Disgustingly Catchy Title Symbolic of the Author’s Sparkling Wit and Repartee

Matthew Arcilla


Introduction: Nothing For Money

Sometime ago, in March of this year to be specific, Newsweek published a piece by Jack Kroll entitled, “’Emotion Engine’? I Don’t Think So.” In this piece, Kroll dismisses the notion that what the digital wizards of the computer gaming industry could possibly be considered as anything close to art. 


This writer tends to agree with Kroll (2000) that “Games can be fun and rewarding in many ways, but they can't transmit the emotional complexity that is the root of art. Even the most advanced games lack the shimmering web of nuances that makes human life different from mechanical process.”


Incidentally, this writer is inclined to scoff at the multitude of these computer game designers who label themselves as artists. In this writer’s mind, these people are to be mentally labeled as poor sods insecure in knowing that almost every mainstream media wingnut looks down upon their profession. Which makes it understandable why “these game wizards [can’t] be satisfied… [with] their $7 billion (and rising) in sales, their capture of a huge chunk of youth around the world” (Kroll, 2000.)


However, notwithstanding those cynical inclinations, this author finds Kroll’s spiel objectionable. True, a fair share of computer games capture nothing more than simple emotions, and are bluntly put, downright puerile, but it seems that Kroll is making generalizations made from cursory glances at a few titles. 


But a debate over whether any of Kroll’s points have substance is not only irrelevant to this paper, but a waste of good ink. What is important is that Kroll’s essay does provoke some thought on the general public perception of the computer gaming industry, and that is it is still perceived as an insular playing field for the fan boys.

There’s nothing inherently wrong with that. However, if the industry remains insular by focusing on these fan boys, then there is a stifling of growth. 
One look at the comic book industry and one will see the dangers of tailoring your products exclusively for one audience. 

The comic book industry first struck a goldmine in the 40s in the form of spandex clad super-heroes. At some point however, it decided that the easiest way to make more money in the short term was to exploit the super-hero genre for all it was worth.  After sixty years, the comic book industry is stuck in a situation where many of its readers have abandoned it, having seen the only options the major publishers offer are super-hero books on top of other super-hero books. There's nothing wrong with super-heroes, but there's something very wrong when that's all you've got. (Rouse, 1998)


To avoid confusion, let us clarify what is meant by “game”. Between 1982 and 1996, game designer cum design activist Chris Crawford wrote a sizable body of work analyzing the content and design of computer games. In The Art of Computer Game Design he posited “…computer games constitute a new and as yet poorly developed art form that holds great promise for both designers and players.” (Crawford, 1982)

At the time of that book’s writing, Crawford believed that computer games remained trivial and nerdy in nature because the technology was in the hands of technologists, not artists. “Artistic flair [is] treated as subordinate to technical prowess.” Crawford dreamed:

“…of the day when computer games would be a viable medium of artistic expression; an art form. I dreamed of computer games expressing the full breadth of human experience and emotion. I dreamed of computer games that were tragedies… duty and honor, self-sacrifice and patriotism… satirical games and political games; games about the passionate love between a boy and girl, and the serene and mature love of a husband and wife of decades; games about a boy becoming a man, and a man realizing that he is no longer young. I dreamed of games about a man facing truth on a dusty main street at high noon, and a boy and his dog, and a prostitute with a heart of gold.” (Crawford, 1993)


Today, the market remains saturated with games meant for the hobbyist hardcore computer game consumer, meaning the same trivial and nerdy games that existed in 1982. Although the population of casual gamers outnumber that of hardcore gamers, the latter’s buying power is stronger (Wilson, 1998). Obviously, Crawford was excessively optimistic.


Why does the market remain this way? Why do computer games remain unchanged in the appeal value they have to different audiences? How can we change the content?


However, this paper is not intended to conceptualize a workable body of design and content theory in computer games. What it is intended to do is rationalize the existence of the aforementioned industry situation. Now, if we were to assume that Crawford’s content theory is largely true, and that the industry does nothing but building “little games pathetically whispering some trivial emotion”, instead of having them speak of those “Truly intense emotions or situations …[which] intimidate us.” (Crawford, 1982), then we are presented with the mindset to realize that games can change.


It is at this point that we finally end this long digression and jump straight to the heart of this paper. This author believes that the mere difficulty of developing product, getting it out to the market, and actually profiting is what inhibits the entire computer game industry, and hence its creative content. In clearer terms, this author is positing that the economics of the computer game industry are very hostile to developers. This is particularly more onerous to developers without the resources and clout of other larger and better-established developers.


The hurdles of being in the business of making computer games are many, and this paper divides them into three areas: development, which covers the processes such as conceptualizing the game, producing it, and obtaining funding for those processes; retail, which covers getting the product out to the market; and marketing, which covers how to let people know the game is out there.


The computer game industry is supposed to be driven by creative forces, but those creative forces cannot work under economic conditions that make it completely difficult to break even. How can new products succeed, if the industry operates in a state of oligopoly? Rationalizing the economics may not contribute directly to undoing the situation, but it will help the industry in coming up with solutions.
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