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Chapter Introduction

The question ”What is a game?” has been answered numerous times. Often the answer has 

been produced in the form of a multi-faceted definition. E.g., Caillois (1961, 8–10), Avedon 

& Sutton-Smith (1971, 405), Crawford (1982, 5–15), and Costikyan (2002, 9-24) have 

suggested definitions to serve their analytical purposes. The author has taken part in this 

task as well (see Järvinen & Sotamaa 2002, 9-11; Järvinen & Heliö & Mäyrä 2002, 12–14). 

These and other efforts have been reviewed thoroughly by games scholar JesperJuul 

(2003), who has suggested another definition based on the previous ones.

Juul’s definition of game is built on six points: 1) games are rule-based, 2) games 

have variable, quantifiable outcomes, 3) in games, value is assigned to possible outcomes, 

4) the player invests effort in order to influence the outcome, 5) player is emotionally 

attached to outcome, and 6) it is optional whether a game has real-life consequences. 

(Juul 2003.)

I will assume that the reader has played or knows Tetris, the computer puzzle game 

of Russian origin. Basically Juul describes what makes, e.g., Tetris a game: First, it has 

rules (point 1). Second, it produces variable outcomes: varying scores and degrees of 

progression. Third, it rates players according to the points they score, i.e. their skill in the 

game. Fourth, the player faces the challenges Tetris presents, and fifth, she cares about 

the result. Provided that the player is not betting on her own success, Tetris does not have 

real-life consequences (point 6), other than possible symbolic cultural capital of reaching 

the high score list and being an expert player. Games like Roulette – and ‘Russian roulette’ 

in particular – embody quite different options regarding real-life consequences. 

I am content with Juul’s definition, as with most of the others. Another widely 

accepted notions is that games are systems (Salen & Zimmerman 2004, Fullerton et al 

2004, Björk & Holopaanen 2005, Juul 2005). I agree, and take this conception as the 

starting point of my theory. My interest, then, is not to provide a host of definitions, but to 

acknowledge the previous ones and lead on from there, onto smaller yet significant 

details. This means studying games as systems holistically; as systems which engage the 

human psyche and its cognitive capabilities to the extent that thes systems provide 

emotional experiences and pleasures, and they do all this with particular types of 
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communication acts, with game rhetoric. This is a highly compact summary of Games 

without Frontiers. On to the theory. 

The Premise of Yet Another Theory

Let us consider for a while three games from seemingly different worlds: Football, the 

most popular sports game in the world with centuries-long tradition behind it, and Prince 

of Persia: Sands of Time, a popular and critically acclaimed video game from game 

developer Ubisoft Montreal (2003), and Scrabble, the highly popular board game about 

constructing words out of letters. We intuitively see each of them as games – but why is 

that? What do they have in common? 

First of all, games have rules. This is true of all games. Rules are a prescribed guides 

for conduct or action, i.e. they regulate what the game and the players do. However, rules 

do not mean anything by themselves. Rules relate to various aspects of a game: Some rules 

specify the physical boundaries of the game (e.g., the size and shape of a football field, 

the Scrabble board) and other rules specify what the player is allowed to do in the game: 

acrobatic jumps, running, and sword-fighting in the case of Prince of Persia. In football 

and Scrabble, then again, the rules disallow sword-fighting.

My point is that rules have objects that they relate to. Rules relate to different 

elements in a game, and once these elements are defined, we can begin to analyse and 

classify games according to the elements they have. This enables to continue to the 

analysis of player experiences, such as emotions and pleasures that relate to particular 

elements.

