the point
of more realism for future games in the franchise. | have mapped out this movement in

Figure 10.

lconographic

Previous gamesinthe franchise Example:barn & silo =farm

S 7

Believable (Target aestheticfor game project)

Heroic or romantic art Opposingbelievable aesthetic=toon
Realistic
Implied aestheticforfuture game projects Opposing heroic= gritty, urban sprawl

Figure 10 — Direction of artistic style for the future franchise game project

The movement and the artistic styles available to the artists through discourses
and visual representations do not in themselves constitute a masculine code of aesthetics.
Within each classification, whether iconographic, heroic-believable, toon, or realistic, the
examples and discourses the artists use privileged masculinity over femininity within all
of its pertinent oppositions (such as hard/soft, strong/weak, technological/natural, etc.).
Additionally, hanging above and coursing through these specificities and differences of
masculine style and aesthetics is what | am interpreting as a hyper-emphatic masculine

aesthetic. This means that whatever is selected for emphasis must make its presence felt.
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Digital game creators use the word “pop” to describe this hyper-emphasis, and it applies
to audio as well as visual game elements. The hyper-emphatic masculine aesthetic
commands space and attention just as men are socialized to command a room from the

moment they walk into it.

Masculinity and iconography

As the lead artist for the project, Foster’s influence in moving the current project
away from an iconographic style of previous games of the franchise is apparent. At this
early phase of game development it was important that these distinctions get made. To
him, the previous versions of the game felt like they had abstract layers that disassociated
them from what he believed was the dedicated or hardcore player’s primary reason for
buying the game — the historical context. Having worked on the previous game, he
remembered having a conversation with the lead designer, who has since left the studio
but who at the time really wanted the game to feel like historical fiction rather than the
iconographic, “complex chess” game that it was.

For games that fall under the broad genre of strategy and simulation, iconography
has been vitally important in their historical development because the digital worlds that
are created are based on maps with various levels of scale. During one art team meeting,
when the discussion turned to the issue of scale, an artist reminded the others that strategy
and simulation games are digital versions of board games such as Risk. The earliest
versions of these digital games were precisely that — two dimensional spaces with icons
representing armies, types of geographical terrain, and so on. The introduction of three-
dimensional graphics and their subsequent refinement by the industry is now able to get
closer to a realistic element of scale. What this means is a group of soldiers should no
longer be roughly the same size as a skyscraper or church cathedral. With scale, there is
also movement toward more realism with next generation graphics capabilities. However,

it is like taking “two steps toward realism out of 100,” according to Foster.
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The decision to move from iconography to believability doesn’t mean that
iconography is banished completely. During one particular afternoon when I was
following the lead artist through his day, an issue of “readable” iconography was
perplexing the members of the terrain team. It began when Larry, who is the lead terrain
artist, popped into Foster’s office. He asked Chris and Foster to follow him so that they
could look at the current iteration of a model Geoffrey was working on. Geoffrey, who is
a young 3D artist, had been given instructions to create an ancient trading post. The main
trouble was that no one knew precisely what an ancient trading post should look like.
During the pre-production stage it didn’t really matter whether he got it right the first
time. So Geoffrey spent a few days mocking up a model, which was then subject to being
scrapped, modified, or given the green light depending on the critiques of Foster, Chris,
and Larry. In the meetings that followed, discourses of masculinity are used to form
homosocial bonds between the men and in their critique and development of the
iconography that will help orient players through visual clues in the game.

As one of the newer artists at the studio, Geoffrey worked out of a shared cubicle
on the first floor. We all crammed into the space, forming a semi-circle around Geoffrey,
who was seated in front of his computer screens with the model on display. The 3D
model in Max was fairly crude; the buildings were in bright pink hues so that they stood
out from the other elements and the brown terrain. For a 3D artist, the texture and color
of models are added toward the end of the process. The comments about the bright pink
colors turned into a quick round of mock homosexual banter, with the mimicking of
lisping speech patterns to describe the feminine color of the buildings.

