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Abstract

It is no longer a novel observation to claim that video games have become an increasingly
ubiquitous and influential form of popular media. Along with this increased public presence, a
relatively new and relatively small body of scholarly literature has developed around placing
games within their cultural contexts (“‘game studies”). Given how frequently games make
reference to key topics in the field (war, trade, civilization, etc.) what or how the study of video
games might contribute to international relations (IR) continues to be a question worth exploring
deeply. It is the goal of this project to undertake such a study, with the specific aim of addressing
what contribution video games as aesthetic objects can make to IR theory. This project is
particularly interested in how games about politics offer multiple ways to navigate their
narratives, and how this open formal structure offers unique ways of thinking about politics
through ludic representation. Framed on the one hand by efforts in IR theory to turn to
interdisciplinarity (namely the “aesthetic turn”) and theories in game studies literature outlining
the aesthetic dimensions of the medium on the other (namely the neo-baroque and procedural
rhetorics), it will do so by conducting a formalist analysis of several “political simulators” with
an eye to investigating the multiple ways games depict their narratives, the possible conceptual
relationship between traversing these open structures and what this understanding of play might
mean in political theoretical terms.



Introduction

As video games have become an increasingly visible medium in both commercial and
cultural terms, the past decade has seen a rising interest in both scholarly and non-scholarly
analyses seeking to grapple with what influence gaming has or can have on an increasingly
global audience. Forty-odd years on from their roots as a niche hobby of mostly younger boys,
video games have become the subject of a world-wide industry with equally diverse
communities of consumers all serving to turn both the production and consumption of games into
high-profile cultural and political events. This has been particularly true in literary and media
studies fields, where “game studies” have emerged as a distinct field of research on the ontology
and epistemology of games as a cultural and philosophical object. International relations scholars
have also noticed the increasing influence of this medium, particularly as games have become
highly-consumed representations of traditional topics of IR research (i.e. war, trade, diplomacy,
etc.) and traditional topics of IR research have begun including aspects of gaming culture as part
of their concern (the American military starting e-sports teams, ISIS using video game footage
for recruiting material, the WHO regulating video game addiction). While there is some
precedent for bridging these two interests, these scholarly treatments of the political dimension
of gaming have remained largely parallel and room for a systematic interdisciplinary engagement
with what taking games as an artistic medium seriously might yield for approaching theoretical
questions in IR in new ways. Framed by the aesthetic turn in IR theory, this dissertation seeks to
expand on both IR interventions into art and art form as avenues for theorization and explore
how an emerging medium like video games might fit into these lines of inquiry. Supplemented

by game studies literature on procedurality and neo-baroque aesthetics establishing the nature of



ludic meaning-making, this dissertation will conduct a videogame formalist analysis of three
games about politics in order to draw out how ludic representation might reframe recurring

questions in IR theory.

Ultimately, this dissertation seeks to contribute to the aesthetic turn literature by fleshing out
some examples of how playing games in a critical and serious way can shed light on a unique
and increasingly popular mode of political representation. In seriously engaging with the video
game as an aesthetic and philosophical object, this dissertation will thus explore how thinking
about the functioning of politics (institutions, events, actors, etc.) can be fundamentally guided
by the medium (through play, rules, interactivity, etc.). This study seeks to explore this
connection in the form of a close analysis of three games commonly referred to as political

simulators. The dissertation is broken up into six overall parts:

In the first section, this dissertation will examine the IR literature on incorporating art and
art theories in IR theory. This means providing an overview of the “end of IR” arguments about
critical reappraisals of mainstream IR theoretical approaches since the turn of the millennium, an
overview of the “aesthetic turn” and various attempts to incorporate art theory into analyses of
the international, as well as an overview of the “pop culture and world politics” agenda aimed at
examining the role of pop culture in forming contemporary political life (among other things). In
making the connection between aesthetics and thinking about international politics, this thesis is
contextualized by the critical literature in IR produced by the arguments around the fallout of the
Third Great Debate and 9/11, particularly those revolving around challenges to the traditional

disciplinary boundaries established by 20™ century social science rationalism. This is typified by



the “end of IR” argument that international relations have more broadly entered a prolonged
period of theoretical instability even as international events become increasingly complex and
heated, as well as the various “turns” towards interdisciplinary methods and topics IR scholars
have embarked on to make up the difference. This thesis outlines how these arguments provide
the theoretical framework for the treatment of art objects and art theory as subjects of
international relations research. Within this critique of IR disciplinary boundaries this section
also outlines the main arguments of the so-called “aesthetic turn,” or the engagement with art as
both a material and theoretical critique of the Enlightenment rationalist assumptions underlining
much of mainstream IR research most notably put forward by Bleiker, as well as examples of
how aesthetic IR engagements have worked in different mediums. Finally, this section also
situates the IR treatment of video games within the main arguments (with some examples) of
how this engagement with aesthetics has been applied to popular art and media specifically. This
section should give the theoretical basis for how the study of media and culture have been
appropriated into IR; turning the focus of study away from the typical sites of agency in IR
(namely states, men, and war) and towards the proliferation of possibilities opened up by
interdisciplinary attempts to grapple with how art objects can be worthy of study (as products of
international production chains or reflections of ideological tendencies) and how art theory can
be appropriated to reexamine international phenomena from different theoretical traditions (such

as Bleiker’s project of using poetry to oppose aesthetics to mimetics).

In the second section, this dissertation engages in a literature review of how games and
video games specifically have been treated within existing IR literature as well as where room

for a sustained theoretical intervention might exist. This means providing an overview of the role



game theory has played in IR theory as a heuristic for rationality as well as examining the
different approaches thinkers in IR have considered with regards to video games while
highlighting the opportunity for a more systematic engagement with scholarship on video games.
This means providing an overview of the main arguments for the (perhaps infamous) use of
game theory in IR. It also provides an overview of the extant IR research on video games, which
while limited covers a broad range of topics within critical and pop cultural literature. While
some of this research has touched on video games and even made connections to game studies,
the focus of IR interest in gaming remains limited to finding reproductions of its own existing
disciplinary interests. As Ciutd argues, the attention paid to popular games about topics that are
close to home, such as war, militarism, conquest and imperialism betray an assumption of
knowledge superiority that ultimately comes down to chiding game developers for not accurately
representing reality. However, this superiority elides the opportunity to engage with video game
communities engaged in “a kind of ‘every-day theorizing’ carried out by non-academics ‘in and
through every-day practices’.!” In the context of the aesthetic turn this dissertation seeks to
explore what unique perspectives games (and playing them) bring to thinking about recurring
questions in IR theory. Rather than litigating their mimetic accuracy, this dissertation seeks to
engage games on their own terms as aesthetic representations of politics intervening in the gap

between reality and representation.

Third, this dissertation will define some theoretical concepts pulled from game studies
and media studies more broadly that are crucial for understanding game aesthetics. This will be

anchored in an overview of how games and play have been conceptualized in philosophy and the

! Ciuti, “Call of Duty: Playing Video Games with IR,” 204-205.



social sciences in the past, as well as providing an overview of how video games are construed as
aesthetic objects through Bogost’s procedural rhetoric and Ndalianis’ account of the neo-
baroque. To ground these discussions in social theory, this dissertation maps out some major
examples of the use of games and game play in the social sciences, such as Wittgenstein’s use of
games to understand language functionally, Derrida’s use of play as a critical heuristic tool, and
crucially Huizinga’s anthropological concept of the “magic circle” and the connection it makes
between play and social life. These various understandings of games and play as tools for
interpreting social phenomena in the humanities set the stage to unpack the first key approach to
understanding how games work as such, namely the concept of procedurality in media studies
(particularly as articulated by Murray and Flanagan) and Bogost’s concept of procedural
rhetorics in particular. This account of digital media (games especially) being expressive by
virtue of the representative power of the digital processes (computer code, user interfaces, game
rules, etc.) which make them up are useful for interpreting a game as an aesthetic object. In this
light, games can be understood to convey meaning as expressive works with formal properties
rather than just cultural objects embedded in broader social formations. This in turn provides the
bedrock of a theoretical framework (from the side of game studies) for approaching games as a
political medium capable of the aesthetic abstraction of events and ideas through representing
them via interactive procedural systems. However, as Bogost points out while games might be
primarily about their procedural elements, they are hardly reducible to them. While the broader
deployment of games and the argument of procedurality in particular might give video games
some coherent ontological basis, Bogost nonetheless argues that the interpretive power of
procedurality is drawn from precisely when the hard-coded elements of games create the

“procedural gap” of interacting with the real world, and as such interpretations of games also



encourages engaging with the cultural context of a given work. In addition to the formalist
interpretations of procedural rhetorics, then, this dissertation also connects its analysis of video
games to Ndalianis’ concept of the neo-baroque. Grounded in the work of thinkers like Eco and
Aarseth, Ndalianis argues that the structure of narrative in contemporary media is not only
increasingly complex and non-linear in technical terms, but also increasingly embedded in
economic and material networks (film studios, franchising, sequels etc.). The result is that an
excess of paratextual and metatextual content technically separate from a work of art has become
an integral part of form in contemporary media, evocative of the consciously ostentatious
character of the baroque period. Ndalianis (among other writers) have included video games in
this trend, both as highly complex cultural and technical works made up of reference, allegory
and non-linear gameworlds, but also as parts of multimedia franchises connected to parallel
works that spiral off into a greater whole. Between these two understandings of video game
meaning-making (as formal works that express themselves through representative processes and
as cultural objects through channeling a wider context of paratextual and metatextual material),
this dissertation approaches video games as art works also capable of coherently intervening in

Bleiker’s aesthetic epistemological gap.

From this understanding of video games as aesthetic objects capable of expressing
meaning, the fourth section approaches the study of this meaning and its implications for
political thought. Some prior work in IR has been done to highlight how an IR scholar ought to
study video games (particularly comments by Robinson and Berents and O’Brien), which tends
to focus on taking note of the formal characteristics of a game (rules, written narrative, visual

and aural elements) often with reference to procedurality. While useful, methods taken out of



game studies literature might offer the opportunity to comprehensively bring the different
understandings of game meaning-making together on their own terms. Bleiker does something
similar when they ground their analysis of the political character of poetry (filtered through a
Kantian account of aesthetics-as-sublime) in the interpretive dimensions of the linguistic turn,
arguing that the way poetic conventions complicate more straightforward linguistic conventions
is itself a political mediation “between language and socio-political reality.?” For Bleiker, much
of the value of studying poetry within an IR context is precisely methodological, as it encourages
reading with an open-minded and imaginative sense of how poetry unsettles the usual flow of
language. In a similar vein, where Bleiker relies on a distinct approach to poetry as an aesthetic
medium this dissertation draws on the game studies literature on formalism (itself derived from
Russian formalism) as a concrete understanding of how games formally work as art objects and
queue aesthetic encounters for players. This dissertation relies on both the formal and
affective/cultural dimensions of games as key to the experience of video game play, and thus key
to understanding how games inspire distinct aesthetic experiences whose abstractions can
reframe questions in IR theory. As writers like Mitchell and Van Vught argue, video games
would benefit from returning to more closely examine the early Russian formalists (particularly
Shklovsky) and reappropriate key formalist concepts like the ‘de-familiarization effect’ (or the
conscious subversion of formal principles in a work) and the ‘dominant’ (or the identification of
the mediating themes of a work). By emphasizing the role of a game’s formal properties, both as
they are reasserted and subverted, Van Vught argues that a video game formalism encourages the

study of games that focuses on procedural limits of interactivity, but nonetheless also encourages

2 Roland Bleiker, Aesthetics and World Politics (New York: Palmgrave Macmillan, 2009), 93.



contextualizing the play of these formal dimensions in the broader genre and literary categories

they comment on.

