Dichtung Digital. Journal fiir Kunst und Kultur digitaler Medien

Defining a Tubmud Ludology***

By Ragnhild Tronstad
No. 30 - 2003

Abstract

The adventure oriented Multi-User Dungeon Tubmud is in this article examined in
the light of various theories on play and games, in order to define a methodology
suitable to capture the specific game-like aspects of the MUD. By subjecting
Tubmud to two models that were originally developed to analyse elements of
traditional games, a complex of overlapping games is disclosed in the MUD,
suggesting that the MUD is too diverse a phenomenon to be conceptualised as one
kind of game. Instead it could be approached as a game environment comprising
several different kinds of games. For the sake of analytical clarity, we may choose
to examine each of these separately. Nevertheless, in actual play more than one of
them will in fact often occur to be performed simultaneously.

What Is Ludology?

In the editorial of the first issue of Game Studies, game scholar Espen Aarseth
argues for the establishment of computer game studies as a separate academic
discipline. (Aarseth 2001b). He warns against attempts to colonisation from already
established disciplines, especially those dealing with supposedly related media
such as film and literature. The need for computer game studies to maintain its
distance from various media studies is particularly important now in the initial stage,
to avoid what media scholar Liv Hausken calls “medium blindness” when searching
and defining an appropriate terminology and methodology for this new field of
study. Of medium blindness, Hausken tentatively divides between two types: “total
medium blindness” and “nonchalant medium blindness”. “Total medium blindness”
is characteristic of theories and perspectives that are believed to be media
independent when there is in fact a particular medium presupposed that the
perspective in question relies on. “Nonchalant medium blindness” appears when
theoretical premises that apply to one medium are uncritically borrowed and applied
to a different medium. (Hausken 2004).
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Approaching computer games as media is complicated due to several factors. First
of all, because scholars tend to disagree on how a medium should be defined. For
my purposes here a relatively broad definition is useful, according to which a
medium is defined as that through or from which some sort of meaning is
expressed or derived. Different media will have different restrictions and
possibilities in terms of the form and content of that which is expressed. For
instance, a media specific characteristic of theatre is the physical presence of the
actors on stage. Using the computer as a medium, physical presence will
necessarily have to be expressed differently.

Media function as channels for communication or interaction between parties. As |
understand and use these terms, “communication” always involves meaning while
“interaction” covers a broader field of activities that do not necessarily have to
involve the expression or exchange of meaning. “Meaning” is here understood in its
most minimal sense, as a process of signification involving the use of elements
(signs) the major function of which is to refer to something other than themselves.
For something to function as a medium there must be meaning attached to the
interaction that takes place with the help of it. The kind of interaction that is made
possible through what | define as media is therefore to a certain extent always
communicative.

According to this understanding, games are not necessarily media, although they
may function that way. Play isn't necessarily (or merely) communication either, even
if it often involves communication. Throwing a ball against a wall, for instance, is
not communicating with the wall, and the ball is not a medium. If there are two
persons playing with the ball, on the other hand, they may have to communicate in
order to play, but throwing the ball back and forth is not in itself considered a
communicative act. Although it can be: If there is some sort of meaning attached to
the game, intended or perceived, the ball may function as a medium. In this case
play involves a process of signification, understood as the expression, exchange,
and/or perception of meaning. However, what is signified — or what the game
means — doesn't have to be intended or agreed upon by both participants. It is
sufficient that one of the participants puts meaning into, or is able to identify
meaning emerging from, the interaction. Expressing meaning in, or identifying
meaning from, such an interaction implies that there are at least two participants
who act or are perceived as acting autonomously. Play, as well as certain forms of
magic, will often involve inanimate objects that are perceived as autonomous
agents, or, especially in the case of magic, as media through which autonomous
agents express themselves. Although there may, in reality, be only one person
acting, meaningful communication between this actor and the object she
experiences to interact with may emerge. The act of one person throwing ball
against a wall may therefore, in principle, involve communication, where the wall or
the ball act as imaginative autonomous participants. The importance of this
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principle appears evident when applied to the player’s relation to the text while
playing MUDs. A MUD player engaged in solitary questing may experience both to
interact and to communicate with the text, regardless of there being no
autonomous participant present to interact or communicate with. In the context of
play and make-believe, it is the player’s experience of a situation that is constitutive
of what the situation entails.

Another complicating factor when approaching computer games as media is that
not all games that can be played on the computer are dependent on the computer
as a medium to be played. I'm thinking here of games that were originally based on
a different technology but which now can be played in simulated computer versions,
such as Chess or Solitaire. In developing a conceptual framework to distinguish
these games as games, consulting theories developed to explain features of the
computer as a medium does not necessarily appear as a very relevant place to start.
Both computers and games may function as media through which meaning is
expressed or derived. Additionally the computer may function as a medium
mediating between a player and a game. However, this possible function of games
and computers is in my opinion not sufficient to define neither the computer nor the
computer game played (in this case computer mediated Chess or Solitaire) as a
medium, if no meaning is expressed or derived from the game itself.

