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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Drawing on Donna Haraway’s concepts of cyborg and companion species and
extending upon the discussion of virtual companion games (Allison 2006, 2008;
Galbraith 2011; Attebery 2015; Apperley & Heber 2015), this short essay suggests that
computer games can be seen as a vivid example of digital companion species. In so
doing, it broadens the descriptive scope of companion species from labeling particular
game genres to characterizing the relations between players and games in general.
Following Haraway’s companion species, | propose the notion of “techno-symbiosis”
as a radicalization of the idea of “techno-intimacy” (Allison 2006) implied in virtual
companion games to reimagine player-game relations. The conceptual shift from
cyborgs to companion species, from techno-intimacy to techno-symbiosis, can
problematize the separation of computer games and players as bounded entities that
underpins anthropocentric views of computer games. Thus, this essay echoes
posthumanist and new materialist approaches to game studies (Janik 2018; de Petris &
Falk 2017) that attend to the reconfiguration between players and games. To do so, |
will first unpack Haraway’s concepts of cyborg and companion species, elucidating
how game scholarship has engaged with these two concepts. Then | will propose digital
companion species as a valuable concept for describing the complex entanglements
between players and games. | will conclude by tracing how the conceptual move from
cyborgs to companion species can shed new light on the understanding of game
ontologies and practices.

The term “cyborg” was first coined by two NASA scientists Manfred Clynes and
Nathan Kline in 1960 to envision human enhancement in the context of space race.
“Cyborg” was later popularized by Donna Haraway in her “Cyborg Manifesto”
(1991[1985]). Indicating the hybrid of machine and organism, the cyborg, for Haraway,
is not only an imagination, but also a material reality: it denotes a “joint kinship with
animals and machines.” (ibid., 154) The notion of “cyborg” has been extensively used
in game studies to depict the dynamic relations between the player and the game (e.g.,
Aarseth 1997; Giddings 2006; Dovey & Kennedy 2006; Klevjer 2007; Albrechtslund
2007; Leino 2010; Lahti 2013; Arduini 2018). This line of thought suggests that when
playing a computer game, the player enters a cyborgian relationship with the game,
enacting an embodied and affective loop with the screen, the controller, the code, etc.
Such cyborgian portrayal of gameplay can concretize the act of play: play is not an
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activity that takes place in a fantasized game world, but it reinserts players into the
technocultural circuit that conditions our day-to-day, sociotechnical practices. While
the concept of cyborg is productive for depicting the hybridity of games and players, it
has its own limitations. As Giddings (2006, 83) indicates, the term cyborg often implies
“a discrete, bounded entity”, therefore, it is “too unitary and anthropomorphic a figure
to fully account for these circuits of the human and the nonhuman in everyday
technoculture.” (ibid., 163)

For Haraway, the trope of cyborg is no longer ideal either, as she writes: “[p]ost-cyborg,
what counts as biological kind troubles previous categories of organism.” (2003, 15)
As a response, Haraway develops the idea of “companion species”, as a bigger, queer
family to which cyborgs belong (ibid., 11). It’s important not to take “companion
species” at face value: here, “species” concerns not only with biological kind, but with
any open and living organism. Cyborgs and genetically engineered laboratory
organisms are the examples Haraway used to discuss companion species, as they
penetrate traditional species boundaries. In this sense, it is not too much of a stretch to
think of computer games as companion species, or more accurately, as digital
companion species, since the liveliness of computer games implied in their constant
iterations, mutations, updates, and inter/intra-actions with players may “trouble
previous categories of organism” as Haraway (ibid., 15) highlights. In this respect, the
notion of companion species can better capture the dynamism of computer games than
terms like ‘object’ or ‘artifact’.

Taking companion species as its core conceptual rubric, this essay extends upon the
discussion of virtual companion games (Allison 2006, 2008; Galbraith 2011; Attebery
2015; Apperley & Heber 2015). In examining early virtual pets such as Tamagotchi
and Pokénon, Allison proposes the concept of “techno-intimacy” (2006) to describe
the intimate bonds developed between players and their virtual pets. Embedded in the
player’s everyday life, digital pets become a “constant companion” and even a “built-
in part” of the human body (ibid., 186). Along similar lines, Galbraith (2011) examines
the techno-intimacy of interacting with virtual girls in bishojo (beautiful girl) games.
Drawing on the previous work, this essay seeks to reinforce and radicalize the concept
of digital companion species: rather than viewing certain game genres (e.g., digital pet
games, bishojo games) as companion species for human players, this article uses
companion species to describe the ways in which computer games reconfigure the
boundaries of player’s body and complicate the entanglements between players and
games. Instead of describing player-game relation as “techno-intimacy”, this essay
draws from Haraway’s companion species to propose the notion of “techno-symbiosis”
to reimagine player-game relations. This techno-symbiotic relation can be clearly seen
in avatar-based games (see Klevjer [2012] for more discussion on player-avatar
relationship). For example, in The Sims 4 (2014), the avatar is much more than a “cursor”
(Fuller & Jenkins 1995) or “vehicle” (Carr 2002), but a space for player to inhabit and
act, a techno-symbiont with the player. In action games such as Death Stranding (2020),
the player may not necessarily “identify” with the game’s protagonist, Sam, in the same
way that they do with a movie character, but the player and the avatar are techno-
symbionts to each other: the player’s actions are expressed through the avatar Sam.
And through the intermediary of the avatar Sam, the player enters a techno-symbiosis
with the game. Even in games without explicit avatars, such as Tetris, the techno-
symbiotic relationship is still noticeable: the game system might not be an Other to be
fought against, especially for skilled Tetris players, who can cooperate with different
tiles to accomplish in-game goals (i.e., high scores) or even cooperate with the game
system for creative expression (see Miller 2009; Fritsch 2018) and “self-realization”
(Leino 2016).