Armed with this concrete understanding of how to analyze games as both procedurally
expressive and works of neo-baroque excess, the fifth section of this dissertation applies these
various lenses of game studies to three cases: Trans Fiction Systems’ 1988 game Hidden Agenda,
LRDGames’ 2015 game Rogue State and Nostalgames’ (formerly Kremlingames) 2021 game
Collapse: A Political Simulator. These games are “political simulators,” which this dissertation
focuses on for a few specific reasons. While never as popular commercially as, say, first person
shooter games, the political simulator genre is nevertheless a relatively old genre and
procedurally often has the clear goal of recreating the logic of how a particular event or political
process unfolds. As a result, political simulators are especially appropriate for this analysis both
in covering a broad range of gaming conventions across time and also applying these
conventions to thinking directly about politics. As they clearly consciously engage with the
intersection between representations of political processes and gameplay (whether for
pedagogical or entertainment reasons, or both) in a way that the typical military shooter does not.
If nothing else, political simulators are not necessarily about war in a way military shooters
almost exclusively are, while often sharing the outlandish pop cultural affectations that dance
around the edges of video games as a whole (space, zombies, movie references, etc.). Despite
these considerations, however, political simulators are understudied in IR video game literature,
and thus are prime candidates for an extensive engagement with how thinking about politics and

video games meet.



Informed by the engagement with concepts drawn from game studies, the last part of this
dissertation will pursue a close analysis of how these games play, how a player encounters
different facets of politics over the course of playing them, and highlight a few ways in which
these games as aesthetic representations of the political offer unique ways to think about discrete
questions in IR theory. Framed by the above theoretical engagement with play and meaning-
making through game form, this dissertation ultimately finds three examples of dominant themes
that emerge out of a formalist analysis of the three subject political simulators, namely;
complexity, personification and repetition. Each of these themes are derived from observations
about how the constituent parts of the subject political simulators interact as formal elements of a
broader work, defamiliarizing and “making strange” what might be familiar about more typical
abstractions of politics found in IR literature, from conceptions of time to the nature of
theoretical abstraction to political agency. In this way, games and game studies present some
novel ways of approaching thinking through issues in IR theory by reformulating them in ludic
terms. When restaged as subjects of play, games open these issues up to examination in a

different light where (for instance) certain ambiguities are central rather than marginal.

Chapter 1: The end of IR

Much of the present IR research into video games (as well as pop culture and aesthetics
more generally) is contextualized by a dissatisfaction with the scope of more traditional or
mainstream IR theory. This can be shown by following the line of argumentation in critical IR
theory asserting an “end of IR.” Typically cast as an opposition to the overreliance on

quantitative research methodologies (and the ideological assumptions behind their rationalist
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justifications) in realist and liberal schools at the turn of the millennium, the “end of IR”
argument attempts to push the theoretical horizon for both what ought to be considered
legitimate objects of study for international study fields as well as how to think about them.
Emerging out of post-structuralist and feminist critiques of social science, the “end of IR”
argument casts these fields as limited to analyzing the same handful of topics (i.e. states and
statesmen) with the same handful of analytical tools (i.e. rationalism and statistics). This has both
ignored past attempts to diversify the discipline and given rise to various “turns” towards
interdisciplinarity as diverse communities of IR scholars have prodded at the edges of
international studies or outright proclaiming its “end.” In an attempt to contextualize the
aesthetic turn as part of a broader disciplinary tendency towards an epistemological and
ontological fracturing this chapter provides an overview of this argument, which while by no
means a new argument is nonetheless crucial in establishing the foundations of the kinds of
theoretical gaps into which the aesthetic turn intervenes, in particular the logic behind the
epistemological and ontological challenges mounted by both the internal disciplinary critiques
posed by the “end of IR” literature as well as the various “turns” that have emerged since the end
of the Cold War, and suggest that a dialectical understanding of these theoretical tensions might

hint at the role culture, and specifically play, can serve in better exploring them.

As Baele and Bettiza point out, the main context in which to understand the proliferation of
interdisciplinary turns in IR is the “end of IR theory” largely held around the turn of the
millennium. Framed by both long-running criticisms of more established disciplinary dogmas
(namely the “Great Debates” and early turns towards linguistics) and discrete events (namely the

fall of the Soviet Union and 9/11), the “end of IR” debates formally articulated both
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epistemological as well as ontological critiques of mainstream IR theory that set the stage for the
turn literature to take off.3 As Sylvester argues, the theoretical challenges of the early critical
theoretical turn in IR beginning in the 1980s “was less a mechanism of boundary marking for IR
than an assault on all the markers of a narrow state-centric, elite-oriented, Great Power field*”
and an opportunity for “[c]ritical theorists, post-structuralists, and feminists broadened IR to
include more places, people, actors, processes, and ways of knowing than IR had heretofore
contemplated.>’ For Dunne et al., for instance, the prominence of alternative theoretical social
science approaches in IR study even points to a breakdown in what theory itself is meant to be or
do.® In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks Smith gave a concrete example of a fundamental
reappraisal of IR as a social science capable of neutrally observing objective facts about politics
when they asked whether rational choice theory worked “because it is right, or because it
presents itself, and becomes accepted, as the truth.” Smith thus questions the very integrity of the
relationship between the underlying assumptions of IR theory and IR practice necessarily blurs
the line between scholarship and the politics it claims to simply observe. For Dunne et al., this
perspective even suggests the possibility of dispensing with IR theory altogether: “[n]ot only are
some main- stream rationalists calling for a turn away from the “isms’ but a post-structuralist-
inspired textbook on IR also recommends that theories be set aside in favour of 20 salient
questions about world politics...It is almost as though theory has gone into hibernation in the

aftermath of the third/fourth debate, such that it is again possible to imply that IR academics can

have unmediated access to a real world that exists independently of ideas, values, behaviours and

3 Stephane J. Baele and Gregorio Bettiza, “’ Turning’ everywhere in IR: on the sociological underpinnings of the
field’s proliferating turns,” International Theory 13 (2021): 315.

4 Christine Sylvester, “Whither the International at the End of IR.” Millenium 35, no. 3 (2007): 553.

® Sylvester, “Whither the International,” 553.

® Tim Dunne, Lene Hansen and Colin Wight, “The end of International Relations theory?” European Journal of
International Relations 19, no. 3, (2013): 406.
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experiences.”” Unsurprisingly, these questions about the ends and limits of IR also have

ontological dimensions.

As Sylvester also points out, part of the claims that IR is at an end as a discipline has been
spurred on by attempts to move past the discipline’s traditional focus on particular objects of
study. According to Sylvester, the theoretical challenges of the early critical theoretical turn in IR
beginning in the 1980s presented criticisms of traditionally state-centric mainstream approaches
motivated by a more expansive conception of what appropriate objects of IR study might be:
The field of IR easily names and locates these and many other activities of an international
relations where it is expected to be. Yet much of contemporary international relations
eludes IR. We missed the Trabant army driving through the Berlin Wall, in part because the
field did not imagine that average people doing average things could end a bipolar balance
of power.®
Beyond a dissatisfaction with the ontological disciplinary limits of IR, the “end of IR” agenda
also expresses a concern that the disciplinary focus on particular objects of study go on to also
create the worlds in which those objects predominate. For instance, in Burke et al.’s call for a
planetary account of politics “from the end of IR,” IR’s focus on “capitals and ministries, the
weapons and militaries, the rituals of diplomacy and trade, and the United Nations’ modernist

headquarters in Manhattan®”

elides “the real the planet now presses upon us — of industrialised
and profit-driven human societies utterly and ever more dangerously enmeshed with the

biosphere, the world of things, rivers, forests and animals, whose rhythms and survival are

utterly marked by our processes and are ever more in doubt.?” As a result, the “end of IR”

" Dunne et al., “The end of International Relations theory?” 415.

8 Sylvester, “Whither the International,” 551.

% Anthony Burke, Stefanie Fishel, Audra Mitchell, Simon Dalby, and Daniel J. Levine. “Planet Politics: A Manifesto
from the End of IR.” Millenium 44, no. 3 (2016): 504.

10 Burke et al., “Planet Politics,” 504.



13

research agenda sets up the “turn” agenda in offering an opportunity to examine alternative

objects of research beyond the static focus of more mainstream approaches to IR.

These attempts at reworking (or abandoning) IR at a fundamental level, however, have
also led to a sociological fracturing of the discipline. As Sylvester argues, the “end of IR” can be
understood not only as a theoretical reality but also a concrete description of the state of the
discipline. Pointing to the proliferation of specialized subsections for larger disciplinary
conferences like the International Studies Association, Sylvester concludes that the theoretical
fractures within IR caused by events like the end of the Cold War or 9/11 would go on to “form
settled camps, each with delineated subject matter, key personages and texts, and range of camp-

preferred theories and methods,!”

where “the sheer proliferation of articulated and aggregated
IR interests suggests that there is no agreement today about what constitutes the international and
its relations and how to study them.'?” While Sylvester acknowledges that this increasing lack of
a formal structure to even mainstream schools of thought is a good inasmuch as it entails a
democratization of the discipline, it has also entailed a professional siloing that produces “many

camp monologues. ..being delivered simultaneously!”

rather than an IR capable of
comprehensively addressing an array of topics. Thus, the “end of IR” debate can be seen as not

only a theoretical challenge to the foundations of the discipline, but also a sociological reality

that informs the research agenda of the “turns.”

11 Sylvester, “Whither the International,” 553.
12 Sylvester, “Whither the International,” 553.
13 Sylvester, “Whither the International,” 555.
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It is in this context of questioning the foundational epistemological and ontological
boundaries of IR that attempts to turn to both interdisciplinary approaches to theorizing about
traditional IR topics as well as objects of study from other disciplines can be understood. Beale
and Bettiza trace these turns to the linguistic turn in philosophy in the 1980s (itself a product of
Rorty’s work in the late 60s), which in turn prompted IR scholars to look to the role of language
and discourse in their own research ultimately culminating in early articulations of
constructivism and securitization theory in the mid-1990s.2* The subsequent turns Beale and
Bettiza identify (from the emotional, visual, practice and material) not only continue from the
epistemological and ontological critiques raised by the “end of IR” agenda, but also raise their
own concerns regarding theory and research practice in IR beyond positivist or rationalist
approaches. For instance, in outlining the queer turn in IR Richter-Montpetit describes how
trading the stability of both heterosexuality and cissexism as a default subject position that exists
prior to politics for a contingent ‘queer’ political subject allows for an inquiry that begins with
how “subject-making itself is a political process,” and “trouble and destabilize — qgueer —
‘regimes of the normal’ (‘normal’ versus ‘perverse’) and show their contingent and thus political
character.”™ Hom describes the temporal turn in IR as an agenda that “engages time as a
theoretical tool and political phenomenon in its own right,” where “critical IR scholars turn to
time as a means of destabilising hegemonic foundations — the international system, the logics of
modernity, rationalist social science, to name a few.%8” For Schindler and Wille, the practice turn

is grounded in a critique of social practices, where by “unmasking the hidden workings of power,

14 Baele and Bettiza, “’Turning’ everywhere in IR,” 316-317.

15 Melanie Richter-Montpetit, “Everything You Always Wanted to Know about Sex (in IR) But were Afraid to Ask:
The ‘Queer Turn’ in International Relations.” Millenium 46, no. 2 (2018): 224.