It could of course be argued that such games are not really computer games, and
that they should therefore not be included among what we define as computer
games. Computer game designer Chris Crawford would seem to support such a
view when he warns in The Art of Computer Game Design against “transplanting”
already existing games into the computer, arguing that the choice of game
technology is not arbitrary when creating a good game. All technologies will have a
certain potential as well as restrictions that make them more or less suitable to their
particular utilisation. Considering the various advantages and limitations of the
computer as a game technology listed by Crawford, it appears quite obvious that
there are certain types of games that the computer is better suited for than others.
(Crawford 1982, chapter 4).

Game scholar and game designer Gonzalo Frasca proposed ‘ludology’ as a name
for the new discipline that “studies games and playing in general, leaving video
games just a particular branch of study.” (Frasca 2001b). According to this
definition, the ludological approach to computer games puts the kinship between
computer games and other games to the fore, arguing that to establish game
studies as an independent academic discipline the first task required is to define a
general conceptual framework distinguishing games as games. To identify possible
common denominators among what we define as games appears to be a
necessary task for ludologists at this point: to establish and define the field of
research, naturally, but also to defend the purpose of a new academic discipline
against potential “colonisers” from other academic fields. In developing a theoretical

3



Dichtung Digital. Journal fiir Kunst und Kultur digitaler Medien

framework to outline the various features that characterise games as such, we
must however be careful not to ignore the enormous variations between the
different kinds of games that exist.

Ludwig Wittgenstein's discussion of the ‘game’ concept in Philosophical
Investigations illustrates how difficult it is to reach a clear cut definition of games,
distinguishing games from other phenomena. (Wittgenstein 1997 [1953], § 66-71).
According to Wittgenstein, all uses of the concept ‘game’ will have specific games
in mind, highlighting features characteristic of those games, while disregarding
other features characteristic of different games. In Wittgenstein's view we know and
distinguish games through a series of family resemblances. Although no feature is
common to all games, such family resemblances make it possible for us to
distinguish certain objects or practices as “games”. Still, phenomena that we include
in the family “games” may show close kinship also to other families. Live Action Role
Play, for instance, is an example of a phenomenon that can be regarded both as
belonging to the “theatre” family, as improvisational theatre, as well as the family of
“games”, as a role-playing game.

In this article my intention is to examine the various parts that make up 7ubmud,
and ultimately to decide in what way 7ubmud may be described as a game. For
these purposes, a ludological method for analysis may be called for. A general
ludological method to approach games as games is, to my knowledge, yet to be
developed. At the present stage, despite much discussion in the field no common
agreement as to what constitutes a game has yet been created. A variety of play-
and game definitions do exist, however. A selection of these will be presented in the
next section of this article, in order to see how the two concepts have traditionally
been defined, and especially how the interrelation between them is defined. | have
collected and applied these definitions both from what has previously been written
about games in general, as well as from what has more recently been written
addressing computer games in particular. After this general introduction to relevant
theoretical approaches to play and games | will present two models developed to
analyse traditional games: E. M. Avedon'’s “The Structural Elements of Games”, and
Paul Gump, Fritz Redl, and Brian Sutton-Smith’s “The Dimension of Games”, both of
which appeared in the 1971 anthology The Study of Games. Although quite similar,
the latter is more detailed than the former, and | present them both in order to “map”
the various game-like features of Tubmudin greater detail. A weakness with the two
models is that they are — understandably but unfortunately — not “objective” models,
mapping all possible features of games: Both quite strongly reflect an underlying
purpose, namely to provide a method how to decide whether or not a game would
be suitable for specific groups of people. Originally addressing an audience of social
scientists, psychologists, and therapists, the two models represented highlight
features that are relevant to these groups of professionals, while ignoring features
that are not. From a transdisciplinary point of view, though, this “weakness” has
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positive effects as well. As a scholar most often preoccupied with questions of
aesthetics, these two models forces me to consider parts of 7ubmudthat may be
invisible from my usual perspective.

Considering the various “elements” and “dimensions” presented in the two models
in relation to Tubmud, I'll apply external theories — primarily from other researchers
involved with game studies — when this is relevant. The article, therefore, has several
aims: It aspires to “map” 7ubmud as a phenomenon, listing the several parts
Tubmud consists of and suggesting how these could be conceptualised. Itis also a
methodological discussion of how to approach the several parts theoretically,
presenting relevant perspectives from other scholars in the field. Last but not least
it should serve to clarify my position as a scholar addressing 7ubmud that is,
sorting out and highlighting the features of Tubmudthat appear most relevant and
interesting to address from my theoretical perspective, without giving the incorrect
impression that these are the only features there are in 7Tubmud.

