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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
Building on computer game studies and philosophy of computer games, we postulate 

self-referentiality as a recurring feature in the mediality of computer games, i.e. in 

their hermeneutic and representational aspects and the cultural practices they 

facilitate. Then, building on media-archaeology and critical theory of computer 

games, we describe how self-referentiality can provide a critical perspective on the 

nature of technological play/work in the context of neoliberal information society 

(e.g. Galloway 2006, Crogan 2018), computational media, the resulting ludo-mix, and 

possibilities for “transgressive” (Aarseth 2007, Jørgensen & Karlsen 2019) and 

“authentic” play. 

Consider PC Building Simulator (The Irregular Corporation 2018) - a game in which 

gamers can build their own gaming PCs, using officially licensed gaming PC parts. 

The open-world building game Minecraft (Mojang 2011) has witnessed players 

constructing functioning computers inside the computer game and playing other 

computer games, like Pong (Atari 1972), with these machines. Noteworthy is also 

Control, an art game in which players are to manipulate a variety of virtual retro 

game controllers. In addition to the more straight-forward work-simulators like Job 

Simulator (Owlchemy Labs 2016), in some games, like Arcade Operator (Nolan 

2016) and Game Dev Tycoon (Greenheart Games 2012), the player faces the 

condition of someone working specifically on computer games while “playing” a 

computer game herself.  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?zzE4wa
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xF2Jwr
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?E3KPoP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?E3KPoP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?1TMHGe
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How to deal with the relationships manifested in these examples? Are these best 

described as forms of “remediation” (Bolter and Grusin 1999), or “transmediality” 

(Juul 2003, Jenkins 2007, Wirman & Leino 2016), made possible by e.g. 

“modularity” of digital media (Manovich 2001, 49-66)? Perhaps we could talk also 

about “metagaming” (Boluk and LeMieux 2017), but how many “metas” should we 

be prefixing the term with? We argue that they are symptomatic of a more substantial 

undercurrent, visible also in another set of examples.  

Consider also some less useless games: card-games for game designers to use for 

brainstorming new game ideas (Kultima et al. 2008), and, games like while True: 

learn() (Luden.io 2019), teaching coding to children through a simulation of being a 

CTO, perhaps with the intention that one day they become computer game designers. 

Educational games have, however, lost their monopoly on games and education, as 

also e-sports (Witkowski 2012, Taylor 2012), has been described as contributing to 

learning and acquisition of transferable skills (Kow & Young 2013). The emergence 

of games on working, games on gaming, working on games, and, games on working 

on games, and, their adaptation into the cultures and economies of gaming, we argue, 

can be described as functions of self-referentiality inherent to the mediality of 

contemporary computer games.  

What we see in common between these examples, is self-referentiality on different 

nested ‘levels’: at least hermeneutics, representation, and cultural practices. In terms 

of hermeneutics, unless we are talking about insoluble puzzles (e.g. Karhulahti 2013), 

each computer game can be described as containing the standards for its own 

interpretation: “to show that we understand a game, all we have to do is to play it 

well” (Aarseth 2003, 5). Hence, in terms of representation, computer games can be 

only about themselves: through the aesthetic means at their disposal, they can only 

refer inwards. Rather than representing something, they eventually just present 

themselves (e.g. Wardrip-Fruin 2009). Thus, any reference from the game to outside 

itself is at best an accident. The cultural practices specific to gaming are, by 

definition, derivative of the game artifacts, and thus trapped within the 

aforementioned hermeneutic and aesthetic constraints, as these are the constraints 

also by which the player exists. To transgress them would be to become a non-player 

in the particular instance of gameplay. Hence, it seems fitting that ‘gaming practices’, 

broadly defined, are centered around measuring and quantifying different forms of 

striving for self-realization, self-management, and self-fashioning, e.g. in the forms of 

showcasing one’s games collection on Steam, becoming a professional e-athlete, or 

counting subscribers on Twitch.TV. 

Pias (2017, 33–60) suggests that the early 20th century developments in “work 

sciences” (Arbeitswissenschaft) which contributed to the modernist idea of industrial 

work share the same conditions of possibility from which “action games” emerged. 

Thus, similarities between industrial “work” and “play” in early computer games are 

not surprising, but rather, expected. Following Pias (ibid.), we suggest that the 

manifestations of self-referentiality identified in our examples are traceable to the 

nature of computer games as computer games, and, that the development that created 

early computer games has anything but stopped: the neoliberal aspects of the 

computer game form described by Möring and Leino (2016) did not emerge out of the 

void but rather, the same neoliberal technocapitalism which creates computer games 

also created the society we live in, and, ourselves as subjects. 

We argue that self-referentiality in contemporary play/work is not an exception, but a 

characteristic of the neoliberal condition (e.g. Feher 2009) in the context of computer 

gaming: even those games which are not explicitly about computers, work, or games, 

are structured by the same underlying political-economic principles of management 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ohfOLU
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?sIUSLJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5DYD8j
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Q8ZVpO
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?maxCmt
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and computation. Consider Stardew Valley (ConcernedApe 2016), which has been 

designed intentionally to critique structures of capitalist economy by making the 

player live the life of a downshifter-dropout characterised by low-tech self-

sustainability. Players’ comments, however, tell of the necessity of keeping track of 

and fulfilling an abundance of tasks in order to stay alive, let alone be successful. 