16 Andrew R. Hom, “Silent Order: the Temporal Turn in Critical International Relations.” Millenium 46, no. 3
(2018): 305.
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social critique aims to realize a particular vision of emancipation.!” For Chandler, the global
turn consists of moving beyond traditional concepts of states and citizenship in recognizing that
“[w]e no longer live in a territorialised world, where we are mapped in terms of bounded
political communities with clear points of connection between states and citizen-subjects,” due to
“the remarkable shift in the speed and spread of economic and social communications and
interactions, which is held to have negated previous frameworks of political theory and
practices.'®” In these ways “the turn” agenda clearly continues the epistemological challenge to

IR’s disciplinary boundaries established by the “end of IR agenda.

In a similar way, the turns also reflect the ontological pursuit of new objects of research
beyond the traditionally static focus in IR suggested by the “end of IR” agenda. Callahan, for
instance, describes the visual turn as part of a “need to resist the rational methods and the linear
teleological narratives that frame our understanding of ourselves and the world...and suggested
that we look at poetry, art and film as alternative sources to understand international relations.®”
Mac Ginty describes the material turn as a “debate on the dynamic relationship between agency
and objects,” where “the meanings of materiality are often mediated through human interaction
that renders an object into a symbol or device for production, consumption, compliance, or

resistance” which they use to frame their research on the role 4x4 vehicles play in the political

economies of conflict zones.?® Lapointe and Dufour give a further example in describing the

17 Sebastian Schindler and Tobias Wille, “How Can We Criticize International Politics?” International Studies
Quarterly 63 (2019): 1016.

8 David Chandler, “The Global Ideology: Rethinking the Politics of the ‘Global Turn’ in IR.” The Author 23, no. 4
(2009): 534.

19 William A. Callahan, “The Visual Turn in IR: Documentary Filmmaking as a Critical Method.” Millenium 43, no.
3 (2015): 895.

20 Roger Mac Ginty, “A material turn in International Relations: the 4x4, intervention and resistance.” Review of
International Studies 43, no. 5 (2017): 858.
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goals of the historical turn, where “[o]ne of the theory’s core contentions is that geopolitical
relations among states are embedded in, and vary in relation with, social property regimes. Here,
institutionalized patterns of political organization and their characteristics— imperial,
hierarchical, anarchical, sovereign, levels of centralization, mode of taxation—are historicized in
relation to the nondeterminist, yet noncontingent history of class relations in different social-
property regimes.?” In a similar vein, Hamati-Ataya breaks the reflexive turn in IR down into
both a self-awareness of a researcher’s perspective as well as in “a more maximalist way as a
methodological self-critique operating through an epistemic or theoretical ‘bending back’ of
one’s thought.??” As a result, the turn agenda also reflects the “end of IR” agenda’s ontological

pursuit for alternative objects of research.

In addition to extending the epistemological and ontological disciplinary critiques raised
by the “end of IR” debates, Beale and Bettiza point out how the turns in IR even reflects a
similar sociological pluralism. However, where Sylvester notes that the sociological end of IR
had at least a democratizing effect for all of its overall theoretical incoherence?, Beale and
Bettiza argue that the sociological dimensions of the turn agenda reveal a tension between the
often-radical ideological aims of questioning the fundamentals of the discipline and their
ultimate effects. Citing Kristensen’s sociological autopsy of IR, Beale and Bettiza point out that
their work “clearly reveals a structure of the discipline solidly anchored in three major, central,

and interconnected ‘citation camps’ corresponding to the realist, liberal institutionalist, and

2L Thierry Lapointe and Frederick Guillaume Dufour. “Assessing the historical turn in IR: an anatomy of a second
wave of historical sociology.” Cambridge Review of International Affairs 25, no. 1 (2012): 100-101.

22 Inanna Hamati-Ataya, “Reflectivity, reflexivity, reflexivism: IR’s ‘reflexive turn’ — and beyond.” European
Journal of International Relations 19, no. 4 (2012): 673.

23 Christine Sylvester, “Experiencing the end and afterlives of International Relations/theory.” European Journal of
International Relations 19, no. 3, (2013): 613.
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constructivist traditions, which still ‘occupy a central role in the field’*”

with a periphery of
smaller camps of smaller critically-oriented communities “corresponding to tight-knit groups of
scholars engaging with each other’s work more than with the mainstream of the three major
isms.?>” Thus, the fractured camp structure Sylvester describes can be more specifically

understood “as a conglomerate of ‘different fields of forces’?®”

tenuously held together by a
broad understanding of IR. For Beale and Bettiza, this bounded pluralism also suggests that the
turns are attempts by critically-minded scholars to establish their credibility in peripheral fields
of forces, which inevitably also means in the field of IR generally. The result is a dependence on
the orthodoxy by the heterodoxy, which never quite manages to emancipate itself entirely from a
field which is repeatedly declared over. As Beale and Bettiza point out, the supposed heresy of
suggesting a turn is somewhat undermined by the fact that a turn can only be taken seriously by
an already established scholar in already established methodologies or journals in already
established institutions.?” According to Beale and Bettiza, instead of undermining the hegemonic
positions of IR the turns become “strong signals of criticality and claims that studying one
particular object holds the key to oppose the mainstream, leading not only to the establishment of
a range of new critical communities but also to increased competition and friction among
them.?®” This is obviously not to cynically suggest that the substantive epistemological and
ontological criticisms raised by the turn agendas are invalidated as a result. But Beale and

Bettiza’s observations do hint that some alternative approach to ‘another turn’ may be required in

order to frame an IR investigation into video games.
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One alternative approach to thinking the relationship between video games as an art form
and IR as a discrete discipline which includes its own ‘end’ is Ollman’s conception of Marxist
dialectics, especially the way Ollman emphasizes the open character of contradictions as a key
part of dialectical inquiry. According to Ollman, internal contradictions are one of the main
conceptual relations that distinguish the dialectical method from commonsensical or otherwise
non-dialectical thinking. Where an emphasis on social relations which are constantly changing is
foregrounded, “paths of development do not only intersect in mutually supportive ways but are
constantly blocking, undermining, otherwise interfering with, and in due course transforming one
another.?®” For Ollman, internal contradictions emerge in Marx’s work as one of the main ways
of understanding how a set of relations change: “[t]he processes that compose any complex
organism change at different speeds and often in incompatible ways. Viewed as internally related
tendencies (i.e., as elements in each other and in a common whole) whose forward progress
requires that one or the other give way, they become contradictions. The resolution of these
contradictions can significantly alter the totality. Examining totalities for their contradictions is a
way of looking for the sources of conflict, sources that may be apparent even before a conflict
fully materializes.?>” As such, Ollman argues that the immanent contradictions within a totality
also offers Marx the opportunity to understand its potential futures, given shape by the existing
or potential resolution of present contradictions.®! In this light, Beale and Bettiza’s argument
about the sociological relationship between IR and its own ‘end’ present a clear contradiction;

fundamental (or apparently fatal) criticisms of the field’s epistemological and ontological

2 Bertell Ollman, Dance of the Dialectic: Steps in Marx’s Method (Chicago: University of lllinois Press, 2003), 17.
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31 Ollman, Dance of the Dialectic, 164.
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foundations are being offered, but the articulation of those criticisms simply serves to reinforce
the hegemonic practices and theoretical positions being criticized in the first place without any
clear resolution of these criticisms. While it may be tempting to suggest another turn towards a
concrete resolution that gives shape to the future of IR Ollman’s conception of Marxist dialectics

may offer an alternative in focusing on the contradiction itself.

With its focus on expanding the ontological and epistemological horizons of IR research,
this “end of IR” argument clearly serves as the theoretical basis for extending the discipline into
interdisciplinary explorations of the relationship between the international and culture. This is
accomplished through a critique of the overreliance on quantitative research methodologies (and
the ideological assumptions behind their rationalist justifications) in realist and liberal schools at
the turn of the millennium, the “end of IR” argument attempts to push the theoretical horizon for
both what ought to be considered legitimate objects of study for international study fields as well
as how to think about them. Emerging out of post-structuralist and feminist critiques of social
science, the “end of IR” argument casts these fields as limited to analyzing the same handful of
topics (i.e. states and statesmen) with the same handful of analytical tools (i.e. rationalism and
statistics). This has both ignored past attempts to diversify the discipline and given rise to various
“turns” towards interdisciplinarity as diverse communities of IR scholars have prodded at the
edges of international studies or outright proclaiming its “end.” While connecting IR theorizing
with video games could be justified by a straightforward “ludic turn,” Ollman’s account of
dialectics offers an alternative for understanding how the internal contradictions of a mode of
thought are constitutive of possible futures rather than failings that need to necessarily be

overcome. In this sense, finding ways of playfully indulging in the paradoxical relationship
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between the history and stakes of international relations as a discipline and the critical insights
that highlight the failings of those disciplinary boundaries offers an alternative approach to
conceptualizing the “end of IR.” The suggestion here is that this indulgence can be literally
found in the play of games and the playfulness of pop culture (something Ollman may have been
aware of given their own involvement in the creation of the 1978 alternative to Monopoly, Class

Struggle).

Chapter 2: The aesthetic turn

One starting point for expanding on this theme of play as a means of recontextualizing
these tensions in contemporary IR theory is the way art and culture generally have been
conceptualized as a part of the challenges presented by the “end of IR” turns. While culture has
long been amalgamated into more traditional IR approaches (such as with discussions of soft
power), perhaps the most notable of attempts to seriously engage with art as an IR topic in more
interdisciplinary methods is Bleiker’s conception of the aesthetic turn. Itself an argument
grounded in a critique of Western reason, Bleiker provides a compelling explanation for how art
and aesthetic theory provide useful companions to exploring the emotive side of political
analysis that is often ignored by the emphasis on quantification demanded by rationalist research
methods. This section will provide an overview of the epistemological and methodological
critiques outlined by the aesthetic turn argument, as well as explore some of the artistic forms

and theoretical approaches that have been invoked as having aesthetic insights useful for IR
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analyses (namely the visual arts, literature and film) which could serve as models for how to

think about what a similar interdisciplinary intervention into video gaming might look like.