Definitions of Play and Games

Neither Johan Huizinga nor Roger Caillois operate with a clear distinction between
play and games in their respective books; the two game studies classics Homo
Ludens (1955 [1938]) and Man, Play, and Games (1979 [1958]). Huizinga
deliberately aims for a broad definition that is capable of embracing every
phenomenon that is covered by the English word “play”. Thus in Huizinga's words,

play is:

a voluntary activity or occupation executed within certain fixed limits of time
and place, according to rules freely accepted but absolutely binding, having
its aim in itself and accompanied by a feeling of tension, joy and the con-
sciousness that it is “different” from “ordinary life”. Thus defined, the concept
seem[s] capable of embracing everything we call “play” in animals, children,
and grown-ups: games of strength and skill, inventing games, guessing
games, games of chance, exhibitions and performances of all kinds.
(Huizinga 1955 [1938], 28)

Caillois thinks Huizinga's concept is at the same time too broad and too narrow.? In
particular, he criticises Huizinga for not including games of chance in his book,
focusing instead solely on agonistic games.? Nevertheless, Caillois’ own definition
does not appear very different from Huizinga’s. To Caillois, play is an activity that is
essentially:

1. Free:in which playing is not obligatory; if it were, it would at once lose its
attractive and joyous quality as diversion;
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Separate: circumscribed within limits of space and time, defined and fixed
in advance;

3. Uncertain: the course of which cannot be determined, nor the result
attained beforehand, and some latitude for innovations being left to the
player’s initiative;

4. Unproductive:creating neither goods, nor wealth, nor new elements of any
kind; and, except for the exchange of property among the players, ending in
a situation identical to that prevailing at the beginning of the game;

5. Governed by rules:under conventions that suspend ordinary laws, and for
the moment establish new legislation, which alone counts;

6. Make-believe:accompanied by a special awareness of a second reality or
of a free unreality, as against real life. (Caillois 1979 [1958], 9-10)

Caillois makes a classification that aims to embrace all kinds of games, dividing
them into the four categories agdn (competition) alea (chance) mimicry
(simulation), and #linx (vertigo). Within each category the games are measured on a
continuum from paidia to /udus, according to how orderly they are, his (general)
example of ultimate paidia being “tumult”, while “crossword puzzles” holds the
position of ultimate ludus. (Caillois 1979 [1958], 36). It is important to notice that the
categories are distinguished through essential differences. The exact factors or
qualities that place a game closer to the ludus pole in one category, therefore, do
not necessarily correspond with the factors deciding the place on the continuum of
a game of a different category. Ludus in Caillois’ model is simply more “orderly” than
paidia. Generalising further and comparing the distinctive pair paidia-ludus to the
distinctive pair play-game may be tempting, but is imprecise. The play-game
distinction is far better provided for by other thinkers in the field, whose theories |
will present in the following.

In The Oxford History of Board Games (1999), David Parlett makes the distinction
between formal and informal games, where the latter is “merely undirected play, or
‘playing around™. Formal games have “a twofold structure based on ends and
means”, where ‘means’ refer to the agreed upon set of equipment used in the game,
as well as to specific procedural rules that explain how to manipulate this
equipment in order to produce a winning situation. Winning then defines the end of
the game, “as termination and as object.” (Parlett 1999, 3). Parlett’'s definition of
formal games may function as a definition of games in general, or of games as
opposed to simply “playing around”. His definition of informal games, on the other
hand, is too vague to be useful as a general definition of play, especially as it
suggests that there are no rules or regularities involved.

An alternative to Parlett’s definition is Frasca’s distinction between /udus-and paidia
rules:* Frasca reserves the term ludus for games that produce winners and losers.
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Ludus rules are therefore rules that define a winning situation. Paidia rules are rules
that define or restrict the process of playing: how the equipment may be
manipulated, for instance. Both play and games will contain paidia rules, but only
games will have the additional ludus rules. (Frasca 20014a, 7-11). In play, paidia rules
and goals are often set by the player(s), while in games both ludus- and paidia rules
will usually be defined beforehand. In computer simulation games like Sim City— a
paideic, or play-based, game that doesn't contain the ludus rules defining a winning
situation — the paidia rules are defined beforehand. However, the player is allowed
to set her own goals. If her goals imply a situation she may either win or lose, though,
ludus rules are added and Sim Citythen turns into a game.