Before going further, it is useful to reflect on how the theory of elements discussed in 

the following came to be, and how it got its final shape. First of all, the theory has gone 

through numerous revisions since I first introduced it as a typology of rules (Järvinen 

2003). Soon it started to become clear that the most interesting aspect to me are the 

objects of rules, and how they are embodied, rather than rules themselves. This initiated 

a process where the focus first shifted from rules to the elements, and then, regarding 

rules, to the communicative aspects of rules, i.e. what kind of rhetoric an embodiment of 

a rule an element becomes. The process has included brief analysis of tens of games in 

order to find out whether the elements are recognizable across different game genres in 
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various media. Essays in the chapter ‘Games as Structure’ in The Study of Games (Avedon 

& Sutton-Smith 1971) served as a starting point for this inquiry, and my purpose was to 

expand their thoughts to contemporary games, especially digital ones. In the process, the 

task grew into a more thorough review and revision, and the notion of ‘system’ from 

systems theory and game design literature provided an umbrella-like shelter with which to 

keep the theory coherent. The pursuit for applied ludology lead the study of game 

elements into a direction where the aim was to present the theory in a form that would be 

adaptable to practical game analysis and design tasks even without getting familiar with 

the intricacies of the theory. The case studies of the thesis account for that goal. 

The end result documented in this and the next chapter is a based on three broad 

areas of inquiry:

 

1. a deduction from a sample of several kinds of different games (see Appendix A) 

2. both academic and non-academic literature on games

3. intuition lead by knowledge of various sorts of games

The last aspect is evident especially in the way I have chosen to name the elements. To 

make the theory accessible for a wider variety of readers, I did not want to use neologisms 

as names for the elements. Rather, I opted either to choose an intuitive term, such as 

‘component’, or to give established but quite hazy terms, such as ‘game mechanics’, more 

rigorously defined and unambiguous meanings. My experiences in teaching the theory and 

play-testing GameGame, where the theory is employed, have provided necessary feedback 

for fine-tuning the theory. 

It is a matter of fact that during the first years of the 21st century, the amount of 

game design and research literature has multiplied. Still, in my experience most of the 

literature functions at its best on an inspirational level (e.g. Koster 2005), or is strongly 

design-orientated (Salen & Zimmerman 2004, Fullerton et al 2004), which is an important 

contribution in itself, but relies quite a lot on the reader’s personal ability and experience 

to find practices and methods to transform the inspiration into concrete results - 

especially considering ‘close analysis’ of games. Therefore my effort is to give tools and 

methods for this concrete work, yet by going at it the hard way, i.e. threading through 
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academic waters with necessary rigorousness and dissatisfaction to easy answers, and not 

taking terms and concepts, such as ‘genre’, ‘mechanics’, or ‘rules’ for granted. 

The theory is not by far the first of its kind. A number of similar theories and models 

have already been referred to in the introductory chapters, and others will be discussed 

later. I would say that in spirit the most like-minded theory is the MDA framework by 

Hunicke, LeBlanc, and Zubek (2004), as they liken games to artifacts rather than media 

and argue that a content of a game is its behavior. 

This stance will be strongly evident on these pages. Yet I argue that few other similar 

theories about games has been pursued as systematically and with as many concrete 

applications throughout a book-length study (Juul 2005 is one). I do not know any such 

theories that have been adapted into a form of a game, as I have done with the 

GameGame. These are my main defenses for bringing out another formal theory of games 

into the world.

Games as systems

As mentioned above, system proved to be a concept that enabled me to build an analogy 

from games and their elements to other constructs that operate in similar fashion. 

The premise is, then, that games are systems. A definition of a system states the 

following, for instance: A system has to have ‘many constituent elements which have some 

property in common’ and that these elements have a structure, i.e. recognizable 

relationships among the elements (see Krippendorf 1975). Hall & Fagen (1975, 52) provide 

a definition where a system is ‘a set of objects together with relationships between the 

objects and between their attributes’.1 

I will use the term ‘game system’ when referring to this structural feature of games. 