Perhaps one of the defining aspects of Bleiker’s aesthetic turn in IR is its foundation in an
epistemological challenge to more established disciplinary approaches to knowledge claims in
international politics. The aesthetic turn is grounded in a critique of what it claims to be an
overwhelmingly positivist approach to IR research. However, rather than questioning this
approach in order to broaden ways of recognizing the extent of state power Bleiker’s aesthetic
turn is instead interested in arguing for the capacity for art and media to provide unique aesthetic
insights into international politics. Bleiker grounds this approach in a critique of “mimetic”
knowledge claims, which attempt to render IR theories as close to exact replicas of how social
phenomena work as possible.®? For Bleiker mimetic approaches in IR often obscure their own
basis in subjective conjectures or assumptions about international politics in the quest for some
notion of objectivity.>® While Bleiker does not necessarily go further in claiming that the facts
and objects of IR research are, as a result, themselves suspect, Bleiker does push the notion that
how IR as a discipline translates or represents facts ought to not be taken for granted.®* The
preponderance in IR of an Enlightenment-era idealization of reason over other human faculties
that in turn informed the pursuit of scientific legitimacy after the Second World War served to
strip the socially and historically contingent aspects of Hans Morgenthau’s assessment of the rise
of Nazi Germany or Kenneth Waltz’ assessment of the Cold War into a universalized and

ahistorical objective description of international politics.3 For Bleiker, however, the objectivity

32 Bleiker, Aesthetics and World Politics, 20.
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sought by a mimetic approach is almost impossible precisely when considered in terms of the

kinds of abstractions made in works of art:

Consider, by way of illustration, the similarities between the work of a painter and a social
scientist. Both portray their objects through particular modes of representation. Even a
naturalistic painting is still a form of representation. It cannot capture the essence of its
object. It is painted from a certain angle, at a certain time of the day, and in a certain light.
The materials are those chosen by the artist, as are the colours and size of the painting, even
its frame. Recall for a minute the famous and much-discussed painting by the surrealist
René Magritte: the one that features a carefully drawn pipe above an equally carefully
hand-written line that reads ‘Ceci n’est pas une pipe’ (‘This is not a pipe’). What becomes
obvious fairly soon — that the painting is not a pipe itself, but only an artistic representation
thereof — challenges the very notion of mimesis. It draws attention to what, in Saussurian
language, is called the arbitrariness of the sign: the fact that the relationship between
signifier (the drawing of the pipe) and the signified (the pipe) is contingent on a range of
interpretive steps.3®

Bleiker even goes so far to say that a mimetic theory would not even be desirable, as a perfect
representation “would merely replicate what is, and thus be as useless ‘as a facsimile of a text
that is handed to us in answer to our question of how to interpret that text’ 3" Informed by the
works of Kant and Deleuze, Bleiker posits the alternative to mimesis as a Romantic-era notion of
the “aesthetic” as an attempt to give some privilege to the wide variety of other sensual forms of
representation that may provide equally important academic insights other than those derived
from the rational.®® For Bleiker, the contemporary relegation of concepts like artistic taste and

evaluation to being “of a purely private and thus subjective nature3®”

misses an opportunity to
provide “an alternative to the deeply embedded modern assumption that our knowledge of the

world is structured according to the objects we seek to know.*®” Thus in ignoring the

epistemological question about the relationship between representation and represented, mimetic
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tendencies in IR theory often end up entrenching particular subjective perspectives as objective
at the expense of a range of other potential academic or ethical insights into international politics.
The potential of those aesthetic insights is something the aesthetic turn explores in the

methodological challenge it poses to traditional IR scholarship.

Following from an epistemological critique of established IR scholarship the aesthetic
turn also offers a methodological challenge to IR study. While mimetic approaches to research
not only entrench and thus mask their interpretive and subjective underpinnings, they also
delegitimize alternative approaches to the study of IR that do not reflect a comparatively narrow
emphasis on empiricism and reason as a source of knowledge. Bleiker does point out that the
inclusion of artistic sources in IR is by no means entirely novel, attempts to do so aesthetically
have certainly not been. While Bleiker notes that Man, the State and War is no stranger to
literary sources, “Waltzian abstraction is obsessed with deduction, categorization and scientific
legitimacy.*” At any rate, according to Bleiker subsequent IR orthodoxy has not seriously
pursued this interest in the arts.*> For Bleiker, however, the pursuit of artistic sources as an
alternative means of understanding (and potentially subverting) previous analyses of
international phenomena serves a key role in the aesthetic turn. Various art forms are often based
in precisely the sensuous and non-rational experiential descriptions of history or international
events that could be used to broaden the relatively limited notions of objectivity in IR

scholarship.*® The result, according to Bleiker, is an approach that evaluates the wide range of

41 Bleiker, Aesthetics and World Politics, 28.
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subjective approaches to epistemology rather than assuming ontological characteristics of objects
of study. As Bleiker explains:
A brief illustration from the world of art may help: consider how Picasso’s Guernica has
given us insight into the Spanish Civil War and the human psyche not because it sought
recognition and life-like representation. The significance of Guernica as a form of aesthetic
insight and historical memory is located precisely in the fact that Picasso aesthetically
engaged the very substance of politics: the difference between the represented and its
representation. Guernica allows us to move back and forth between imagination and
reason, thought and sensibility, memory and understanding, without imposing one faculty
upon another.**
Subsequent arguments about the celebrations of military heroism in the music of Beethoven, the
close relationship between popular memory of the Vietnam War and films like Apocalypse Now
as well as the role literary fiction has played in justifying colonialism all seem to deserve some
recognition of their impact on the study of IR.* Perhaps most importantly for this paper Bleiker
even highlights the importance of inquiries outside the high arts into the fictional representations
of politics in pop culture are capable of revealing something positive about the societies on
which they are based.*® Despite grounding itself in similar epistemological approaches to
previous IR analyses of video games Bleiker’s aesthetic turn also gives a means of developing a
critical understanding of IR using artistic sources based on their unique capacity to provide
alternative aesthetic insights. Thus, Bleiker’s aesthetic turn offers both an ontological and
methodological basis for approaching cultural or artistic sources as the possible bases for
aesthetic insights into IR. This is due to their capacity to frame or translate information in ways

other than more orthodox logocentric approaches in social scientific IR research. However, while

Bleiker’s aesthetic turn suggests a possible way to approach video games as a possible source of
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knowledge in IR as somewhat independent artistic artefacts and outside of Der Derian’s virtual
theory, the question of how exactly an examination of video games can come about ought not to
be taken for granted. Bleiker notes that a challenge in drawing aesthetic perspectives from
artistic sources is meeting those sources in ways that do not simply fall back on simply
privileging rationalist assumptions. Bleiker refers to the example of relying on musical insight or
illumination, as “Both of these terms are inherently visual, reflecting a deep-seated assumption
that our ideal experience, as Nussbaum stresses, ‘must be a visual experience, that its
illumination must be accounted for in terms of the eye’.*”” Bleiker’s own analysis of poetry as an
example of aesthetic research begins with a similar line of reasoning in highlighting the way in
which poetry directly engages with normal conventions of language and thus give a space for

imagining alternative approaches to thinking about politics.*®

While Bleiker’s articulation of the aesthetic turn takes its own cue from poetics, IR
literature has also sought other ways of getting beyond the ontological and epistemological limits
of political thinking through other art forms. In addition to their own work on poetry, Bleiker
also mentions approaches like those found in the visual arts as illustrative of the way aesthetic
thinking explores the gap between events and abstraction. Sylvester fleshes this approach out in
arguing that the kind of abstraction of form offered in the visual arts offer an analogy for the
intentional dimension of theorization. Working off observations of a London National Gallery
exhibition display of Cy Twombley’s reinterpretation of JM.W. Turner’s The Fighting
Temeraire, Sylvester makes a connection between the artifice of Twombley’s highly abstract

reinterpretation and the fact that Turner’s own more realistically rendered work was a romantic
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reimagining from second-hand sources. Sylvester likewise holds Waltz’ work as an artistic
abstraction informed by what details are left out (the social and political context of the 1960s in
which they were writing) as what it aims to capture.*® In Bleiker’s terms, the result of theorizing
phenomena is thus necessarily an aesthetic process even if it holds mimetic aims. As Sylvester
argues, the result is that their ‘camp IR’ thesis can just as easily be put in artistic terms; like
painted interpretations of a scene where “we end up with abstraction whether we want ‘it” or
not,>® it is perhaps less appropriate for IR to speak of theories that capture some literal fact of
the matter as much as self-conscious abstractions capable of clearly situating themselves in a
cultural and historical context as well as articulating bold new alternatives. According to
Sylvester, while “IR claims neither art nor museums as traditional bona fides of international
relations” art nonetheless sits at a nexus of different issues of disciplinary relevance ripe for
reclamation within her “camp IR” thesis. Sylvester argues that seen as institutions of
international acclaim and patronage, where millions of attendants are exposed to narratives about
other parts of the world, examples like art museums are natural sites of “international
relations.®” In this sense Sylvester clearly highlights a way in which art objects and art
institutions demand an IR analysis to be better understood as both evolving museum practices

5255

“naive about international power and politics®>” and a locus of international affairs.

Similar to how writers have approached the implications of an aesthetic turn towards

visual art, there have also been IR interventions into literature. Much like Sylvester’s account of
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art, arguments about the possibilities of literary abstraction also highlight the epistemological
and ontological contributions of the aesthetic turn. For Moore, literature necessarily offers a
different aesthetic approach than, say, visual arts by virtue of being necessarily interpretive.
While interpretation (like Sylvester’s abstraction) is the basis of any aesthetic analysis (like
Bleiker’s “gap between a form of representation and what is represented®®”), for Moore written
prose emphasizes the internal imaginary of a reader that nonetheless has a “different capacity or
function — as part of a process linked to myth, story and narrative — which is more difficult to
discern in other art forms either by looking at a painting, visiting an exhibition or installation, or
viewing sculpture and architecture.>®” Working from Gadamer’s hermeneutics, Moore argues
that literature expresses meaning through a “living” relationship between the intended meanings
of a text and the context of its reception, producing a “different capacity or function — as part of a
process linked to myth, story and narrative — which is more difficult to discern in other art forms
either by looking at a painting, visiting an exhibition or installation, or viewing sculpture and
architecture.>®” A reader’s own imaginative impulses, the cultural context they are reading in,
and the cultural milieu a text was written in all work to produce a “counterplay” of
interpretations which grapple with a topic without being reduced to the kind of mimetic
rationality the aesthetic turn seeks to avoid.>® As Moore puts it:
The aim is to draw on the creativity of literature to keep questions open, to seek engagement
without offering a conclusion, precisely because aesthetic enquiry is about discovering
anew, rather than finding or establishing a finite and acceptable scientific truth. The open-
ended nature of the dialogue proposed in Sniper is also designed to evoke emotional and

ethical responses, plugging into intuitive beliefs about contemporary global politics,
readily excluded by the focus on states.>’
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As such, literature offers another distinct art-based approach to alternative claims about

knowledge in the social sciences.

This ontological position that the interpretive meaning-making offered by literary forms
also has some clear epistemological implications for treating literature as a site of international
affairs. Holden provides an example of this in comparing disciplinary arguments in literary
studies about conceptualizing the geographical boundaries of literature to the boundary
discussions that, for instance, underpin contemporary critical IR. According to Holden, the
conceptual tension found in debates surrounding the concept of “world literature,” between both
different interpretations of Goethe’s original formulation and different attempts to manifest a
world literature, echo the kind of post-disciplinary “end of IR turns. Highlighting the use of the
term as an attempt to establish a kind of universal canon of “great works” in largely American
schools during the mid-century and later a systematic overview of literature around the world by
the 1990s, Holden points out that paying attention to the details of disciplinary debates in
literature reveal that similar political and intellectual forces to those shaping this arc are also
poking at the edges of IR.%® While post-Cold War globalization underpins contemporary world
literature, post-structural and post-colonial criticisms of world literature have highlighted the
geographical and linguistic biases as a concept taught to American students with material
translated into English, which Holden likens to Sylvester’s “camp IR” interdisciplinarity.>®
Holden goes further in arguing that beyond a likeness, disciplinary arguments in literature also

expose the limits of interdisciplinary IR theorizing, particularly about aesthetics and culture. As
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the boundaries of other discrete disciplines are also in flux, the accuracy of IR interdisciplinary
analysis is as a result somewhat suspect, especially when critical IR increasingly lacks a clear
referent.®C In this sense the particulars of disciplinary debates about art offer an opportunity to

reflect back on the theorizing done in IR, especially reflective currents of thought.