In the “Introduction” to The Study of Games, Avedon and Sutton-Smith offer the
following definition of the relation between play and games, in which puzzles are
included as examples of “solitary games”: s

[We] define play as an exercise of voluntary control systems. But what of
games? [...] From a cultural point of view it is usual to emphasize that play is
unique and individual, but ephemeral; whereas a game is sufficiently system-
atic that it may be repeated by others in other places. [...] Games are repeat-
able because of their systematic pattern and their predictable outcomes.
Play on the other hand is less systematic, and is open-ended with respect to
outcomes. In a game, the participant’s voluntary control over procedures has
been subordinated in anticipation of, but without guarantee for, a given goal.

Again, games imply some opposition or antithesis between players. Even in solitary
games (puzzles) it seems that this same sense of opposition is present. That is, the
player contends against impersonal obstacles or against fortune, or he mentally pits
one aspect of himself against another. [...] Even in the elementary game we have a
repeatable pattern, opposition, and outcome. At its most elementary level then we
can define a game as an exercise of voluntary control systems in which there is an
opposition between forces, confined by a procedure and rules in order to produce a
disequilibrial outcome. (Avedon and Sutton-Smith 1971, 6-7)

Computer game designer Greg Costikyan however argues that puzzles are not
games, because they are not “interactive”. (Costikyan 1994). Costikyan offers the
following definition of a game: “A game is a form of art in which participants, termed
players, make decisions in order to manage resources through game tokens in the
pursuit of a goal.” In Costikyan’s view, “games are interactive: The game state
changes with the players’ actions. If it didn't, it wouldn't be a game: It would be a
puzzle.” He admits, though, that most computer games make use of puzzles, so it
is possible that a game may contain puzzles and still be a game.® Costikyan also
distinguishes games from toys, arguing that in contrast to games, toys have no
goals. The aforementioned computer simulation game Sim City should in
Costikyan’s view therefore be defined as a toy, not as a game.
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In “Play, the Game, and the Generalized Other” (1962 [1934]), the social behaviourist
George H. Mead writes about the relation between play and games from the
perspective of a child's development of self. According to Mead, game playing
requires a more well-developed sense of self than does simple play, for with games
a more elaborate set of responses is required. Both phenomena require that the
child be able to assume roles. However, while play requires merely one role to be
assumed, or that different roles be assumed successively, to play a game, the child
must take on more than one role simultaneously. In fact, games require that the
child be able to assume all roles and positions available in the game to be able to
predict what is to come and act accordingly. Every player of a game, thus, needs to
account for all positions in the game (although not all positions all of the time.) In
Mead's theory, the development of a self requires that the child be capable of
assuming the position of a “generalised other”, from the perspective of which he
becomes aware of himself as an object. The connection between the development
of a self and the playing of games, according to Mead, is that participation in a game,
that is, the simultaneous assumption of different roles, requires the same kind of
positioning. Assuming the position of a generalised other does not imply that other
humans are necessarily involved in the game, however:

It is possible for inanimate objects, no less than for other human organisms,
to form parts of the generalized and organized—the completely socialized—
other for any given human individual, in so far as he responds to such objects
socially or in a social fashion (by means of the mechanism of thought, the
internalized conversation of gestures.) Any thing—any object or set of ob-
jects, whether animate or inanimate, human or animal, or merely physical—
toward which he acts, or to which he responds, socially, is an element in what
for him is the generaliszed other; by taking the attitudes of which toward him-
self he becomes conscious of himself as an object or individual, and thus
develops a self or personality. (Mead 1962 [1934], 154, note 7)

The various definitions of play and games presented in this section illustrate how
the writer's perspective is often decisive of what particular features are
foregrounded when distinguishing play from games, as well as when describing
play and games in general. When in the following | use models developed by social
scientists to map 7ubmudas a game, | will take into account their apparent lack of
aesthetical concern, and compensate by adding theories developed in other fields
when | think these are called for.
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Mapping the Mud: A Transdisciplinary Approach

In “The Structural Elements of Games”, E. M. Avedon asks:

Are there certain structural elements that are common to all games, regard-
less of the differences in games or the purposes for which games are used,
or the culture in which they are used? Are there elements that are invariant
under certain transformations? (Avedon 1971, 420)

Combining various game theories from the fields of mathematics, psychology,
psychiatry, and sociology, Avedon identifies seven such elements, and adds three
more that “personnel in the field of recreation have called attention to.” (Avedon
1971, 422). Thus, he is able to identify the following ten elements of which games
are composed, adding that “possibly, additional elements will be identified at some
future date.” (Avedon 1971, 422):6

1.
2.

Purpose of the game; aim or goal, intent, the raison d’etre.

Procedure for action, specific operations, required courses of action,
method of play.

Rules governing action, fixed principles that determine conduct and
standards for behaviour. N.B. Some games have very few rules, others have
such elaborate sets of rules as to require a non-participant to keep track of
infringement of the rules or to enforce the rules.

Number of required participants, stated minimum or maximum number of
persons needed for action to take place. N.B. Sometimes minimum and
maximum are identical.