Other game scholars have chosen the same option. In Rules of Play, a book about game 

design fundamentals, Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman (2004, 49–55) analyse several 

definitions of systems. They conclude with the following definition: ‘A system is a set of 

parts that interrelate to form a complex whole’ (Ibid. 55). 
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The matter of wholeness is in line with the logical nature of game systems, as a 

change in one part of the system causes change in the total system (cf. Hall & Fagen 1975, 

59). This is quite true of rules, for instance: a change of a single rule most likely breeds 

change elsewhere in the system. As rules need to be communicated and governed, this 

means there is exchange of information involved. Game systems are also information 

systems (ibid. 203--11), and it is because of this that games have found such a welcome 

home from computers, our specific tools to process information. Moreover, all exchanges 

of information within a game system involve time and possibly space (cf. Krippendorf 

1975, 155). Thus, game systems are dynamic systems: they transform over time, i.e. 

during game play. They also optionally expand their effects outside the system, which 

means that game systems can be either open or closed. In any case, game systems have 

structure, function, and history - features of a dynamic information system (ibid. 142--3). 

The next chapter consists of defining the parts that make up any game system. It is 

game elements as embodiments of rules which bind a game into the structure of a system. 

Whereas rules, such as goals, are mostly verbal, most game elements are tangible to the 

player as material and physical objects. The notion of system also includes the idea that 

there can be subsystems, the behaviour of which might not be completely analogous with 

the original (Hall & Fagen 1975, 57). Regarding game systems, however, the subsystems 

are hierarchically structured. This is evident when there are games within games, i.e. so-

called mini-games which function as subsystems, as their dynamics are subjected to the 

total game system.

This systemic view on games is based on understanding ’system’ as a set of 

interacting parts that together form a complex, dynamic whole. The theory of game 

elements is a theory of the parts that interact, regardless of what material or technology – 

from a deck of cards to mobile phones - is used in creating and maintaining the system. 

Toys, for instance, may have similar elements than games, but their rules and goals are 

often not explicitly communicated to the one who plays with the toy. My working 

definition of ‘game’ will become visible through the elements, and the ways that rules gel 

them and the player together during game play. I will review different definitions of games 

when discussing rules, but the principle adopted here is the following: Rather than arriving 

at another competing definition of ‘game’ I prefer to focus on what there are in a game 

and operationalize the findings into analysis methods and tools.  
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Game states

An important notion in this discussion is to understand games as systems that produce 

various states of affairs during their course. In practice: the score changes, and/or the 

challenges take different shapes, and so on. Games are ‘state machines’, so to speak. Juul 

(2003) states, following system theorists, that it is the rules that provide ‘a system that 

can be in different states, it contains input and output functions and definitions of what 

state and what input will lead to what following state’. In his introduction to general 

systems theory Gerald M. Weinberg (1975, 87--8) cites an unknown author who has stated 

that 'a state is a situation which can be recognized if it occurs again'. Weinberg uses a light 

switch as an example of a simple system with input/output functions and recognizable 

states. Concerning games it can be concluded that games need recognizable states so that 

rules can refer to clearly recognizable situations and define how they are resolved in order  

for the game to go on, i.e. there has to be a possibility to move on to another state.

As we gathered above, game system is an information structure as well. In similar 

fashion as any system, a game gives output to the players, who produce input to the 

system, and it responds in light of the state that the system is in. This dynamic takes place 

whether one is playing Chess or football, or Prince of Persia. In Chess, each move produces 

a new game state that is visible in the board - i.e. there is a specific configuration of 

elements and a technique in the game to communicate the state of the game to its players 

via the board and the pieces. The player whose turn it is, considers the move in light of 

the state. A football player makes decisions depending on states that consist of his/her 

own position, the position of other players and the position of the ball in the football 

pitch. The players, the ball and the pitch make up a whole, i.e. a system governed by 

rules that we know as the game of football. 

When playing a game, the player interacts with the system and its current state. So 

we see that game states need to be communicated to the players, and in light of systems 

theory, this means that there is information involved. The game states indeed contain all 

relevant information about the relationship of game elements in a given moment. 

Therefore they need to be stored to the system, and as game systems are dynamic in 
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nature, and also systems with feedback, there is constant movement of information in and 

out; between the players and the system. 

In conclusion, game state is the state into which game elements are configured (in 

relation to each other) in one specific moment of time . Mutually exactly similar game 

states seldom appear in games once they are under way.