As Bleiker points out, another major avenue of aesthetic interventions in IR has been
through film and film studies. Much like the abstractive qualities of painting and the interpretive
processes at play in literary analyses, film form has also been argued to offer theoretical aesthetic
alternatives to mainstream IR rationalism. Citing Deleuze and Mann, Shapiro argues that the
mediating role a movie camera plays in determining what an audience sees potentially
undermines the necessarily partial subjectivity of an individual observer. Rather than foreground
one kind of “managed perception” such as “the mediating effects of measurement devices aimed
at static data,%!” for Shapiro the decentering effect of the camera appropriately engages with the
very question of space and perception. The result “deprivileges the directionality of centered
commanding perception; it allows the disorganized multiplicity that is the world to emerge.®?”
Shapiro argues that this decentering effect has a clear political value when it contextualizes the
individuals who are a film’s erstwhile subjects within the cinematic landscapes captured by a
camera that are in turn informed by broader cultural, historical or political forces. Shapiro gives
an example in their interpretation of The Pledge:

Thus although much of the film focuses on the character Jerry Black, who is situated in

time, first as an aging retiree, then as one partially stymied by the temporal rhythms of

police investigations (once a suspect is selected, there is enormous pressure to close the
case), and finally as one whose investigative opportunities are affected by seasonal changes
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(there are several seasonal tableaux that are interspersed in the imagistic mechanisms of
the storyline), Jerry can also be viewed aesthetically rather than psychologically, because
his movements in the institutionalized spaces of Reno—Tahoe reveal the existence of
different dimensions of ethnic and geopolitical time. The area of the drama, now a white-
dominated region of the West, is shown to be firmly linked to the U.S. nation in, for
example, an Independence Day parade scene. However, there are also signs of the region’s
ethnohistorical past.®®
Tellingly, Shapiro categorizes the different kind of subjectivities produced by this tension in film
form as “psychological subjects” opposed to “aesthetic subjects;” in refusing to settle on the
motivational forces of individuals as “static entities,” the context afforded by the decentering
effect of the camera instead allows an understanding of subjects as “beings with multiple

possibilities of becoming.®*”

Unsurprisingly, aesthetic IR interventions into film encompasses ontological arguments
for expanding disciplinary analyses into particular films. This can be especially shown by the
various interpretations of Tarkovsky's Stalker, which has been the source of multiple
interpretations both about its relationship to the cultural-political context in which it was made
and received, as well as the political implications of the content of the film itself. As Moore
argues, readings of particular films like Stalker are revealing of the cultural underpinnings of
Tarkovsky’s work generally, which is in turn worthy of IR investigation due to “the scope of
Tarkovsky’s work, from the Soviet war genre to science fiction, as well as the tensions between
the artist and the Communist system that he personified, his numerous reflections on film
aesthetics, spiritualism, and Russian identity, and his reaction to the politics of aesthetics

6595

deployed by the Soviet authorities®™” if for no other reason. In addition to the cultural insights

83 Shapiro, Cinematic Geopolitics, 9.

8 Shapiro, Cinematic Geopolitics, 9.

8 Cerwyn Moore, “Tracing the Russian Hermeneutic: Reflections on Tarkovsky’s Cinematic Poetics and Global
Politics.” Alternatives: Global Local, Political 34, no. 3 (Jan-Mar 2009): 60.



31

Stalker reveals, Hozic’s interpretation of the content of the film itself argues Stalker can be seen
as a meditation on love as a kind of emancipatory subjectivity beyond the realm of politics.
Hozic identifies a relationship between the Zone at the heart of the film as an Agambian
landscape of political desire (replete with borders, border guards and men self-destructively
pursuing their fantasies) and the eponymous character’s wife, whom Hozic identifies as being the
only character with no desire to enter the Zone beyond demands placed on her by the love for her
husband.®® In a move similar to Shapiro’s shifting decentered camera, Hozic argues that the
presence of a character who refuses the Zone and simply loves her husband even at the edge of
the film leaves a kind of radical sublime possibility at the edge of thinking about politics.®’ Thus,
between film form as a way of thinking about politics and particular films like Stalker to think

about, film has been another example of aesthetic interventions in IR.

The aesthetic turn thus provides a theoretical approach for understanding how different
forms of art and traditions of art theory can illuminate alternative ways of understanding political
events and contexts. After engaging with art as both a material and theoretical critique of the
Enlightenment rationalist assumptions underlining much of mainstream IR research most notably
put forward by Bleiker, as well as examples of how aesthetic IR engagements have worked in
different mediums, the possibility of a meaningful political engagement with video games as a
medium hopefully takes shape. Whether in the visual arts, literature or film, artistic mediums are
relevant as aesthetic mediums in the way they express meaning through form (as well as

attendant traditions of thinking about those forms). As a result, in making political abstraction a
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matter of form as much as anything aesthetic IR interventions directly address the political
challenge Bleiker raises in highlighting the gap between phenomena and representation as the
“very location of politics.%®” A full accounting of this approach and its relationship to video

games, however, can be further found in the pop culture/world politics agenda.

Chapter 3: Pop culture and world politics

Similar to how other aesthetic interventions posit that artistic works can either reflect or
constitute the cultural attitudes that underpin the social worlds political agents act in, the pop
culture and world politics (PCWP) agenda tries to apply this analysis to traditionally “low
culture.” Aside from the kind of knowledge about the world uniquely accessible through sublime
aesthetics, so too are there overlooked or hidden insights about the mechanics behind IR in
widely accessible and consumed contemporary culture both in how culture shapes and is shaped
by world events. Of particular interest to this dissertation is how different approaches to media
form have been mined for ways of thinking about the relationship between politics and culture.
This section will provide an overview of the treatment of popular culture in IR, in how it is both
informed by and informs contemporary politics as well as the analysis of digital technology and
the use of pop culture as a pedagogical tool for IR classrooms, arguments which in turn sketch
much of how video games have been treated in existing IR literature (as will be shown in a later

part).
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The first major path of IR interventions into pop culture emphasizes the role of culture in
framing the context for contemporary politics. Similarly to how other aesthetic interventions
posit that artistic works can either reflect or constitute the cultural attitudes that underpin the
social worlds political agents act in, the pop culture and world politics (PCWP) agenda tries to
apply this analysis to traditionally “low culture.” Aside from the kind of knowledge about the
world uniquely accessible through sublime aesthetics, so too are there overlooked or hidden
insights about the mechanics behind IR in widely accessible and consumed contemporary culture
both in how culture shapes and is shaped by world events. On the one hand much of pop culture
clearly takes its cue from the news; as Hansen points out, while pop cultural artefacts (in their
example comics like Superman, Captain America, or Tintin®®) may not be explicitly political
texts, they nonetheless “rely upon and produce particular representations of international
subjectivity and practices of significance for world politics, including, for example, diplomacy
and military intervention.’” However, as Nexon and Neumann point out in their sorting of pop
culture into first and second order representations this reproduction of IR topics is also
potentially mutually constitutive. In line with Bleiker’s mimetic critique Nexon and Neumann
argue that general knowledge of political events is similarly a matter of representations of those
events, whether speeches by politicians or journalistic narratives seeking to directly represent a
first-order “real world narrative” or second-order representations that deal with real world issues
through a gloss of fiction. The result is that considering the role culture plays in international

affairs almost demands a particular focus on popular culture given its ubiquitous role in shaping
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and being shaped by contemporary events.’* As Crilley puts it: “(t)abloid hijinks, self-help
books, casino and hotel empires, golf courses, beauty pageants, wrestling shows, and reality TV
are what made Donald Trump a household name. Trump himself is the pop culture president writ
large, as the political phenomenon of President Trump is inseparable from Donald Trump as a
popular culture spectacle.”?” Shepherd and Hamilton make a similar point in highlighting social
media as a ubiquitous form that blurs the line between first and second order representations.”

Not only is pop culture an obvious product of IR, but a cultural analysis of world politics thus

reveals it as mutually constitutive of the events, attitudes and people that drive IR.

The other side of the cultural context arguments posed by PCWP is the way pop culture
artefacts can be understood as political artefacts in and of themselves. Pop cultural artefacts are
where IR happens in the sense that their constitution of a cultural context can inform the politics
that happen in that context, pop cultural artefacts also simply are (or can be) interpreted as
producing their own political messages regularly interpreted by large audiences. In one sense this
is because while pop culture often takes its cue from the news, it also often explicitly positions
itself as political. For Hansen, comic artists like Art Spiegelman are examples of low culture
artists that tackle headily political themes and even accrue a reputation for expertise on those
themes, which “raises the question of who become public voices of foreign policy authority, and
how certain forms of knowledge become sociologically signified as having a status that may, in

turn, allow someone to speak across a particular domain (Hansen, 2006; Lebow, 2007).” For
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Shepherd, meanwhile, pop culture narratives often take on a political dimension by virtue of their
narrative themes regardless of their explicit intent. According to Shepherd, narrative provides a
kind of cognitive crutch wherein “...our cognitive frameworks are (re)produced in and through
the stories we tell ourselves and others.”” As a result the cultural forms in which we are
inundated frame certain expectations about the way the world works and are not clearly

separable from the way “(s)tories have a beginning, a middle and an end; stories have ‘good
guys’ and ‘bad guys’, right and wrong.”®” Turning to the genre tropes and physical performances
of Joss Whedon’s television work, they analyze the way their representations of gender and
violence (particularly in light of Bleiker’s approach to aesthetics) reveal that “we might learn as
much — if not more — about political process and practice from popular culture as we do from

political science textbooks.’””

Another major avenue of PCWP argumentation is the unique role digital technologies
play in forming contemporary cultural contexts. Part of this formation is the way political agents
directly engage with communication technologies generally and the Internet in particular, both in
its direct impact on world affairs and its role in shaping contemporary culture. As Crilley points
out, one focus of the PCWP agenda is the way politics or political identities are played out in the
“everyday” forms of PCWP,’®” and subsequently argues that the global scale of, say, social
media platforms on the Internet make them an increasingly important dimension of grappling
with how the personal may be political. Crilley gives the example of the massive proliferation of

image archives enabled by Facebook as having a clear impact on cultural formations. While the
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millions of images regularly uploaded to Facebook are obviously largely personal collections,
they nonetheless “serve to document personal and collective memories, build social
relationships, and express identities, and are therefore important sites of politics.”” For Shepherd
and Hamilton, these online media technologies are also crucial to understand given the influence
they have over how knowledge of world events is actually conveyed to an emerging global
public:
Much of what we know about the goings-on in the world is now gleaned from online
sources; many of the traditional sources of world politics knowledge, like documents,
speeches and briefing papers, are available digitally whenever and wherever we may
choose to peruse them. We turn to digital news sources for up-to-the-minute information
by way of online newspapers, blogs, social media streams, live video and audio streams,
podcasts and so on. However, we don’t just use our computers and tablets and smart phones
to access these serious sources; digital entertainment has thrived in the online world. We
share links, images, stories and discussions with our friends and followers on social media;
we have access to innumerable photographs, videos and music; we download games,
movies, music and television programs along with podcasts, webcasts and apps.2°
Of note is not only the proliferation of information afforded by contemporary digital media, but
also the way in which the platforms blur the line between access to “serious” political knowledge
and pop cultural trends. As both news about North Korean missile tests and memes about Kim
Jong-un become part of the same stream of information categorically separating the “everyday”

experience of international relations from the cultural contexts in which it is received a suspect

task.