Roles of participants; indicated functions and status. N.B. Role and power
function may differ for each participant or be the same.

Results or pay-off:values assigned to the outcome of the action.

Abilities and skills required for action; aspects of the three behavioral
domains utilized in a given activity.

a) Cognitive domain includes—figural, symbolic, semantic, and
behavioral informational content; and operational processes,
such as cognition, memory, divergent and convergent
production, and evaluation.

b) Sensory-motor domain includes—bodily = movement,
manipulative motor skills, co-ordination, sequences and
patterns of movement, endurance factors, sight, hearing, etc.
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c)

Affective domain includes—semiotic factors which stimulate
emotions, /e, anger, joy, affection, disgust, hate, etc. Offers
opportunities for object-ties, transference, identification.

8. Interaction patterns.

a)

b)

d)

9)

h)

Intra-individual—action taking place within the mind of a
person or action involving the mind and a part of the body, but
requiring no contact with another person or external object.

Extra-individual—action directed by a person toward an object
in the environment, requiring no contact with another person.

Aggregate—action directed by a person toward an object in the
environment while in the company of other persons who are
also directing action toward objects in the environment. Action
is not directed toward each other, no inter-action between
participants is required or necessary.

Inter-individual—action of a competitive nature directed by one
person toward another.

Unilateral—action of a competitive nature among three or
more persons, one of whom is an antagonist or “it”. Interaction
is in simultaneous competitive dyadic relationships.

Multi-lateral—action of a competitive nature among three or
more persons, N0 one person is an antagonist.

Intra-group—action of a co-operative nature by two or more
persons intent upon reaching a mutual goal. Action requires
positive verbal and non-verbal interaction.

Inter-group—action of a competitive nature between two or
more intra-groups.

9. Physical setting and environmental requirements:

a)

b)

<)

Physical setting—man-made or natural facility in which action
takes place.

Environmental requirements—natural circumstances which
are indispensable or obligatory.

N.B. This element may not always be present.
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10. Required equjpment:man-made or natural artifacts employed in the course
of action. N.B. This element may not always be present. (Avedon 1971, 422-
425)

Evidently Avedon’s model cannot be used to distinguish 7ubmudin its entirety as
one game, or even type of game. For that MUDs are too diverse, as the following
analysis based on the model will show. Already this is an indication that MUDs are
perhaps more correctly described as “playgrounds”, or “game environments”, rather
than as “games”. Relating each of Avedon’s elements to 7ubmud appears
nevertheless to be a useful operation, not only as it serves to make visible the great
diversity of games to be played within a MUD, but also as it may direct attention to
specific game elements and phenomena worth a closer look that could otherwise,
if we used a more general, overall perspective, easily be missed.

7. Purpose of the game. With purpose, Avedon is referring to what defines the end
of the game from a point of view that is internal to the game, that is, its inherent
goal. To the MUD as a whole, there is no such end. There are ends defined in the
quests and games taking place within the MUD environment, naturally. But as the
MUD as such is more open-ended — and in this sense approaches play, cf. Avedon’s
and Sutton-Smith’s definition quoted in the previous section — the purpose of
playing is often set by the players themselves, and vary from player to player
according to the player's preferences. To some players the goal of playing is to
reach level 20, where they can be admitted as wizards and start coding (i.e. creating)
their own quests, areas, and objects to add to the MUD. Other players spend their
time in the MUD first and foremost to socialise (or role play), while again others aim
toward developing a powerful character, or toward exploring and mapping as much
of the game environment as they possibly can. Richard Bartle’s article “Hearts,
Clubs, Diamonds and Spades: Players who suit MUDs” (1996) divides MUD players
into four groups: socialisers, killers, achievers, and explorers respectively. His model
does not cover the ones who are playing to become coders, but then again, their
purpose of playing could be regarded as lying outside of game play, constituting a
goal that is external to the game. Bartle argues that to create a successful MUD
environment the creators must take into account the balance of player types: Too
many killers spoils the fun for the achievers’; too many explorers makes a boring
game for the socialisers, etc.

A second complicating factor when deciding the purpose of the game is that
Tubmud consists of so many sub-games, with each defining its own particular aim,
goal, intention or raison detre. This element, thus, needs to be considered with a
particular player in mind, as well as exclusively for each particular sub-game in the
MUD.

2. Procedure for action, specific operations, required courses of action, method of
play, will also vary with type of player, and with type of game played. Even if we
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restrict ourselves to one particular quest, though, and perform the analysis from the
perspective of one particular player, it's not very likely that we will be able to pinpoint
one particular procedure or method for playing, as the tasks to be performed will be
varied, and some of them will even require that we step out of the particular game
for a period of time to prepare (i.e. developing the skills needed to perform a certain
operation) by playing an entirely different game. Solving puzzles, as far as puzzle
games are rightfully conceptualised as games, the game itself is a matter of
identifying the right procedure for action in order to be allowed to proceed.

