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TL;DR:PLAY AS CRITICAL PRACTICE



Why do stories 
Matter?



So, I grew up on a ship

STORIES



“Sometimes reality 
is too complex.  
Stories give it form.”

Jean Luc-Godard, Filmmaker

STORIES



But, what 
does it 
mean to 
tell a 
story?

STORIES



The explosion of new types of media in 
the twentieth century and their ever-
increasing role in our daily life have led 
to a strong sense that “understanding 
media” is key to understanding the 
dynamics of culture and society. 

Storyworlds Across Media
Towards a Socially Conscious Narratology

STORIES



“While play spaces 
are generally fantasy 
spaces, players often 
experience real stakes 
when inside them.  
One might easily find examples 
of the “serious” aspects of play 
in sport and gambling.”

Mary Flanagan, Game Designer + Artist

STORIES



If stories are so essential,  

who chooses 
the storytellers?



“It’s just that I’m 
desperately interested 
in stories, and  
who gets to tell 
them, and who has 
to listen.”

NEW MEDIA

Laurie Penny, Writer + Journalist



Story is the medium 
through which 
narrative emerges

NEW MEDIA



Narrative is 
what readers, 
users, players 
experiences 
after the story

NEW MEDIA



This is the first 
time in history we 
have been able to 
observe the 
creation of 
narratives in 
real time

NEW MEDIA



NEW MEDIA

Can Nintendo  
or Google  
hope to control  
the narrative of  
Pokemon Go 
anymore? 



Tumblr 
 Fanfic

NEW MEDIA



Narratives are emergent 
Narratives emerge when 
humans get to share 
stories 
Narratives emerge when 
humans get to tell 
stories 

NEW MEDIA



In a 
multimodal 
terrain, stories 
function on 
multiple 
levels.

NEW MEDIA



Does the real 
matter 
when we can have 
versions of the real?



This is a 
pumpkin

HYPERREAL



The picture of a 
pumpkin is not 
the real thing

HYPERREAL



Is this a “real” 
Pumpkin?  
If not, is this 
pumpkin a lie?

HYPERREAL



This image has lost 
all connection to 
reality  
It is pure 
simulation 

HYPERREAL



Simulacra

HYPERREAL



Pumpkin spice lattePumpkin
Is the 

pumpkin 
spice 

latte more 
valuable 

than a 
pumpkin?

HYPERREAL



“Today abstraction is no longer that of 
the map, the double, the mirror, or the 
concept. Simulation is no longer that 
of a territory, a referential being or 
substance.  
It is the generation by 
models of a real without 
origin or reality: A hyperreal”
Jean Baudrillard, Theorist

HYPERREAL



Infocom: StationfallInfocom: Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy

HYPERREAL



Call of Duty

HYPERREAL

For a player, 
 to be a robber, a murderer,  

a solder, a fighter in a fantasy 
world, is this reality? If this is 
all they know, is this version 
of reality more real than the 

real thing?



Can we see potential 
when everything is 
possible?



Carl von Clausewitz, General

“War is the realm of 
uncertainty; three quarters 
of the factors on which  
action in war is based are 
wrapped in a fog of 
greater or lesser 
uncertainty”

THE FOG



The fog of technology conceals what 
technology can do. 
Our focus is on optimizing the 
technology not exploring it’s 
potential

THE FOG



A tree, 
instead of 
the forest

THE FOG



THE FOG



Control of the 
experience has 
been the core focus 
of new-media for 
the last few decades 

THE FOG



“Discipline 
is a political 
anatomy of 
detail”

Michel Foucault, Theorist 

THE FOG



Cross-platform 
technology allows 
multiple entry-points 
into an experience. 
So, cordoning these 
routes off and 
gatekeeping the 
player becomes a 
priority

THE FOG



“A textual hypertext is finite and 
limited, even though open to 
innumerable and original 
inquiries.  
Hypertext can work very well 
with systems, they cannot work 
with texts.  
Systems are limited but 
infinite”

Umberto Eco, Theorist
From Internet to Gutenberg

THE FOG



What if we 
went all in and 
trusted our 
audience? 

THE FOG



How do we all 
share 
storytelling?



“We know that to give writing 
its future, it is necessary to 
overthrow the myth:  
The birth of the reader 
must be at the cost of the 
death of the Author.”

PLAYER-CENTRIC DESIGN

Roland Barthes, Theorist



Bottleneck, at CoAP, NYC, 2013

PLAYER-CENTRIC DESIGN



Why Player-Centric?

PLAYER-CENTRIC DESIGN



We try to 
model the 
system back 
to the culture 
it emerges 
from

Co-design workshop, Indonesia, 2013

PLAYER-CENTRIC DESIGN



Emphasis on agency
Co-design workshop, Philippines, 2015

PLAYER-CENTRIC DESIGN



The narrative that 
emerges from 
these stories is a 
conversation  
about power 
relationships

Co-design workshop, Shanti Bhavan, India, 2015

PLAYER-CENTRIC DESIGN



with direct 
links into 
actionable 
steps 
players 
can take in 
the real 
world

Officers of Otago, play session, Uganda, 2013

PLAYER-CENTRIC DESIGN



The Path that is 
best for you is 
the Path that 
keeps the best 
of you in play.

Bernie DeKoven, Game Designer + Activist

PLAYER-CENTRIC DESIGN



Radical 
acts of Play



RADICAL ACTS OF PLAY

Giving up 
control can be 
liberating as an 
artist and a 
creator



play as 
conversation  
vs  
instruction

RADICAL ACTS OF PLAY



Play as a 
diagnostic to 
collaboratively 
understand 
the problem

RADICAL ACTS OF PLAY



Making games together: 
Othered group is an 
active participant in 
their own 
emancipation

RADICAL ACTS OF PLAY



Let’s 
create for 
this new 
landscape!

RADICAL ACTS OF PLAY
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