The direct fact that digital media technologies also regularly have a direct impact on
contemporary world events supports this conclusion. Besides framing the culture in which

information about the world is received, these technologies also frame many of the ways in
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which they happen. As Shepherd and Hamilton point out, even traditional political agents are not
exempt from the blurring effect social media has on the distinction between “ordinary people”
and everyone else. For Shepherd and Hamilton, pop cultural analysis already serves as a useful
epistemological common denominator; regardless of one’s relationship to IR knowledge
(academic, practitioner or layperson), the common relationship to the movies means there’s at
least one interpretive vernacular. Similarly, when it comes to the popular cultures fostered by
digital communication the traditional distinction between expert and layperson, as well as the
way experts or practitioners traditionally shape world events, is also blurred.?! Besides the
epistemological currents suggested by the PCWP focus on digital technology, there is also the
increasing fact of traditional IR topics increasingly taking place online. As Crilley points out, this
online activity can range from the presence of non-state actors, the interference by state actors, to
the rearticulation of sexism and racism into infrastructure of online services.®? Both the interest
in cultural formation and the technologies that frame those formations thus set the stage for the

PCWP interest in pedagogy.

A third IR intervention into pop culture is evaluating the pedagogical value of how
contemporary cultural formations impact world events and how they are understood. Perhaps the
most direct articulation of this intervention is in the various attempts to use pop cultural
references as teaching tools in IR classrooms. In defining the main dimension of a pop cultural
IR research agenda Grayson et al. point out the simply practical opportunity afforded by paying
attention to how contemporary events are engaged by mass audiences, particularly students.

Given the increasingly visual character of how contemporary politics are communicated (from
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“photographs of torture at Abu Ghraib to the spectacle of North Korean military parades®”), “it
is important to provide students with skills that help them to see — as well as read — politics, so
that they can appreciate that the visual is text and will possess the tools for considered analysis of
it.#*” Young et al. give a concrete example of this in their use of Game of Thrones to theme and
design in-class simulations to teach major themes in international relations courses. As Young et
al. point out, while Game of Thrones is ostensibly set in a fantasy medieval backdrop it
nonetheless serves as a useful heuristic for its depiction of key concepts in IR theory, such as
“the struggle female heads of state face when gaining power, how heads of state frame global
concerns to their citizens, the different level of concern states have for human rights, and,
especially, how difficult it is to achieve harmony in the international system.®>” Crucially, Young
et al. also integrated Game of Thrones as a theme for its popularity and how it could make
themes in the simulation more familiar even to students who hadn’t watched the show, which
they ultimately found helped increase student engagement in courses where they introduced their
simulation.®® Brandle makes a similar argument in their justification for integrating pop cultural
themes (namely selected games, Drezner’s Theories of International Politics and Zombies, and
relevant science fiction movies) into their course design. For Brandle, pop cultural resources
were similarly an opportunity to bridge gaps in engagement even among students taking IR
courses as prerequisites, particularly when paired with more experimental active learning

strategies.8” However, the integration of pop culture into IR pedagogy also extends beyond being
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tools in the classroom to being prompts for students to think creatively about international

politics.

In addition to using pop culture as direct tools in the classroom, pop culture has also been
argued to be valuable for aiding in spurring creative thinking about IR topics (including
pedagogy) among students and teachers. Knutsen gives an example of this in analyzing the way
Harry Potter reflects a long tradition of liberal thinking about education, and likens the way the
students at Hogwarts learn about the world of the books to the way Reinhold Niebuhr
emphasized the importance of liberal virtue in navigating world politics.®® As Saunders points
out, popular works in the science fiction genre have had a long crossover with world politics,
reaching a peak “when the former B-movie-actor-turned-leader of the ‘free world’ began to label
the Soviet Union the ‘Evil Empire’ while touting his ‘Star Wars’ Strategic Defense Initiative
(SDI).%% For Saunders, science fiction works have a complicated relationship with Western
legacies of imperialism, pointing to interpretations of the treatment of space exploration as
having “emerged as a response to the effective end of territorial conquest, i.e. the end of
(Western) imperial expansion.’®” Meanwhile, the speculative character of science fiction that
distances a reader from the political allegories it may be employing (as opposed to more
consciously topical works like 24 or the Bourne franchise) also makes room for much more
critical engagements with these presentations of imperialism, “allowing students to interrogate

the content at some distance and developing skills to address agency, representation,

8 Torbjorn L. Knutsen, “Dumbledore’s Pedagogy: Knowledge and Virtue at Hogwarts,” in Harry Potter and
International Relations, ed. Daniel H. Nexon and Iver B. Neumann (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2006) 218.
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intertextuality and discourse analysis.®*” In a similar way, Hannah and Wilkinson argue that the
invocation of zombie literature in IR pedagogy could do far more than reiterate current
disciplinary understandings of what countries would do in a crisis. For Hannah and Wilkinson,
taking the scale of a zombie crisis seriously is also an opportunity for students to examine the
limits of both contemporary IR theory and the politics of popular fiction.?? In this way, the way
the PCWP agenda approaches pedagogy encompasses both practice and thinking about learning

in IR.

It is in this context that the PCWP agenda imports pop cultural objects into IR analysis,
both in informing as well as being informed by contemporary politics, outlining how the cultural
dimension of digital technologies like social media play into these dynamics and the role pop
culture plays in IR pedagogy. It is furthermore in this broader context of aesthetics more broadly
and pop culture more specifically, namely as an epistemological, ontological and methodological
critique of the rationalism underpinning more mainstream theoretical approaches in IR, that the
existing treatment of games in IR can be explored both as partly reinforcing these critiques but

also reifying the forces the aesthetic turn seeks to undermine.

Chapter 4: Game theory
While video games have thus far been marginal to IR scholarship, games as such have
nonetheless had a much-touted role in IR thinking in the form of game theory. While game

theory famously attempts to reify the kind of rational choice mimetics that Bleiker decries as
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monopolizing the horizon of social science theorizing. Nonetheless, game theory provides an
interesting starting point for considering how games as a form (different kinds of games designed
for players to interact with) can be used to provide a coherent way to think about important
topics in international relations (i.e. deterrence). This section will provide a short summary of
how game theory provides this heuristic for rational choice theory by laying out the basics of
Von Neumann and Morgenstern’s original argument and the different ways rational choice has
been adopted into IR thinking, and hopefully make clear that this conceptual invocation of
“games” differs greatly from the kind of heuristic aesthetic engagement games attempted later

on.

The earliest and most influential articulations of the use of game theory in social science
is Von Neumann and Morgenstern’s development of rational choice theory.®® According to Von
Neumann and Morgenstern, mapping rational decisions in a game format offers the opportunity
to impose a rigour onto economic analysis that they repeatedly liken to the directness of physical
science. In fact, Von Neumann and Morgenstern reject the argument that the foundation of
economics in rationality can’t be reduced to mathematical abstraction precisely on the grounds of
how mathematics increasingly served as the basis of physics over the course of the 16th
century.®* For Von Neumann and Morgenstern, while economics is directly about “the very
955

complicated mechanism of prices and production, and of the gaining and spending of incomes

the discipline circumvents the enormity of the empirical challenge of addressing these issues by
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instead focusing on the “behaviour of the individuals which constitute the economic
community.®®” Ultimately, this analysis relies on a classical economics assumption that notions
of utility that drive individual rationality are interchangeable with maximizing money (and thus
quantifiable as a numerical value) and as a result sidestep prolonged qualitative discussion of the
nature of human behaviour.®” While Von Neumann and Morgenstern don’t claim to provide a
universal theory of economics, the resulting attempt to mathematize the rational pursuit of utility
(particularly when it interacts with other rational actors in a social economy) explicitly seeks to
provide an abstract conceptual framework that can plot out the decisions of actors acting
“rationally” expressed by numerical values, where “the notion of rationality is not at all
formulated in an unambiguous way. Indeed, a more exhaustive analysis reveals that the
significant relationships are much more complicated than the popular and “philosophical” use of
the word “rational” indicates.®®” From this abstract account of rationality, Von Neumann and
Morgenstern develop a “games of strategy” approach to conceptually explain the interaction

between rational agents in a social economy.

In attempting to avoid the apparent conceptual gaps in qualitative accounts of rationality
by way of numerical abstraction, Von Neumann and Morgenstern argue that the maps created by
the various decisions available to rational actors as they interact in a social economy can be
plotted in a way that resembles the moves in a game. For Von Neumann and Morgenstern,

99

however, the game analogy does not produce a total explanation of rational behaviour.

Rendered as numbers, the use of both statistical probability and the possibility of irrational
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behaviour make the quantified values of utility and rationality more contingent descriptors of

rational behaviour. This becomes especially obvious when trying to grapple with the interactions

between multiple actors as they attempt to find ways to cooperate with or coerce their fellow

players so as to maximize their gain in a market. As they put it:
At this stage the reader will observe a great similarity with the everyday concept of games.
We think that this similarity is very essential; indeed, that it is more than that. For economic
and social problems the games fulfill — or should fulfill — the same function which various
geometrico-mathematical models have successfully performed in the physical sciences.
Such models are theoretical constructs with a precise, exhaustive and not too complicated
definition; and they must be similar to reality in those respects which are essential in the
investigation at hand.%

Ultimately, Von Neumann and Morgenstern argue that the kinds of games this numerical

expression of the pursuit of utility try to outline have a simple thesis; namely “the statement of

how much the participant under consideration can get if he behaves “rationally.!1”

This numerical abstraction of rational behaviour has famously been used as a heuristic for
explaining competition between actors in international relations. As Axelrod points out, central
problems in IR theory such as the security dilemma are handily captured by games like the
Prisoner’s Dilemma; where the pursuit of self-interest between two countries can be best served
through cooperation (as in, say, harmonizing free trade or disarmament policy), the incentives to
maximize gains while minimizing losses from other players present confrontation as more
rational solutions (i.e. maintaining trade barriers or escalating weapons development).12 For

Axelrod, game theory usefully captures these problems by reducing different cases to “what is
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common to these situations without becoming bogged down in the details unique to each.1%” As
Snidal points out, much of this importation of game theory into IR is predicated on rational
behaviour as foundational to the achievement of the interests of international actors. Whether
through competition or cooperation, for Snidal the decision matrices produced by experimenting
with base assumptions about the value of preferences and payoffs of different actors as they
interact (as well as “nonstrategic” rationales for actors making maximal choices independent of
other actors) are key to the predictive power of game theory. As Snidal puts it:
The assumption of strategic rationality is fundamental to a game-theory interpretation of
international politics. Individual actions and collective outcomes are understood in terms
of states' strategic pursuit of self-interest. The development of institutional arrangements
such as regimes is explained in terms of efforts to overcome problems of collective action
by altering the "rules of the game." The prospects for further cooperation as well as the
dangers of increased conflict can be investigated in terms of the strategic possibilities
facing states. As is often the case in theoretical enterprises, the stronger the (rationality)
assumptions made, the richer the interpretation provided by game theory. Conversely, if
the rationality assumption is seriously circumscribed by (say) bureaucratic,
psychological, or organizational factors, the same models need to be interpreted
differently.04
In addition to these basic assumptions of rationality, as will be shown game theory also appears

in IR literature as a means of testing different kinds of games as assumptions about basic game

formats (such as the Prisoner’s Dilemma) are also experimented with.