3. Rules governing the action exist on different levels: At a general level, there are
the rules stated by the administration of the MUD, divided into player rules, peer
rules and wiz rules. These are rules concerning behaviour toward other players,
restrictions to giving away hints and solutions to puzzles and quests, and prohibition
of bug abuse, to mention a few. Then there are rules inherent in the code, defining
what actions are possible and what actions are not. These are what Frasca would
call paidia rules. (Frasca 20014, 7-11). The third type of rules may be named after
Frasca’s ludus rules, governing each particular sub-game where they define the
procedures that lead to a situation where the player either wins or loses the game.
Paradoxically, when examining certain sub-games of Tubmud this is the group of
rules that are most tricky to define within the framework of a formal ludology. If, on
the one hand, the sub-game examined is based on the game Mastermind the ludus
rules are easily definable as the following: to place four coloured pins in a row, to
guess the colour and position of the pins of one’s opponent, and to answer one’s
opponent’s guesses by telling him the number of pins he guessed correctly (that is,
the number of pins with correct colour but wrong position, and the number of pins
where both colour and position were correctly guessed). But if the sub-game in
question is less abstract, defining the ludus rules using a formal ludological model
turns far more complicated. Solving a quest, in fact, often requires that the player
identify and abide by a certain code of behaviour — a moral, or code of honour — that
is to be interpreted and derived from the fictional context framing the quest. These
rules are therefore a special kind of ludus rule: Not only are they initially hidden to
the player, they are also embedded in a representation that the player needs to
interpret as a (potential) narrative to disclose.®

4. The next element concerns the number of required participants. This is also
contingent upon the type of player and sub-game in question: socialising and role-
playing require two players or more, while exploring can be done in solitude. If we
restrict ourselves to questing when considering this element, though, a major part
of Tubmud's quests are designed to be solved by one player only. There are a couple
of quests that can only be played by two players cooperating, and quite a few that
require more players if the characters are below a certain level. This typically
concerns tough monsters that must be killed in order for the character to be able to
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proceed: Low-level characters will need to cooperate, or receive help from a high-
level character to get past such monsters.’

5. Roles of participants. This category is particularly relevant for the examination of
character interaction between MUD players in general, but also with regard to
solitary questing. Addressing character representation and interaction, character
roles could be seen in a continuum from “presenting oneself” through an avatar’in
a social MOQ" to the conscious staging of a fictive character personality in a role-
playing MUD.'> Some MUD societies are divided into clans and guilds, offering a
hierarchy for the character to climb through the development of specific traits, skills,
and qualities. Roles are also determined by the different games that are played in
the MUD. The code of behaviour imposed on a character while solving a quest, for
instance, also affects its role.’

6. Results or pay-off.s.* To look for results or pay-off outside the MUD world, as
something that affects the real life of the player, is beyond the scope of this ludology.
Within the boundaries of the fictive world, though, the question of results and pay-
off is a highly interesting issue. Contrary to most traditional games, result and pay-
off from one Tubmud quest often come to play a significant part in the next one.
Rewards won when solving a quest may add to the identity of the character through
its symbolic value; other rewards such as a mighty magic sword may facilitate the
future life of the character by making him or her a better fighter. Completing a quest
also adds an amount of quest- and experience points to the character, which are
needed to raise the character in level and also to raise its stats.”®> Some quest
objects may function as rewards even though they are not given to the character
after the quest is solved, but during the questing process.

7. Abilities and skills required for action.. Avedon divides this element into three: the
cognitive domain, the sensory-motor domain, and the affective domain. Obviously
the player's cognitive skills play a significant part when solving puzzle quests.
Through the close examination and exploration of the quest space, textual
interpretation is required in order to find the right procedure for action. Additionally,
there are puzzles that require logical thinking from the player.

The sensory-motor domain must be divided in two: the sensory-motor skills of the
player (e.g in typing, reading, quickly reacting to the information presented on the
screen), and the sensory-motor skills of the character. The character is
programmed with improvable skills for climbing, fighting, magic, etc. If the character
hasn't good enough climbing skills, certain areas of Tubmud will be closed to the
player no matter how well developed his or her own sensory-motor abilities become.