I consider an individual game state a particular state of affairs in the game that the 

player(s) play within, or work towards changing. Often games encourage players to do this 

by stating different goals, or by varying turns and methods of input, and by presenting 

challenges. Whereas board and card games often depend on the players to introduce a 

rhythm to the game, video games are especially suited to creating a self-imposed and 

varying rhythm to the change of game states. For instance, TetrisÕ individual states change 

with each block that appears, always presenting a renewed challenge for the player. Each 

different position of the block can be seen as an individual game state. The game always 

proceeds in light of the current game state and its resolution. When the player has dealt 

with the block, the states related to that particular object are resolved, and another one 

is able to follow. This starts an algorithm - a production of a new block - defined in the 

rules. Resulting situation and points score present a change in the game state on another 

but related level. We can easily imagine a board game version of Tetris, but it would lose 

the ruthlessly accelerating rhythm we know Tetris from.

Temporal nature of game play

The changing game states constitute the temporality of game play. Temporality takes 

place during game states, and the state changes mark temporal reference points for the 

game: A goal scored in a soccer game is an example of a change in game state but also a 

temporally meaningful event in the game, as it will be attributed a specific time value in 

the statistics. 

In general, the duration of a game equals the total duration of all game states from 

state 1 (the ‘clean’ beginning state once the game is ready to start) to state n (state that 

confirms victory or end condition). Game states are always temporary, but their duration 

varies considerably across different games and genres. Their relation to each other can 

also be different. States follow each other in temporal hierarchy. The following state is 
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always influenced by the result of the previous one, as the new state might present a more 

difficult challenge, if the previous one was dealt with successfully. Tetris as a system 

functions this way. There might be correlations between individual instances of playing a 

game. Home and away ties, periods, etc. present examples where the final game state of 

one temporal whole is carried to another based on how it is defined in the rules. In 

‘sudden death’ type of situations, the end of the of game, and thus the victory condition, 

is tied to one change of major game state. This is the case in simple digital games like 

Pong as well, where missing the ball causes the unfavorable change of game state. This 

state is possibly a terminal state tied to an end condition, i.e. ‘game over’.

There are also game states of different degree and nature. In Chess, Texas Hold’em 

Poker, or Golf, individual states are easily distinguishable from each other – a completed 

move, bet, or shot always introduces new states. Then again, in football, there are major 

and minor game states: major states have to do with the scoreline changing, i.e. when a 

high order goal is completed by scoring a goal, whereas the changes in possession of the 

ball are considered minor states as they relate to lower order yet instrumental goals. This 

is true for the positions of an individual block in Tetris while it is descending. Both Tetris 

and football players spend most of the game dealing with minor game states. In any case, 

in both examples, the players’ task is to work towards completing goals, and this can not 

happen without changing game states. 

To continue the set of questions this chapter is trying to answer, the notion of games 

as systems brings us to the most important one: ”What makes an individual game system 

behave as it does?” To answer this question, we have to look towards the parts that 

interact: game elements.

Overview of Game Elements

There are nine game elements in total, and individual games combine them in variant 

ways. As game designers write game concept briefs or game design documents, what they 

do, in terms of the theory presented here, is that they specify the elements used in a 

particular game, their relationships, and various qualities and attributes of each element. 

Rules, which we will discuss in the next chapter, are the specific means used in defining 

relations between the elements. 
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One way to visualise the game elements and their relations to each other is presented 

below. In the illustration, a game session around a table is abstracted into the element 

classes. The arrows pinpoint how players interact with systemic elements via compound 

elements by using game mechanics (trick taking in card games, for instance) in relation to 

components (cards, respectively). Players interact with each other both in ways 

acknowledged by the game system, or external to it (’off-game’ as it is called). 

I have divided the elements into three categories: Systemic, Compound, and Behavioral. In 

each category, there are two or more element classes. The elements are discussed as 

element classes, as there are numerous possible implementations of a particular element 

in a particular game. E.g., a character, such as Pac-Man or a figure in a board game, is a 

particular instance of the component class, while a 8x8 grid or a three dimensional virtual 

world are instances of the environment class.  