From this setup of games as an abstract analysis of rational behaviour, game theory as
articulated by Von Neumann and Morgenstern has also been imported into IR as a theoretical
tool. Axelrod gives the vaunted example of the Prisoner’s Dilemma as a game that handily

captures the escalatory incentives embedded in an interaction between rational actors without
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some external controlling force and instructive for IR scenarios such as the security dilemma.
However, Axelrod’s argument about cooperation emerging out of iterated games of the Prisoner’s
Dilemma also highlights how differences in the basic assumptions that go into reconstructing the
agents and preferences pulled out of a historical example can change the trajectory of what
rational behaviour might look like. For Wagner, for instance, simply changing the order of turns
in a game (so one player goes first as opposed to both players going at the same time) opens up
the typical 2x2 box of the Prisoner’s Dilemma to a branching decision tree as particularly the
second player has more potential choices in total to strategize around.'% Snidal also argues that
the value of game theory to IR theory is principally in its capacity to reinterpret empirical
evidence rather than generate descriptive models of political events. For Snidal, beyond the
analogical descriptive theories that are possible to articulate in game theoretic terms (like in the
game theoretic reconstructions of cooperation problems in Snyder’s Conflict Among Nations),
the abstract simplicity of game theory is also useful for generating theoretical models for what to

expect of rational actors given particular preferences and payoffs,1%

where “the analysis moves
beyond metaphor and analogy to models and theory.'” Citing Axelrod, Snidal argues that
iterated games are examples of a game theory approach with predictive power capable of
systematically theorizing about the dynamism of rational action as choices are made over time
and how actors adjust their behaviour to maximize payoffs, an important tool for theoretically

articulating how (for instance) cooperation between states can emerge from competition.1%
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In addition to its adoption as a heuristic for rationality in IR schools of thought, game
theory nonetheless has also been criticized for perpetuating the mimetic methodological
limitations the aesthetic turn attempts to expand on. Amadae argues that game theory played an
early role in shaping rationalist thinking in emerging fields of interest for international relations
after the Second World War as it grappled with security issues which more traditional military
experts had little in the way of practical experience with (namely nuclear deterrence). According
to Amadae, for civilian and military defence strategists leading into the Cold War (namely
figures like Kahn and the RAND Corporation as well as Schelling in Eisenhower’s State
Department) rational choice theory as expressed by games like the Prisoner’s Dilemma or
Chicken shored up a coherent, predictable and scientific approach to warfare within which
otherwise abstract theories for nuclear competition could be articulated.®® However, for Amadae
this account of rationality extended its influence beyond military applications as it became all too
useful for another emerging set of intellectuals (Amadae gives Buchanan as a prime example)
articulating a social order based on the radical (and rational) individualism of what would
become the neoliberal turn.*® For Amadae, however, the rise of rational choice theory and its
attendant game theory has nonetheless been an imposition on the world rather than a strictly
empirical analysis of it, and one whose abstractions were tied to a distinctly political project:

At this stage in the 1970s, neoliberal theorists understood their challenge to be to accept

the worst but still try to find a way to reconstruct the positive system of classical liberalism

in the hope of building a mutually prosperous basis for capitalism and democracy. The
eventual end of the Cold War seemed to offer this prospect. All that was needed was for
the baby boom generation to rise to the occasion of this optimistic future symbolized by
the Apollo 11 lunar landing on July 20, 1969. Yet instead, the optimism soon faded.
President Richard Milhous Nixon mired the country in impeachment proceedings as a

result of his paranoid excesses, destroying the public’s faith in government. The “three
strikes” penal reform initiative resulted in a mass incarceration state. The peace dividend
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that was supposed to follow the Cold War never appeared, giving way instead to successive
wars and mounting debt. As a result, the third wave of post—-World War II neoliberal
cynicism exudes a pessimism that the world could ever be otherwise: limited resources and
the selfish gene are the realities with which we are confronted, and satisfying desire as best
as we can, in the present moment of this life, is all that remains of the existential
significance of human subjectivity and life experience.!!!
For this analysis, it also worth pointing out that Amadae highlights how game theory has its roots
in the actual games of European chess culture during the 19" century (where the concept of a
“science of strategy” is described as being an influence for Von Neumann).!'? Thus, while games
have long been part of the firmament of IR thought an aesthetic challenge to predominant
rationalist thinking in more traditional approaches may benefit from a more critical engagement

with the scope of writing about games that provides room for alternative approaches and

perspectives in abstractions about politics.

Thus, game theory is an example of how rules and player interactivity (if in a limited
form) can be used to filter a broader theoretical framework for rethinking particular questions in
IR theory, which this section showed through short summary of how game theory provides this
heuristic for rational choice theory by laying out the basics of Von Neumann and Morgenstern’s
original argument and the different ways rational choice has been adopted into IR thinking.
Ostensibly game theoretic models don’t resemble what might typically be considered a game
given they generally aren’t played for leisure, and ultimately serves to reify even in abstraction
the very theoretical issues the aesthetic turn is meant to get around (i.e. empirically recreate the
decision matrices facing a political actor). However, Giiner gives an example of how game

theory might serve as aesthetic representation when they approach games as a model for
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mediating disparate or even conflicting “mental pictures.*>” In this sense, the picture of game
theory presented here can be understood as an important example of thinking about how games
can be thought of as aesthetic abstractions. Both games played for leisure (and video games in

particular) as well as games as theoretical abstractions have also been treated in IR scholarship.

Chapter 5: IR and video games

In addition to the adoption of game theory as a heuristic for understanding rationality in
international relations, video games themselves have also been treated in IR literature. Within the
broader framework of the “end of IR” arguments about the fracturing of the discipline and the
aesthetic turn towards cultural objects as sources for theoretical inspiration and alternative modes
of theoretical abstraction, as well as the smaller subset of IR literature dealing with popular
culture, any engagement with video games must also reckon with the existing work done on
games in IR. As will be shown, while much of this scholarship has focused on the role video
games play in reinforcing the relationship between cultural imaginaries and real-world structures
of power (namely the American military) existing IR writing on games also point the way
towards what a positive aesthetic engagement with video games might look like. This can be
shown by providing an overview of IR works on video games, namely Der Derian’s conception
of the media-entertainment network, as well as other attempts to meaningfully engage with

games (including pedagogically), and ultimately pointing to how a deeper and more
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interdisciplinary examination of video games can more meaningfully explore the possibilities of

what alternative abstractions of political systems might have to say.

The first (but perhaps least relevant to considering games as aesthetic works) approach to
integrating video games into larger IR literature is through pedagogy and an ongoing interest in
using games broadly and video games in particular as teaching tools. In the late 1980s Frantzich
and Purkitt'!* (as well as Hart'*®) included an early version of this argument by including
political simulations in their overview of the use of early computer technology in political
science, noting that while simulation research had developed questions about the usefulness of
digital simulations as research tools by the mid-1970s they nonetheless emphasized their
potential as educational and policy-planning tools. While Frantzich and Purkitt highlight
alternatives like pure computer simulations (which students simply watch) and multi-group
simulations, they also point to “computer-based” simulations like Chris Crawford’s Balance of
Power or Bright Ideas’ War or Peace! as potential tools for teaching general concepts of strategy
or playing around with approaches to policy.!!® Of note in these early analyses is the importance
given to interactivity; as Lewis later notes in their overview of political simulators for
pedagogical use notes, “[n]Jo computer program can contain onscreen the information found in a
few chapters of a book, nor should it attempt to. But courseware does have a truly interactive
nature, unlike filmstrips, audio cassettes, film or videotape. The student is in active mode, and in

control, yet can derive about the same level of information from a program as from the
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audiovisual media.’*”” More recently, Asal has argued that simulations confer a number of
pedagogical advantages in the classroom also revolving around encouraging student initiative
and interactivity:
In addition to their direct educational benefits, simulations have several important side
benefits. Simulations can empower students by allowing them to take the initiative
(Ellington et al., 1998:7) and creating an environment of peer-based learning (Ruben,
1999). Also, by creating a situation where the students are the center of activity and the
prime movers, simulations give the professor the opportunity to observe how the students
interact and to identify students who are natural leaders, students with potential that need
to be coaxed, and students who are struggling. These things are more readily apparent
during a simulation than while the students are "performing™ for the professor in a frontal
assessment. 18
Carvalho, meanwhile, has experimented with using the educational simulator Statecraft in
classrooms and found that the potential for engaging students with simulation aids was limited
by how interactivity is contextualized by more traditional approaches to teaching (i.e. clashing
with the rote memorization usually required for tests).!!® Either way, there is some precedent to a
long-running discussion in IR literature about the use of games and simulation as teaching tools.
Beyond being a sizeable part of the thought in IR literature on games, however, this line of
inquiry is important to highlight as it already problematizes the kind of one-to-one relationship to
empiricism this dissertation is ultimately trying to move past; as aesthetic works, games (and
simulations in particular) are not simply interactive reproductions of real life. Of greater interest

to this dissertation is what epistemological value interactivity (and play more broadly) might

have.
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Beyond pedagogy, perhaps the most influential concept in much of the existing IR
literature on video games is the military-entertainment complex, or what Der Darian refers to as
the military-industrial-media-entertainment network (MIME-NET).*?° Among IR scholars who
write about the impact of video games, however, Der Derian’s systematization of the MIME-
NET in a proposed “virtual theory” is particularly influential. For Der Derian, the increasing
influence of digital technology on political or military planning served to increasingly thin out
the practical and theoretical boundaries between planned virtual simulations and the much less
predictable realities they hope to capture.?! According to Der Derian, this dynamic is by no
means new, as “the telephone in the First World War provided generals with the means and the
arrogance to send hundreds of thousands of soldiers to their deaths from the relative safety of
their chateaux headquarters,'??” and indeed the very nature of empirical social science often fall
into a similar trap as “positivist approaches—assuming that words transparently mirror objects,
facts reside apart from values, and theory is independent of the reality that it represents—
produce a fairly hermetic world-view with little room for the interpretation of accidents.*?®”
However, for Der Derian the speed, ease of access to and widespread nature of digital
technologies distinguish themselves from prior technological developments or systematic modes
of thought.*?* The resulting harmony between commercial and state interests as both seek to
pursue the opportunities to satisfy financial, entertainment or strategic needs provided by digital

advancements set the stage for a dangerous kind of arrogance to permeate approaches to warfare
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as virtual simulations and widespread media depictions attempt to eliminate the worst elements
of war and endow conflict a kind of virtuous character.*?® The result, according to Der Derian, is
the synchronicity of the MIME-NET in virtuous war as an extension of state power.*?® It is
within this conception of the increasing identification with civilian media and military interests,

then, that much of the IR scholarship on video games takes place.