-2 -



The conceptual shift from cyborgs to companion species, from techno-intimacy to
techno-symbiosis, can to a certain extent destabilize conventional anthropocentric
approaches to computer games that often consider games as inert objects, thus
prompting us to rethink the liveliness of games and to take “relation as the smallest unit
of being and of analysis” (Haraway 2008, 165) in the study of computer games. Rather
than taking games as fixed entities, the emphasis on vitality and relationality of
computer games may open valuable lines of inquiry for considering the multiplicity of
game ontologies and gameplay practices. In this sense, what Haraway’s companion
species offers is not only a conceptual tool for theorizing player-game relations, but it
also opens up a constellation of new vocabularies for game studies to undo its
prevailing anthropocentric paradigm, thereby allowing us to explore what games can
be and can do in a provocative way.

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Aarseth, E. 1997. Cybertext. John Hopkins UP.

Albrechtslund, A-M. B. 2007. Gender and the player cyborg: Ideological representation
and construction in online games. Paper presented at Internet Research 8.0: Let's
play, Vancouver, Canada.

Allison, A. 2006. Tamagotchi: The Prosthetics of Presence. In Millennial Monsters (pp.
163-191). University of California Press.

Allison, A. 2008. Pocket capitalism and virtual intimacy: Pokémon as a symptom of
post-industrial youth culture. In Cole, J., & Durham, D. L. (Eds.). Figuring the
future: Globalization and the temporalities of children and youth. School for
Advanced Research Press.

Apperley, T., & Heber, N. 2015. Capitalizing on emotions: Digital pets and the natural
user interface. Game love: Essays on play and affection, 149-164.

Arduini, T. 2018. Cyborg gamers: Exploring the effects of digital gaming on
multimodal composition. Computers and Composition, 48, 89-102.

Attebery, S. 2015. Coshaping Digital and Biological Animals: Companion Species
Encounters and Biopower in the Video Games Pikmin and Pokénon. Humanimalia,
6(2), 56-84.

Carr, D. 2002. Playing with Lara. in Geoff King & Tanya Krzywinska (eds) Screenplay:
cinema / videogames / interfaces, London: Wallflower Press.171-180.

Clynes, M. E., & Kline, N. S. 1960. Cyborgs and space. Astronautics, 14(9), 26-27.

De Petris, L., & Falk, A. 2017. (Re)framing computer games with(in) agential realism.
In The Philosophy of Computer Games Conference, Krakéw 2017

Dovey, J., & Kennedy, H. 2006. Game cultures: Computer Games as New Media.
McGraw-Hill Education (UK).

Fritsch, M. 2018. Performing Bytes: Musikperformances der Computerspielkultur.
Wurzburg: Kénigshausen & Neumann.

Fuller, M., & Jenkins, H. 1995. Nintendo and new world travel writing: A dialogue.
Cybersociety: Computer-mediated communication and community, 57-72.

Galbraith, P. W. 2011. Bishdjo games: ‘Techno-Intimacy’ and the virtually human in
Japan. Game studies, 11(2), 31-34.

Giddings, S. 2006. Walkthrough: Videogames and technocultural form. Doctoral
dissertation, University of the West of England, Bristol.

Haraway, D. J. 1991. A Cyborg Manifesto. Simians, Cyborgs, and Women. In Simians,
cyborgs and women: The reinvention of nature, 149-181.

~-3 -



Haraway, D. J. 2003. The companion species manifesto: Dogs, people, and significant
otherness. Prickly Paradigm Press.

Haraway, D. J. 2008. When species meet (Vol. 3). U of Minnesota Press.

Janik, J. 2018. Game/r-Play/er-Bio-Object. Exploring posthuman values in video game
research. In Proceedings of The Philosophy of Computer Games Conference (Vol.
1, pp. 1-8).

Klevjer, R. 2008. The Cultural Value of Games: Computer Games and Cultural Policy
in Europe. In Convergence and Fragmentation: Media Technology and the
Information Society. Bristol, Intellect Books, 71-90.

Klevjer, R. 2012. Enter the avatar: The phenomenology of prosthetic telepresence in
computer games. In The philosophy of computer games (pp. 17-38). Springer,
Dordrecht.

Kojima Productions. 2020. Death Stranding. 505 Games. PC.

Lahti, M. 2013. As we become machines: Corporealized pleasures in video games. The
video game theory reader, 179-192.

Leino, O. T. 2010. Emotions in play: On the constitution of emotion in solitary
computer game play. Doctoral dissertation, IT University of Copenhagen.

Leino, O. T. 2016. STONE+ LIFE= EGG-Little Alchemy as a limit-idea for thinking
about knowledge and discovery in computer games. In Proceedings of The
Philosophy of Computer Games Conference.

Maxis. 2014. The Sims 4. Electronic Arts. PC.

Miller, K. 2009. Schizophonic performance: Guitar hero, rock band, and virtual
virtuosity. Journal of the society for American Music, 3(4), 395-429.

-4 -