Hence, we observe that the under-current of self-referentiality in computer games 

runs deep enough so that even those games which attempt to criticise neoliberal 

society end up perpetuating its principles.  

Thus, somewhat paradoxically we suggest that computer games can only be about 

computer games, but computer games are always already about society at large, while 

what is neoliberal society, if not a gamified form of life. This paradox may be 

disturbingly illogical, but closing one’s eyes on the prevalence of self-referentiality 

serves only the purpose of maintaining a hopelessly ‘romantic’ modernist notion of 

play as happening inside ‘magic circle’ - an unfulfilled and already expired utopia. 

Instead, the transferable skills learned from eSports may indeed prove useful. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
Aarseth, E. 2003. “Playing Research: Methodological approaches to game analysis.” 

MelbourneDAC. 

Aarseth, E. 2007. ”I Fought the Law: Transgressive Play and the Implied Player”. In 

Situated Play, Proceedings of DiGRA 2007 Conference.   

Atari. 1972. Pong. [Arcade]. Atari. 

Bolter, J., and R. Grusin. 1999. Remediation : Understanding New Media. 

Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Boluk, S., and P. LeMieux. 2017. Metagaming: Playing, Competing, Spectating, 

Cheating, Trading, Making, and Breaking Videogames. Electronic Mediations 53. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

ConcernedApe. 2016. Stardew Valley. [Multiple platforms]. ConcernedApe. 

Crogan, P. (2018). “Indie Dreams: Video Games, Creative Economy, and the 

Hyperindustrial Epoch”. Games & Culture. OnlineFirst February 13, 2018. DOI: 

10.1177/1555412018756708 

Feher, M. 2009. “Self-appreciation; or, the aspirations of human capital” Public 

Culture 21:1, 21–41. 

Galloway, A. 2006. Gaming: Essays on Algorithmic Culture. Minneapolis: University 

of Minnesota Press. 

Greenheart Games. 2012. Game Dev Tycoon. [Microsoft Windows; Mac OS X; 

Linux; Android; IOS]. Valve Corporation; Greenheart Games. 

Jørgensen, K. & Karlsen, F. 2019. Transgression in Games and Play. Cambridge, 

MA: MIT Press. 

Jenkins, H. 2007. Transmedia Storytelling 101. Retrieved from: 

http://henryjenkins.org/blog/2007/03/transmedia_storytelling_101.html 

Juul, J. 2003. "The Game, the Player, the World: Looking for a Heart of Gameness". 

In Level Up: Digital Games Research Conference Proceedings, edited by Marinka 

Copier and Joost Raessens, 30-45. Utrecht: Utrecht University. 

Karhulahti, V-M. 2013. “Puzzle is not a Game! Basic Structures of Challenge.” In 

DiGRA '13 - Proceedings of the 2013 DiGRA International Conference: 

DeFragging Game Studies 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V


 

 -- 4  -- 

Kow, Y.M. & Young, T. 2013. “Media Technologies and Learning in the Starcraft 

Esport Community”. In Proceedings of the 2013 Conference on Computer 

Supported Cooperative Work February 23–27, 2013, San Antonio, Texas, USA.   

Kultima, A., Niemelä, J., Paavilainen, J. & Saarenpää, H. 2008. ”Designing Game 

Idea Generation Games”. In Proceedings of the 2008 Conference on Future Play: 

Research, Play, Share, Future Play 2008, Toronto, Ontario, Canada, November 

3-5, 2008 

Luden.io. 2019. while True: learn(). [Windows PC]. Nival.  

Manovich, L. 2001. The Language of New Media. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Mojang. 2011. Minecraft. [Multiple platforms]. Mojang.  

Möring, S & Leino, O.T. 2016. “Beyond Games as Political Education – Neo-

Liberalism in the Contemporary Computer Game Form.” Journal of Gaming & 

Virtual Worlds 8 (2): 145–61. https://doi.org/10.1386/jgvw.8.2.145_1. 

Nolan, K. 2013. Control. [Interactive installation]. 

Nolan, K. 2016. Arcade Operator. [Windows PC]. 

Owlchemy Labs. 2016. Job Simulator. [Windows PC]. Owlchemy Labs. 

Pias, Claus. 2000. “Computer Spiel Welten.” PhD Thesis, Weimar: Bauhaus 

University Weimar. http://e-pub.uni-weimar.de/volltexte/2004/37/. 

———. 2017. Computer Game Worlds. 1st edition. Sequenzia. Zurich, Berlin: 

Diaphanes. 

Taylor, T.L. 2012. Raising the Stakes: E-Sports and the Professionalization of 

Computer Gaming. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

The Irregular Corporation. 2018. PC Building Simulator. [Android; Microsoft 

Windows]. The Irregular Corporation. 

Wardrip-Fruin, Noah. 2009. Expressive Processing. Kindle edition. Cambridge, MA: 

MIT Press. 

Wirman, H. & Leino, O.T. 2017. ”From Manual to Automated to Digital: On 

Transmediality, Technological Specificity, and Playful Practice in Mahjong”. 

Games & Culture OnlineFirst July 30, 2017. DOI: 10.1177/1555412017721840 

Witkowski, E. (2012). “On the Digital Playing Field: How We “Do Sport” with 

Networked Computer Games”, Games and Culture 7(5), September 2012, 349 –

374. 

  

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?uEpn6V