With the quick display of heterosexual male camaraderie aside, Geoffrey
explained that he was trying to make the trading post look like an ancient market. Chris,
studying the model, said that it was not what he had envisioned when he wrote up the
design document for the game. Everyone agreed that the model was not quite working as

it stood. The iconography was too cluttered and thus wouldn’t be readable by players.
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Foster, who often tackles problems by stripping away the detail to focus on the basics,
wanted to know what the definition of the trading post was, and what the function of the
trading post would be in the game. Chris said that the idea was to replace small towns
that were used in the previous games with trading posts. Rather than representing a place
primarily for residence, the model should represent a place where trade occurs. A player
should be able to look at the model and tell that it is a place for trading goods.

With this in mind, the group went to Foster's office (a much bigger space
compared to Geoffrey’s cubicle) for a quick brainstorming session on how the trading
post should look from scale. Since Foster shared an office with the lead prototype artist,
Ron joined in the discussion and suggested that they use the dry erase board to iterate
designs and provide examples throughout the process. Chris used a contemporary
analogy to describe what he wanted. “The trading post would be an ancient truck stop,”
he said. This didn’t seem to clarify the issue, which would be the representation of active
trading going on at the place. A trading post is where people go to trade. A truck stop is
where people stop on their way to another place to trade.

The brainstorming session boiled down to a discussion of how to make a large,
iconographic model that would be recognizable as a trading post. The trouble was the
lack of a clearly recognizable icon that would show up at the normal playing scale. As a
counter point, a barn and silo are instantly recognizable icons for a farm. When people
see that, they instantly think: “farm.” Ron sketched some large tents on the dry erase
board, but these may just as well have symbolized a travelling circus than a temporary
trading post. As the lead designer, Chris had to be wary of what could potentially create
confusion for the player. Foster, literally back to the drawing board, suggested that it
should look like a Middle Eastern bazaar or perhaps a North American fur trading post.
For the moment, the group settles on a large tent for the iconography of the trading post,
using white or off-white color to make it pop from the landscape terrain as well as to

distinguish it from a more colorful circus tent.
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The suggestion of making the model after a fur trading post during the meeting
devolved into banter about fur and its symbolic association with female pubic hair. With
this display of humor, the spontaneously formed group symbolically and subconsciously
completed its masculine enclosure (as small groups of men often do), starting with the
mimicking of a stereotypical homosexual male lisp and ending with objectifying humor.
The performativity of homosexual speech is one of the most paradoxical forms of
proving a white, American man’s heterosexuality in a small group setting of other men.
Other forms, such as bragging about sexual prowess and athletic abilities (Decapua &
Boxer, 1999) are mostly missing at the studio.

As with any other digital game or most commercial software for that matter,
iconography shows up in the interface design and layout. Vincent is the project’s lead
interface artist, and he used a book of art work from the digital game Bioshock as
reference. The art book is called Breaking the Mold, and it contains images of settings,
weapons, and character sketches from the game that had pleased critics and fans with its
art deco style that, for a first person shooter, differed dramatically from what Foster calls
the “dystopian, harshly lit games of the now.” Vincent was working on small icons for
the game’s interface that will tell the player, with a single image, what type of resource is
in a particular location on the map. The iconic images, still under prototype and thus open
to change, are set upon a stained glass background.

Vincent told me the idea for doing a stained glass effect came from Foster, who
had just recently discussed the direction of the overall interface design. Some icons are
hard to visually represent while others are straightforward. The color palette is light aqua
blues and greens, burnished brass and soft gold. These final two colors are reminiscent of
the art deco style of Bioshock. It’s hard not to notice that the artists are influenced by the
aesthetics of that game, although Vincent showed me several other examples of art deco
that he uses for inspiration. These images include a poster of a 1950s prop plane flying

over the port of San Francisco; a poster for Superman Returns with New York City’s
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gothic skyline as the back drop; posters from two Indiana Jones movies; a poster of a
train with the title, “New York Central System;” and a poster of the X-Men comic book
series. One and all of the images falls under a particularly masculine translation of art
deco with the sensibility of professional advertising and graphic design work. The use of
art deco as an interface style fits into the project’s goal of hitting a heroic and romantic

believability based upon movies of historical fiction.

