1. Introduction: why open this dialogue?

Theoretical advances in semiotics usually follow analy-
ses of yet-unconventional objects: from fairy tales and
literary narratives, to — amongst others — advertising,
visual arts, fashion, everyday objects and political com-
munication. Semiotics has always managed to re-think
itself, broadening its focus without losing coherence.
Computer games are another kind of difficult objects
for semiotic analysis that could pave the way for advan-
ces in semiotic theory.

Procedural criticism was recently originated by the
developing of the notion of procedure, imported from
computer sciences into game studies and designating
algorithms which control reactions to users’ operations
(Murray 1997; Bogost 2006, 2007). Procedures are used
by —amongst others — computer game systems to regu-
late play and events; procedural criticism is the practice
of describing scientifically the expressive use of proce-
dures.

In this sense, a dialogue between semiotics and proce-
dural criticism can be useful to build a common ground
and to avoid duplicating theoretical efforts. A prelimi-
nary exposition of current trends in semiotics of com-
puter games and procedural criticism will be followed
by three examples sketching the procedural figure of
the transdiegetic phone call. Finally, I will present some
considerations on player’s expectations, engagement,
interpretive and pragmatic cooperation as related to
that figure. Those preliminary analyses will not exhaust
the potential of a collaboration between semiotics and
procedural criticism: on the contrary, they will simply
show their theoretical compatibility and the potentiali-
ties of a dialogue between them.

2. Current theoretical trends

Computer games — like many other kinds of interactive
objects — pose some difficult questions to semioticians,
the majority of which deal with their textual hetero-
geneity and unstable actualization: semiotics of ludic
systems is still a work-in-progress, whose very possibility
has been questioned (Eskelinen 2003).

Video games are highly syncretic objects, containing
elements whose boundaries are not easy to find. For in-
stance, a subdivision between audiovisual elements and
machine-readable source code is not fruitful. While the
software governing the game and the embedded audio-
visual fragments are stable, the end-user has only me-
diated contact with them.

Moreover, while a proper literary or filmic text is stable
in its expression substance and can be read or watched
several times without ever changing, on the contrary
the course of a game can vary considerably between
a session and the other. This means that, in the first
place, pure literary analyses are not adequate and a
more complex, dynamic approach should be resear-
ched. Also, traditional texts such as novels exist also if
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nobody reads them. On the contrary, the expression su-
bstance of a video game comes to existence only at the
moment in which someone undertakes ludic activity: if
not played, it remains in a virtual state and does not
actualize any output.

This leads to the last major difficulty: their competi-
tive, pragmatic and reconfigurative capabilities. On
one hand, both manipulatory strategies and a certain
amount of resistance to readers’ interpretation are well
known 1in several types of proper texts — such as adver-
tising for the former or ambiguous artistic pieces for the
latter. But, on the other hand, computer games literally
challenge the player and compete against him. This is
not the case of novels presenting several topics for rea-
ders to disambiguate, it deals with a system acting as
a second player against the user, enacting tactics and
reconfiguring the output to, for example, literally move
opponents. Computer games, in other words, are de-
signed to resist and oppose (to a certain extent) their
users’ actions.

2.1. Semiotic views on computer games

In the past years, the interest in semiotic analyses of
interactive ludic systems has increased with the wide-
ning acceptance of computer games as an expressive
medium.

Alessandro Zinna (Zinna 2004) published a comprehen-
sive investigation about electronic writing artifacts, in-
cluding in this genre both hypertexts and computer ga-
mes. Zinna defined them as texts containing multiple
textualities, each one of which is brought to existence
by some pragmatic action of the reader, such as clicking
on a link. Interactivity, in Zinna’s terms, is defined by
the presence of spots in which the fruition is suspended
and needs the reader’s action to be resumed.