Next chapter gives an introduction to game elements. Moreover, the game mechanics 

will be dealt in later chapters (9 & 10), and the ‘game rhetoric’ discussed in chapters 12 & 

13 is related to the theme, ruleset, and information elements, in particular. Chapter 11 on 

genres more or less discusses game systems as a whole, even though particular attention 
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will be paid to the game mechanic element. Players and contexts are game elements that 

will be addressed with the theory of player experiences in part III of the thesis.

Let us take a quick example of how game elements can be recognized in a game. Star 

Wars Chess is a chess game that has been branded with the Star Wars trademark. It is a 

game that uses at least five of the elements: 1) it has components in the form pieces, 2) a 

ruleset that state how the components are arranged and removed, 3) game mechanics 

which enable players to move components, and 4) a traditional chess board as the game 

environment, which also visualises and stores 5) information about game states. These 

three elements are enough to produce the game dynamics of Chess as we know it. 

However, in this case there is also a sixth element: A theme adapted from a popular fiction 

franchise. The Star Wars license is evident, on one hand, in transforming traditional pieces 

into Star Wars characters, but it is also apparent in how the generic conflict of ’black’ and 

’white’ troops becomes thematized , so to speak, as a war between the ’Empire’ and the 

’Rebel’ forces as they are represented in the films. Which brings us to the seventh and 

eights elements, players and contexts. Finally, a digital version of the game would require 

another compound element: An interface such as a mouse or a keyboard so that the 

players would be able to enact the mechanics needed to access the components. 

Particular configurations of game elements in relation to one another can be 

understood with the metaphor of formula, where game elements are variables in a sum.  

game = components + environment + ruleset + information (+theme) (+interface) + players 

+ contexts

We could then define possible alternative values for the variables, such as ‘token/

character/etc’ for component, ‘grid/world/etc’ for environment, and so on, and celebrate 

that we’ve uncovered the formula behind games. However, this kind of formula does not 

help to explain how the game is being played, and what kind of experiences it would 

provide. This is essentially because the relationships of elements are more complex than 

simply combinatory by addition, and specific attributes of elements are lost in this kind of 

equation. As game systems are essentially dynamic rather than static systems, the whole 

that the elements make up is something other than a simple sum of its parts: it is 

behaviour rather than addition.
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Where the formula metaphor helps us in is to recognize the elements in the first 

place. After that we can proceed to study their attributes and mutual relationships, which 

brings us closer to the study of the dynamics of the system, i.e. game play. 

Game Systems as Simulators

In this introductory chapter to a number of central concepts of my thesis, there is one 

more theme to discuss. It has to do with game systems’ simulative aspects. As games 

function as systems, it is quite intuitive to think that another, existing system might be 

turned into a game system. This kind of adaptation produces a particular relationship 

between the system being simulated, and the system simulating it. It is relevant to pay 

attention to this problematic also because there exists a lengthy tradition of academic 

studies of simulation and games, as was mentioned in chapter 2.  

Looking at the contemporary game development in all fronts, a significant number of 

games seems to employ a theme with either contemporary, historical, or fantastic origin. 

This means that they are modeling something: the theme has a so-called referent in other 

media or real-world phenomena, or the games are producing a ‘what if‘ scenario of a 

fictional, fantastic world. There is a referent, i.e. something that the game denotes, but it 

is imaginary. So are these games also simulations, and what is a simulation, exactly? 

Simulation has been promoted especially in connection with digital games as a key 

concept to understand how they function and where their potential for expression lies 

(Frasca 2003). Many definitions of simulation in research literature are quite technical, 

i.e. associated with creating different simulations with the means of computers (e.g., 

Zeigler et. al. 2000), or alternatively, they are philosophical in nature, drawing from 

critical theory and the social sciences (see Cubitt 2001). 