Believability: A heroic masculine aesthetic style

As Foster explained it, coming up with the believable artistic style was a process
of pulling out elements, themes, and styles from romanticized and heroic historical
fictional films while simultaneously avoiding realism and a cartoon-like aesthetic. “I took
it through the process of asking, what would it be like to be historical fiction? Whether it
would be like the movie Braveheart that isn’t very historical, something like Master and
Commander, or something that is strictly historical like a Gettysburg thing. What are the
things that those movies have that the game doesn’t have? As we went through it, we
came up with a list of eight things.” The list was arranged in the following order:
believability not reality; meaningful battles; vast and diverse landscapes; trusted advisors;
stronger adversaries; transforming chaos into order; cities are unique and have character;
and the game is the interface. The artistic vision for the first theme on the list is worth
focusing on in detail because it articulates the inflection of heroic masculinity that
romanticizes war and conquest. It stated: “Our goal is not to make realistic art, but more
believable and compelling art. We will emphasize the heroic and romantic moments of
history, not the gritty reality.”

In order to hit the first target, “a lot of the artistic elements started from looking at
historical fiction and determining what would be epic,” Foster told me. “But epic is so
over-used right now. It means nothing. So what does a big historical film look like and

how can we embody that? That was half of it. And the other half was how can we be
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different than [the previous game in the franchise] that came out on the console? So
taking a few of the things that felt really console-y and making them the opposite so that
the PC players who get frustrated by the cartoon-iness of the exaggeration of the console
version would become huge supporters of what we are doing.”

In one example of making artistic elements in the game bound by historical
fiction, Harvey, a tall, lanky artist who is quiet and fairly new to the studio, created a 3D
model of an American Indian character to demonstrate the believable aesthetic. His
modeled character was influenced by the movie The Last of the Mohicans. He showed the
character during one of the art meetings dedicated to demonstration and critique, where
each artist on the team gives a visual demonstration of what he is working on. At the
meeting, artists praised Harvey for making the character look like he was about to kick
ass and take names. The art team discussed the character’s physical anatomy, suggesting
improvements to the neck muscles and clavicle proportions. The cheek bones needed to
be more Asian than European. The concept art Harvey was working from was distinctive
and “not European,” like a Hollywood version of an American Indian. This was an issue
with translating concept art into a 3D model, with the facial bone structure between what
the concept artist was shooting for and how Harvey modeled it. Still, though, the
members of the team were in agreement the assessment of the character’s hegemonic
masculinity. The American Indian was aggressive and had a no-nonsense stare and a
take-no-prisoner pose.

Not only was the aesthetics of believability informed by the relatively
romanticized versions of militarized masculinity in historical fictional films such as
Braveheart, Master and Commander: the far side of the world, and Gettysburg, but also
by the pre-Raphaelite artistic movement of the mid-19" century that romanticized the
Medieval Era represented by such Renaissance-inspired works as Dante Gabriel
Rossetti’s “Persephone” and John Everett Millais’ “Ophelia.” This “Western way” of

romanticizing history resonates with traditionalists who purchase the games of the
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franchise, Foster said. In terms of situating this artistic style vis-a-vis other genres or
other games in the strategy and simulation genre, Foster argued that there hasn’t been a
game that has been able to capture the idealization of the pre-Raphaelites.

As | have pointed out, the art team was moving from notions of iconography to a
more believable art style that was articulated in relation to the aesthetics of realism. At
another weekly art team meeting that was dedicated to brainstorming around major
artistic themes, Foster had asked his team to give demonstrations and references of
“believability” as opposed to “reality.” Among the examples given, a dominant theme
emerged that believability was more vibrant than reality. Real weather, for example,
included phenomena like fog, which is depressing. Believability, by contrast, would be to
make the sky more blue than it really was or to make the grass greener.

The rhetoric of realism still creeps into the overall logic of digital game art
through lighting and shading techniques, but the art team wanted these techniques to be
used in the service of believable heroic or romanticized environments. Thus the art team
was finding it difficult to remove realism entirely from their work. They just didn’t want
their art to spill over to the more uncanny aspects of computer animated “realism,” such
as the recent Scooby Doo and Garfield CGI movies.

It’s hardly surprising that realism is a baseline aesthetic principle from which to
judge the particular style that the art team will use. Dovey and Kennedy (2006) found a
similar discourse around optical realism at work when they visited a development studio
in England. In a general sense, the discourse of realism is tied to the notion of
technological progress. The greater level of detail provided by the advancement of
graphics capabilities results in a drive toward naturalistic realism. However, artists |
talked to, while certainly agreeing with the assessment that newer graphics technology
could make game art more realistic, believe that a cohesive art style, whatever that may

be, is more essential than making every game realistic.



