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INTRODUCTION

An essential aspect of an established mediated form of expression is well-developed critique.
Literary and cinematic works are reflected by professional critics in broadsheet newspapers
and other outlets. This kind of criticism is crucial in educating the public, in shaping public
opinion, in discovering new talent and in influencing future productions. The important
function of critique is well recognized for literature, the cinema, theatre, and the fine arts
and consequently some critics become famous in their own right, e.g. the late US movie
critic Roger Ebert. In contrast, game criticism is still a rarity in the same outlets, and mostly
happens in specialized magazines, blogs, YouTube channels and the trade press. This fact
alone means that games are relegated to the margins of cultural production. The absence of
mainstream game critique translates into a lack of recognition — for someone not connected
to games as a scholar, indie game designer or member of the games industry, games are
mostly cheap entertainment and even many avid gamers are careful to hide their “low brow
hobby” from colleagues and relatives. Our approach in this paper is not to propose yet
another novel analytical model, but to draw attention to a more general problem with many
existing approaches and to discuss what we consider to be a crucially missing part of the
puzzle, the lack of a framework for games criticism. Finally, we propose steps to fill that
void.

WHAT IS MISSING?

The lack of well-developed games criticism can be traced to two separate, yet intercon-
nected issues: 1.) The uncritical reliance on analytical frameworks developed for expres-
sive forms other than games and 2.) a scarcity of efforts in developing critical seman-
tic/pragmatic/aesthetic frameworks for video games. In the following sections we will ex-
plore both of these aspects.
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Limitations of Existing Frameworks

Vocabulary developed to analyze pre-digital and unchangeable artifacts is still often used
to describe computer games. We see the use of textual analysis for games (Ferndndez-Vara
2014), the notion of "close playing” (Bizzocchi and Tanenbaum 2011) inherited from close
reading or the use of vocabulary from film studies like ’scene”, ”framing” or ”mis en scene”
in game analysis. Indeed, this might be the problem underlying the narratology vs. ludology
debate (Frasca 1999; Juul 1999; Aarseth 2001; J. Murray 2004; Jenkins 2004), and some-
thing that Aarseth has been later warning about (Aarseth 2012), but one that still has not
been properly addressed (Koenitz 2018). To this day, many terms in frequent use in game
analysis are borrowed from other disciplines, used often with little discussion of their origi-
nal meaning and context. For example, the notion of patterns (Bjork and Holopainen 2005)
is taken from architecture (Alexander 1977), but the question whether game design actually
resembles architecture well enough to apply the concept without modification needs further
investigation. Similarly, textual analysis is proposed as sophisticated framework to analyze
games (Fernandez-Vara 2014), yet again, there is little discussion whether games are ’texts”
in the same way literary artifacts are. If we agree that playing is neither reading, nor plan-
ning and building a house, we need to address the question whether these frameworks are
adequate to describe video games. In that sense, the ludological project remains unfinished.

Critical Frameworks

The focus of early work in games studies was on distinguishing games from earlier forms
and on defining what games are, but less on the development of specific instruments and
vocabulary to contextualize and critique them. In that sense, much existing work can be un-
derstood as functional in contrast to semantic/pragmatic/aesthetic. Functional frameworks
describe what a phenomenon is, while semantic/pragmatic/aesthetic frameworks concern
themselves with meaning, context and artistic value. For the field of narratology, Gerald
Prince describes the scope of existing frameworks as functional: “for narratology, there are
no great, or beautiful, or profound narratives (there are only well-formed ones).” (Prince
1982) Similarly, existing frameworks for games can be classified as functional in that they
are focused on describing foundational models and essential elements of video games. The
lack we focus on is therefore on frameworks that help us to identify aesthetically accom-
plished, deeply meaningful and societal relevant video games. It is precisely these categories
that criticism of more established forms focuses on - we do not read about what a novel or
a movie is, but whether a particular one is accomplished in its presentation speaks to the
audience and offers insights into the human condition.

TOWARDS A CRITICAL FRAMEWORK

Prince (ibid) points out that no general theory of meaning exist and thus a grand seman-
tic/pragmatic/aesthetic theory might be elusive for the time being. Yet, this does not mean
that we should give up hope on developing critical frameworks entirely.

Indeed, work in several important areas can be recast as elements of what we might describe
as a critical meta-framework. Perspectives on gender-related aspects (Cassell and Jenkins
2000; Consalvo 2012; Ruberg and Shaw 2017) provide ways to analyze games in a soci-
etal context, while work on video games ethics (Sicart 2011) and religious aspects (Bosman
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2016) add perspectives on these dimensions. Ethnographic perspectives help to appreciate
the production process e.g. (O’Donnell 2014; Hagen 2010; Zackariasson 2007), and to un-
derstand how games are approached by players (Taylor 2003; Taylor and Witkowski 2010).
Further understanding of how games are appreciated by players can be gained through anal-
ysis of 2nd order narratives of play (re-tellings), such as fan-fiction (Eladhari 2018). Bio-
graphical perspectives (Rosenthal 2004; Neustaedter and Sengers 2012; Khaled et al. 2018),
as well as postmortems written by developers and researchers, can add dimensions to appre-
ciate the artistic goals of the creators. From the perspective of a critical framework, Juul’s
”Art of failure” (Juul 2013) identifies an important aesthetic element, that of failure. He
thus adds a game-specific dimension to Murray’s general aesthetic qualities of interactive
experiences: immersion, agency and transformation (J. H. Murray 1997).

WHAT IS MISSING?

Given that many elements of a critical framework exists, we might wonder what is actually
missing? Two aspects, we argue: first, a more holistic perspective that understands diverse
analytical approaches as dimensions of an overarching critical meta-framework applicable
to many different games. Secondly, a translation process making academically written crit-
ical perspectives more accessible to game creators and the general public. While such an
effort might be criticized as a watering down” of academic writing, it also has the potential
to greatly increase the impact of games studies with developers and the general public. We
see these as two necessary steps towards developing an impactful critical framework for
games.
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