The affective domain includes, as Avedon describes it, “semiotic factors which
stimulate emotions, /e, anger, joy, affection, disgust, hate, etc. Offers opportunities
for object-ties, transference, identification.” (Avedon 1971, 424). MUDs engage the
affective domain to a surprising degree. Using only written words, instead of video
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or other more visual representation, MUDs are what Marshall McLuhan calls cold
media — media that transmit information with “low definition” — where the receiver
has to fill in the massive gaps of information details that are missing in the
transmitted message. (McLuhan 1997 [1964], 22). Popular assumption has it that
the “warmer” the medium, the stronger the potential emotional impact of the
message on the receiver. However, it is not the nature of the medium itself that
effects strong emotional reactions, but the particular utilisation of the medium in
question that may or may not be successful. Feelings evoked in the MUD - e.g. of
pity, shame, fear, or affection — are experienced as being just as strong, and often
even stronger, than similar emotions triggered by events in the player’s ordinary life
world. Nevertheless, people who are not themselves familiar with MUD
communication often find it hard to believe that such complex emotional responses
may be evoked by words alone.

While communicating with other players/characters in the MUD, written words are
exchanged in real time. Lacking intonation, facial expression, and the immediate
gesturing we use to modify or amplify our words when communicating within a
shared physical space, MUD communication leaves quite a lot out for the receiver
to fill in. So much, in fact, that it is often more correct to ascribe the interpolated
content to the player's imaginative rather than interpretative faculty. Allucquére
Rosanne (aka Sandy) Stone explains how the information added by the client during
phone sex is guided by the client’s desire, where desire is evoked as a response to
that which is missing. The principle of (wilfully or accidentally, but inevitably) “taking
advantage of lack” applies to the participants of a MUD communication session as
well:

In phone sex, once the signifiers begin to “float” loose from their moorings in
a particularized physical experience, the most powerful attractor becomes
the client’s idealized fantasy. In this circumstance narrow bandwidth be-
comes a powerful asset, because extremely complex fantasies can be gen-
erated from a small set of cues. [..] In a Lacanian interpretation of these in-
teractions, client and provider mobilize erotic tension by taking advantage of
lack—filling in missing information with idealized information. In this circum-
stance desire, theorized as a response to perceived lack, arises as a product
of the tension between embodied reality and the emptiness of the token, in
the forces that maintain the pre-existing codes by which the token is consti-
tuted. (Stone 1995, 94-95)

The fact that MUD communication proceeds according to this principle implies that
the other player with whom the MUD player communicates can never be identical
with the way in which he or she appears in the real world: “The other player” is a
construct of the MUD player’s imagination, based on the MUD player’s interpretation
of the information that is available to her, as well as her own input of “idealised”
content where the information passed on to her is inadequate.
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8. Examining the interaction patterns, we again have to distinguish between the
different games that can be played inside of the MUD world, though the first, that is,
intra-individual action, is here ruled out as there is always at least one computer
involved in addition to the player. The action is therefore extra-individual as Avedon
describes it, “directed by one person toward an object in the environment, requiring
no contact with another person”, as far as the game is played in solitary interaction
with the text alone and not including any communication with other
players/characters. Typically, though, in 7Tubmud quests, is a combination of extra-
individual and aggregate action, “directed by a person toward an object in the
environment while in the company of other persons who are also directing action
towards objects in the environment. Action is not directed toward each other, no
inter-action between participants is required or necessary.” (Avedon 1971, 424).
Exceptions to this general rule are the few quests that require two or more players
to be solved.

In Tubmud, the interaction between players is rarely inter-individual, that is, “a
competition between two persons”. However, such interaction occurs, for instance,
in the games “Waiting”, and “The Schnitzel Chase”. Inter-individual competition may
also be initiated by the players themselves, e.g. when competing to be the first one
to reach the next level, or to occupy the higher position on one of the seven tablets
listing the 10 highest ranked players in level points, combat points, quest points,
explore points, alignment on the good side (from saintly), alignment on the bad side
(to demonic), and age, respectively.

Unilateral action, where two or more persons compete against one antagonist, is
not very typical in 7Tubmud, and neither is multi-lateral action, where three or more
people compete against each other. If we include non-player characters'® among
the possible antagonists, however, the picture is different: Then inter-individual,
unilateral, and multi-lateral actions become the norm rather than the exception.

Intra-group action, where a group cooperates to reach a mutual goal, is, on the other
hand, quite frequent. Several quests are played this way, especially those that
involve heavy combat. /nfer-group action, where two or more intra-groups compete
against each other, is rare, although the clan system was perhaps intended to
instigate such activity. Again, if we include non-player characters as antagonists, the
result is different. In such cases, inter-group action is just as frequent as intra-group
action; in fact, they would appear more or less inclusive of each other. Examples
here are the quests entitled “Return To Another World” and “Slay the Evil
Necromancer Kobayashi”.

9. Physical setting and environmental requirements. Examining the actual physical
setting of the player is not very relevant to this project, apart from stating the
obvious: there is a huge discrepancy between the actual physical space that the
player inhabits and the virtual space that he imaginatively inhabits when he enters
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the MUD. (Logging in to 7ubmud] the player is greeted with the following message:
Ahh.. It's good to return once again from the horrifying dreamworld of reality. You
flex the toes of your Tubmud body and finally feel at home.) More interesting, thus,
is the space represented by the MUD texts: the textual environmental settings that
frame the games that are played there. The representation of space in MUDs will be
further addressed below, when examining 7ubmud according to the dimensions of
Gump et. al.'s model.