For the purposes of this discussion, a definition that helps us to understand the 

systemic yet aesthetic nature of simulations is necessary. The definition has to take note 

of uses of simulation for entertainment purposes – i.e. not only reproducing or modeling 

actual events but also creating make-believe worlds and events. Definitions with similar 

premises have been hard to find, but we will refer to a pair of them in what follows.

Cathy Stein Greenblat has written about designing games and simulations for 

pedagogic purposes. The simulations created and proposed by Greenblat are mostly board 
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games and role play scenarios with a simulative logic. Greenblat (1988, 14) defines 

simulation: ”A simulation is an operating model of central features or elements of a real or 

proposed system, process, or environment.” Greenblat emphasises certain critical 

dimensions of simulations: first, simulation is a dynamic model, second, only selected 

elements of the referent system are included, and finally, that there can be several 

different sorts of referent systems (ibid.). 

Gonzalo Frasca’s definition of simulation is a result of rethinking previous, 

technology-based definitions employed in, e.g., research into computer graphics. He 

wants to broaden the notion of simulation from computer-based simulations to non-

electronic devices, such as toys. Computer simulation is the primary method that has been 

used to study the modeling of systems (Frasca 2001a, 24), as computers can be employed 

“to explore mathematical models of structures and processes” (Greenblat 1988, 18.). 

Computer simulation has been defined as “the use of a computer to represent the dynamic 

responses of one system by the behavior of another system modeled after it.”2

Game Simulations as Models of Behaviour

Frasca adopts the notion of system - appropriately for the work at hand - to encompass the 

different ‘processes’ and ‘environments’ that were mentioned in Greenblat’s definition. 

Frasca formulates his definition of simulation around the goal of modeling the behavior of 

a particular system to a certain extent:

to simulate is to model a (source) system through a different system which maintains to somebody 

some of the behaviors of the original system. The key term here is “behavior”. Simulation does not 

simply retain the – generally audiovisual– characteristics of the object but it also includes a model of 

its behaviors. This model reacts to certain stimuli (input data, pushing buttons, joystick movements), 

according to a set of conditions. (Frasca 2001b.)

I will name the source system, i.e. the object of simulation, as A (cf. ibid). The resulting 

model, i.e. a particular instance of simulation, is named B. It is useful to think the relation 

of the model to the source system as a circle located within a larger one. The large circle 

represents A. If one reduces the smaller circle B from A, the result of the equation points 
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out the features of the source system that have been left out or simplified in the 

simulation.

[IMAGE: The board game Niagara simulates the flow of a rapid.]

So, when is a simulation not a game? According to the theory of game elements, a 

simulation is not a game when it does not include an explicit goal in its ruleset. Greenblat 

(1988, 14) writes about the specificity of game-simulations: ”The term game is applied to 

those simulations that work wholly or partly on the basis of players’ decisions.” She goes 

on to describe gaming simulations that incorporate characteristics of games, such as roles, 

goals, constraints and payoffs. Greenblat finishes with the following statement: ”Gaming-

simulation, then is a hybrid form, involving the performance of game activities in 

simulated contexts.” (Ibid. 14-15.) In the terms of my overall theory, games that pursue 

the simulation of another system employ a specific rhetoric of simulation in doing that, 

e.g. by using game rhetorical figures such as ‘Fidelity’ and ‘Cause and Effect’ in 

persuading players to relate the system to its referent.

Another aspect that Greenblat discusses is the distinction between role playing and 

gaming-simulation. She argues: 

Role playing is an element of gaming-simulations, but the latter also include other components. In 

most role-playing exercises the participant is assigned a role and given the general outline of a 

situation; from there the action is freewheeling. In gaming-simulations, on the other hand, roles are 

defined in interacting systems. That is, emphasis is on the role as it interacts with other roles; the 

model creates the basis for the dynamic interaction, and includes the constraints, rewards, and 

punishments referred to above. (ibid, 15.).    