It is within this framework of the increasingly mutually reinforcing relationship between
military and commercial media development that much of the existing scholarship on video
games and IR takes place. These authors have commented both on how the production of video
games as well as the themes found in video games have reflected the influence of militarization.
Indeed, part of the formulation of Der Derian’s virtual theory involves playing successive rounds
of the shooter Doom retooled for use by the Marine Corps,'?” and notes that the virtual
identification of MIME-NET is clear in commercial military video games, where “the
developmental lag between the real thing and its simulation has just about disappeared. From the
F-16 to the F-117A, the M1A2 tank to the Bradley armored vehicle, the Aegis cruiser to the latest
nuclear aircraft carrier, the video-game version arrives on the shelves almost as soon as the
weapon system first appears.!?®” Robinson is partly an exception in using Weber’s work on the
way popular culture can reveal the foundations of IR theory as a means of interrogating themes
of American exceptionalism in military shooters like Medal of Honor or Call of Duty 4.1%°

However, even Robinson has explored the militarization of video games through Bogost’s
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framework for the way in which games can mount implicit persuasive arguments such as the
sanitized portrayal of war in America’s Army or the portrayal of violence as a necessary response
to the war on terror in Army of Two often serve pro-military themes to players'®® while pointing
out that games that are openly critical of military violence are either few in number or relegated
to the far smaller independent game development scene.™*! Power invokes Der Derian in
describing how military-themed shooters like America’s Army serve to extend a romanticization
of war that allows players a chance to exert a fantastical sense of control over complex historical
military engagements wherein war and in particular the American military is portrayed in a
sanitized benign light.'*? Deterding is similarly concerned with the increasing integration of
military and media in military simulations (particularly for video games), and traces the tradition
of strategy games and the link to the military-entertainment complex to the use of some of the
earliest war games like Kriegsspiel as a training tool for Prussian army officers during the
1820s.13 For Stahl the close identification video games often thematically make with current
affairs, such as the news-like shooter Kuma/War or the much-touted military recruitment tool
America's Army, often entail implicit ethical arguments that portray military action as an
ultimately desirable or more effective solution to international issues and work to thin the line

between a critical citizenry and an impartial soldiery.?3* Other authors in Huntemann’s collection
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Joystick Soldiers such as Nieborg,**® Nichols™*® and King and Leonard*®” have also written on
the intersection between militarization, American power and military shooters made in the
United States, while Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter have similarly explored the production and
presentation of games within the context of American military imperialism.'* More recently,
Hirst has explored the different ways the proliferation of gaming among American military
personnel has been adapted into military culture (both as reproductions of state power and sites
of organic resistance),’*® while Zmuda'*® has examined the place of digital autonomy in gaming
in broader discourse around military technology. Thus, much of the existing literature on the
relationship between IR and video games has thus far largely focused on the way in which video

games play a role in the larger MIME-NET and often serve as extension of state power.

A third (and perhaps most fruitful for this dissertation) approach to accounting for video
games in IR literature tentatively attempts to treats games as artistic projects that produce their
own potential arguments about the nature of international politics, particularly in an express
effort to get beyond the scope of worldwide blockbuster shooters with explicitly military themes.
Salter, for instance, describes the way in which games as diverse as Diplomacy, Civilization,

America’s Army and Grand Theft Auto IV each use the constraints of a game world to impose
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particular imagined geopolitical realities on a player wherein the authority of the state is often
central and the embodied nature of violence is often absent.'** While not dropping the theme of
militarization, Schultzke hints at this when they chastise prior treatments of games as ideological
vessels distorting the nature of combat to make it more palatable despite being necessarily
challenged by the nature of the medium. For Schultzke, the fact that games have to be played
effectively makes their meaning or consumption inherently collaborative and as a result cannot
be pre-emptively fit into an existing ideological structure.*? Schultzke argues that even
ideologically charged games like America’s Army or Special Force (developed and published by
Hezbollah in 2003) essentially end up staging their own ideological struggles for meaning as
people interact with them, becoming “‘imaginative maps’ to be manifest within virtual spaces,
transforming ideological abstractions into more concrete experiences that are enacted by
players.”**® Ciutd makes a similar argument in their own repudiation of the topically narrow and
even prudish “dark premonition of the potential effects of video games™** IR appraisals of the
ideological underpinnings of military shooters tend to prescribe when he outlines the necessity
for exploring the diversity of games and gaming communities outside typical Western markets
and without the typical IR disciplinary lenses.'*> Hayden, meanwhile, provides perhaps the most
concrete attempt to demonstrate how games can potentially theorize on their own terms when
they read depictions of various theoretical IR perspectives into the science-fiction game series

Mass Effect. For Hayden, the interaction between play and the encoded assumptions about “how
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the world “works”** implicit in the procedures, mechanics and rules that define the game a

player plays essentially constitute a kind of rhetorical argument in attempting to simulate the

range of political possibilities in a story/simulation. In their own words:

A politically driven video game like Mass Effect does not only distill ideas from IR as in
Lord of the Rings, but also presents international politics through the creation of “possible
worlds” created as a consequence of choices made within the game, each reflecting the
consequences of carrying out a politics defined by a realist, liberal, or constructivist view
of statecraft (Zakowski 2014, 59).147

Notably, for Hayden this approach to examining games offers both a pedagogical value as well

as an analytical opportunity to draw out key assumptions in IR disciplinary thought.

While these many of these authors have also explored both the critical possibilities of
questioning American militarism in these games and examined other games (such as O’Brien and
Berents’ analysis of online games about human trafficking*®), as Ciuti points out this particular
emphasis falls into a trap of limiting the possibilities of both what games offer IR research and

what constitutes IR research. As they put it:

As can be seen, the interface between video games and IR seems to require a broad view
of IR. Yet aesthetic IR has until now focused very narrowly on blockbuster warthemed
games, a double filter based on the best-selling popularity of these games, and a foreboding
of their role as vectors of pernicious ideologies of violence and militarisation. Both
justifications are problematic in their representation of IR as well as video games. On the
one hand, blockbuster games represent but a narrow slice of the output of the video games
industry. The numbers argument — we study them because they sell hundreds of millions
of copies (which they do) — is always susceptible to the charge that it mirrors the familiar
concern of IR with great powers alone, or that even such wide audiences are unevenly
reached and therefore aesthetic IR ends up studying once again first world cultural artefacts
with no actual global significance. But the political, global, and everyday significance of
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video games lies in their huge number and diversity, rather than the market performance of
even exceptional products.!4®

In particular, Ciuta argues that as complex media that present rules to play with, video games
potentially “are IR theory” in the sense that their representations of politics constitute “a kind of
‘everyday theorizing.”” Thus, while “strategy and shooter games provide obvious material...so
do games where combat is absent, or is an optional but not necessary dimension of play (Ciuta,
2016).1%% As Ciuti points out, this argument is based on understanding games as rules-systems
common in game studies. Hirst in particular has perhaps explored this avenue in the most direct
way, and has argued for the theoretical role play (in particular Derrida’s conception of freeplay)
can serve in producing meaningless, creative and even radical ways of thinking that necessarily
resists the theoretical homogenization of hegemonic theory or orthodoxies in its attempt to

generate new ways of conceptualizing a regime of knowledge. >

Chapter 6: Games and play

While games thus have been dealt with in IR literature, delving into what games as an
aesthetic form have to contribute positively to IR analysis like Bleiker’s account of the aesthetic
turn also means expanding on aesthetic theory that has attempted to grapple with games as an
artistic form. This is crucial to any interdisciplinary engagement with video games specifically as
arguments in game studies are fundamentally tied to different traditions of understanding how

play as a concept has been deployed to understand human sociality. As a result, these
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conceptions of play and games form the basis of gaming form, itself a key part of this
dissertation’s approach to understanding video game aesthetics. This can be shown by exploring
key concepts in the field of game studies, namely how different game studies thinkers have
articulated how play, interactivity and procedurality help understand how games convey
meaning. This section will provide an overview of some treatments of games and the concept of
games in different fields that have become influential in game studies, namely Huizinga’s
concept of the magic circle, Wittgenstein’s language-games and Derrida’s concept of play, each
of which provide a basis for understanding how games as a concept and a social activity

articulate meaning.

One early (and fundamental, for theorizing about games) conceptualization of play as a
source of social meaning comes from Huizinga’s description of play as a fundamental force in
generating human culture, which along with Caillois’ Man, Play and Games Juul points out as
being formative for game studies. For Huizinga, while play is central to the development of
culture it is paradoxically an ordering process that is not itself rational. Huizinga complicates the
common sense opposition between seriousness and play by giving an account of human social
order which is centered around the activity of play, which for Huizinga is not reducible to any
particular biological or psychological imperative. For Huizinga, as a phenomenon found in
nature undertaken by both animals and children the concept of play can’t be taken as a primarily
rational activity, especially given that the ‘fun’ of play gives it a kind of self-justifying quality
which can’t be reduced to “purely mechanical exercises and reactions.'®?” For Huizinga, while

“this intensity, this absorption, this power of maddening” which fundamentally defines the
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experience of playing games gives it a kind of “totality” that operates beyond any particular
historical logic it is nonetheless an “absolutely primary category of life” which permeates human
society.'®® According to Huizinga, this self-indulgent reimagination of reality into second-order
images which work according to their own rules (likened to a “magic circle” of ritual) is the
template for foundational cultural forms “rooted in the primaeval soil of play.’®*” Huizinga gives

the example of language, where “[b]ehind every abstract expression there lie the boldest of

15555

metaphors, and every metaphor is the a play upon words, ™ as well as myth, where “[i]n all the

wild imaginings of mythology a fanciful spirit is playing on the border-line between jest and

699

earnest,’®” as examples of this dynamic that subsequently serve as the “great instinctive forces

of civilized life.™®” This irrational, self-referential activity is also necessarily temporally and
spatially limited as it is removed from the flow of “ordinary” life, and Huizinga ultimately likens

this irrational but ordering process to a ritualistic magic circle:

Play begins, and then at a certain moment it is “over”. It plays itself to an end. While it is
in progress all is movement, change, alternation, succession, association, separation. But
immediately connected with its limitation as to time there is a further curious feature of
play: it at once assumes fixed form as a cultural phenomenon. Once played, it endures as a
new-found creation of the mind, a treasure to be retained by the memory. It is transmitted,
it becomes tradition. It can be repeated at any time, whether it be “child’ play” or a game
of chess, or at fixed intervals like a mystery. In this faculty of repetition lies one of the most
essential qualities of play. It holds good not only of play as a whole but also of its inner
structure. In nearly all the higher forms of play the elements of repetition and alternation
(as in the refrain), are like the warp and woof of a fabric. More striking even than the
limitation as to time is the limitation as to space. All play moves and has its being within a
play-ground marked off beforehand either materially or ideally, deliberately or as a matter
of course. Just as there is no formal difference between play and ritual, so the “consecrated
spot” cannot be formally distinguished from the play-ground. The arena, the card-table, the
magic circle, the temple, the stage, the screen, the tennis court, the court of justice, etc., are
all in form and function play-grounds, i.e. forbidden spots, isolated, hedged round,
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hallowed, within which the special rules obtain. All are temporary worlds within the
ordinary world, dedicated to the performance of an act apart.>®

A concrete example that Huizinga gives of the role play has in originating and structuring
cultural practices is in aspects of law. Specifically, the institutionalization of competition (or
“agon”) in different social forms channels the play-form into tradition. For Huizinga, legal courts
(as well as their historical precedents in honour duels) as delineated places where competing
litigants “betray a sportsmanlike passion for indulging in arguments and counter-argument'®® in
order to declare some kind of victory. Indeed, according to Huizinga the extension of law to the
international realm (and ultimately to society as a whole) belies an attempt to extend the
agonistic competition of play to governance itself.1®® Whatever the particular merits of this
analysis (especially for a broader discussion about IR), of note is the way Huizinga’s
conceptualization of play as bounded, self-referential and adopted as a ritual over time gives a
baseline approach as to how play can be understood to give meaning in a cultural context. The
way play requires the limits and mutual acknowledgement of game rules to achieve the kind of
ritualistic absorption critical to Huizinga’s conceptualization has also served as the basis for later
attempts to understand how different kinds of games translate the seriousness of play into

aesthetic or philosophical experiences.

Beyond the social phenomenon of games, Derrida’s argument about the role play serves
in p