70. Required equijpment. The player needs a computer with an Internet connection
and a MUD client installed to enter the game. The rest of the details will be provided
by the game itself. This element is more relevant to examine from the perspective
of the character inhabiting a fictional world, in which the search for required
equipment is often an integral part of the game played. A description of required
character equipment will be given later in this section.

Paul Gump, Fritz Redl, and Brian Sutton-Smith’s “The Dimensions of Games” is
another approach to the structure of game elements, listing 30 dimensions and
distinguishing different possibilities within them. Including more variables than
Avedon’s, this model is a more precise analytical tool, useful to spot more aspects
of the MUD that may deserve attention. Because of it being so detailed while at the
same time aspiring to embrace all kinds of games, though, some of the categories
will necessarily appear less relevant than others. For overview purposes, I'll again
present the dimensions together first and discuss them in more detail later while
relating each of them to 7Tubmuad’

I. Body Contact.
A. Directness vs. Via Props.
B. Competitive vs. Non-Competitive
IIl. Bodily Activity.
A. Body Mobility and Locomotion.
1. Static vs. Mobile.
2. Rigidvs. Fluid.
B. Manipulative Opportunities.
C. Vocal Expression.
lll. Skill Requirements.
A. Thinking.
B. Creative Imagination.

C. Manipulating as in Arts & Crafts.
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VL.

VIL.

VIIL
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D.
E.
F.

Manipulation as in Athletics and Body Skills.
Language.

“Reaction Time”.

Chance Determination of Success.

Competition Factors.

A
B.
C.
D.
E.

Centrality of Winning and Losing.

Goal Directed vs. Opponent Directed.

Self Enhancement vs. Defeat of the "other”.
Team vs. Individual Competition.

Interference with Participants by Participants.

Use of Space.

A
B.

Amount available.

Freedom in Use of Space.

Time Considerations.

A.  Amount of time before fun rewards start.
B. Presence or Absence of Natural Termination Points.
C. Presence or Absence of Well Closured Steps.
Prop Usage.
A. Clubbing Props.
B. Power Projection and Extension Props.

Role Taking Factors.

A

B.

Amount of Function Differentiation.
1. Limelight.
2. Control Positions.
3. On-the-spot Positions.

Imagination Roles.

Rule Complexity.

A

Increase demands on the comprehension of participants.
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B. Enrich game experience.
C. Cause Unexpected advances and reversals.
XI. Interdependence of Players.
Xll. Volume and Distributions of Participants.
1. Active participation.
2. In-game passive participations.
3. In-game waiting.
4. Out-of-game waiting.
a) Amountof Guaranteed Active Participation.

b) Rapidity of Shiftfrom less Active Types of Participation to
Active Participation.

c) Continuity of Active Participation.
XllI. Leeway for Marginal Impulse Expression.
XIV. Respite Possibilities.
A. Safety Zones or Positions.
B. Built in rest periods.
XV. Suspense Emphasis.
XVI. Switches Between Opposites.
A. Theme Switch.
B. Action Switch.
XVII. Pleasure-Pain Content of Winning or Losing.
A. Loss of “Possessions”.
B. Implications that one is inadequate skillwise.
C. Implication that Destiny is against one.
D. Loss of Dignity.
XVIIl. Spread of Winnership.
A. One winner—everybody else loses—elimination games.
B. One-winner and seconds and thirds.

C. Several winners.
18



XIX.

XX.

XXI.

XXIL.
XXII.
XXIV.

XXV.
XXVI.
XXVIL.

XXVIIL.
XXIX.
XXX.
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D. Allwin but the loser.
Penetration of Game by Rewards and Penalties.
A. Game Play.
B. GameEnd.
Institutionalized “Cheating”.
A. ‘“Lying” and Bluffing.
B. Deliberate Misleading.
C. Stealing.
D. Sneaking.
Nature of the Obstacles in Game.
A. Beyond the participant obstacles.
1. Opponent produced and/or manipulated obstacles.
2. Impersonal obstacles.
B. ‘Tied-to Person” Obstacles.
Trust Dependence.
Permanence of Alliances.
Direct Mirroring of Life Themes.
A. Contemporary Events and Culture.
B. Institutionalized Fantasy.
Personalization of Game Props.
Introduction of Ritual to Game.
Potential Sexualization Range of Games.
A. Incidental Body Pleasure.

B. Eliciting and Tying Sexual energies on Certain Given Sublimational
Level.

C. Safety-Guaranteed Sexual Gratifications.
Potential Humor-Producing Range of Games.
Outcome 