The latter half of the cited passage actually describes quite accurately what happens in 

role-playing games (both so-called table-top and live action role-playing games), where it 

is the game master that governs the interaction (possibly with the help of a rule book) by 

giving out challenges, rewards, punishments, i.e. assigning value to the player’s actions. 

The game master performs as the proxy of the game system, in similar fashion as referees 

in sports games. The conclusion is that when thinking about role play in relation to 

simulation, it is necessary to make a distinction between role-playing games and role-

playing exercises. 
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Overall, Greenblat’s discussion is useful for our purposes but does not provide entirely 

satisfactory answers, because it is clearly bound by her premise of creating simulations 

that, on one hand, have references in reality, and on the other hand, serve mainly 

pedagogical purposes.

Frasca explains the difference between games and other simulations with the help of 

Roger Caillois’ (1961, 13–14) distinction between paidia and ludus, the different nature of 

’play’ and ’game’. Basically paidia refers to spontaneous forms of play, where there exist 

few rules or they can be changed, whereas ludus refers to the more inherently game-like 

structure with clear goals and pre-determined, fixed rules. 

Frasca argues that simulations structured with ludus rules follow a binary logic 

(winning/losing) that is suited for traditional game structures, whereas simulations with 

paidia logic have potential to illustrate more complex relations and processes, such as 

human relationships. However, in this process, the latter become other kinds of 

simulations rather than simulations structured as games. (Frasca 2003, 230–231.) 

So, clearly every simulation is not a game. Games, with their rules, are one particular  

way of creating a structure for simulation (cf. Ibid.). Therefore it is justifiable to discuss 

certain kinds of simulations as games.

But does every game have some simulative characteristics? Is Tetris or Solitaire a 

simulation, and if so, what are their referent systems? Are some game systems more 

relevant to discuss from the perspective of simulation than others? Probably yes. We can 

begin to answer this question by looking at games’ tendency to create a system or 

transform an existing one for purposes of play. This task will be addressed already in the 

next chapter, when we discuss the relationship of theme and other elements in a game 

system. 

This brief discussion of simulation has served to highlight the significance of the 

concept in light of games in general. Frasca pursues the notion of ‘simiotics’. It presents 

an applied form of semiotics for the purpose of understanding how simulations work, 

produce meaning, and are interpreted. I see simiotics as a particular branch of game 

rhetoric and will return to it chapter 12, when discussing game rhetoric and the 

particularities of rhetoric of simulation.
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Conclusion: Games As Worlds

In Part III, I will discuss emotions in relation to games. Before we reach emotions, we are 

dealing with cognitions, i.e. means people have for relating to the states of affairs of the 

world with the help of, e.g., knowledge and memories. Therefore there is a need to 

establish ground for the ways in which we cognitively process game systems. 

Ortony, Clore, and Collins are cognitive scientists whose theory of emotions I will 

discuss and adapt later. Their model that explains how individuals cognitively categorize 

the world is useful already here. According to the ‘OCC model’ there are three major 

aspects of the world upon which people’s cognitions focus: events, agents, and objects  

(Ortony et al 1990, 18). 

From the perspective of social psychology, games are social encounters. They are 

‘world-building activities’ (Goffman 1961) which are understood with the help of 

metaphorical concepts. The potential aspect of game systems as simulators of worlds, real 

or fictional, supports this standpoint from another angle.

Thus, the metaphor ‘game is a system’ can be logically extended to the form ‘system 

is a world’, which logically produces the metaphorical concept ‘game is a world’. Games 

are worlds inhabited by players and other game elements under the law of the ruleset. 

Translated into the ‘language’ of the theory of game elements, this means: in games as 

worlds, there are: 

! events - game mechanics, game system procedures according to ruleset

! agents - players, game system agency via ruleset

! objects - components, environment, information, goals as stated by the 

ruleset

This division is intuitively simple yet hides layers of complexity, when we start to ponder 

the relationships of the three aspects, i.e. questions of ownership, power, desire, agency - 

all questions integral to game play. Thus we will descend from categories regarding the 

world to categories found inside the miniature worlds of games (cf. Gingold 2003).
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