Also Massimo Maietti (Maietti 2004) used hypertext
theories to read computer games, but he preferred a pa-
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rallelism between game systems and dense hypertexts in
which the navigation between different nodes is not in-
stantancous but has spatial and temporal components.
Agata Meneghelli (Meneghelli 2007, see also her con-
tribution in this volume) instead focused on enunciative
theories and digital protheses to describe ludic inter-
faces and, amongst other things, meaning-effects such
as, for example, the omniscience-effect created by the
minimap in strategic games.

The hypothesis adopted in this work is that computer
games are not stable texts as narratology (Todorov 1965)
or the first generation of structuralist semiotics (Greimas
1970; Greimas & Courtes 1979) define them but rather
matrices' (Ferri 2007; Meneghelli 2007), semiotic devices
for the creation of game-texts. Each computer game is
constituted by a matrix, a system of possibilities produ-
cing a single game-text each time a player interacts with
it". This is a possible solution to the analytic impasse
regarding the textual instability of games. A game-text
1s a unique occurrence which constitutes a text that, al-
though quite different from literary or cinematographic
ones, is at least stable in its expression substance.
Certain audiovisual portions are shown only in some
game-texts: their variability suggests that the actualiza-
ble elements pre-exist in the matrix in a greater amount
than what it is shown. Therefore, a matrix is an overa-
bundant semiotic agglomerate existing before the for-
mation of any single game-text and containing all the
semantic, narrative and figurative resources that could
possibly be actualized during the ludic activity. It is a
complex semiotic object comprising different functions
and different instances, such as victory-conditions, in-
terfaces, links or semantic, procedural, figurative and
strategic repertories.

2.2. Procedurality and procedural criticism

According to Janet Murray (Murray 1997) procedurality
refers to the ability of a medium to execute series of rules
and conditions. Those series are composed by interlocking
algorithms defining how an interactive system will react
to the users’ inputs. In other words, procedural systems
generate behaviours according to rule-based models;
they are capable of producing many outcomes, each
one conforming to the same overall guidelines. While
different expressive forms — from interactive electronic
systems to parlor games — have procedural capabili-
ties, the ability to execute complex procedures almost
in real time distinguishes computers from other media.
“Procedural authorship means writing the rules by whi-
ch the text appears as well as writing the texts themsel-
ves. It means writing the rules for the interactor’s invol-
vement, the conditions under which things will happen
in response to the participant’s actions” (Murray 1997,
p. 152-153).

Ian Bogost, whose views on game studies are less narra-
tive-centric than Murray’s, chose procedures as one of
the key concepts for his analytic approach. New media

“not only — writes Bogost — express systems of interre-
lated actions, but also teach us to read both technolo-
gy-based works and non-technology-based works from
the single perspective of their shared procedurality”
(Bogost 2006, p. 47). Procedural criticism describes how
procedures are used to generate both meaning-effects,
such as immersion, and pragmatic ones, such as mo-
difications of real-world habits in computer-generated
simulations.

3. (Phone) calls for cooperation

Interpretive semiotics has already developed theore-
tic reflections about the reader-text cooperation, suc-
cessfully applied on stable, non-interactive texts (Eco
1979; Manetti 1997; Cavicchioli 1997). While it has
been briefly described how matrix-based semiotic ap-
proaches (Ferri 2007, Meneghelli 2007) deal with the
highly variable expression substance of a computer
gaming practice, they could also benefit from tools for
the analysis of rules, conditions and their expressive
use. Considering contributions from procedural criti-
cism could be another step toward adequate analyses
of rule-based, interactive systems without duplicating
theoretical work.

A joint semiotic/procedural analysis will be sketched of
three games, two of which (Evidence: the Last Ritual and
Year Zero) are computer games, while the other one (41
the President’s Jombies) is a non-technological live-action
gaming practice. This partially heterogeneous corpus
was chosen to stress the trans-media applicability of
both semiotics and procedural criticism. Just as the-
re are literary and filmic figures, also procedural figures
(Bogost 2007) could exist in computer games. These lu-
dic objects share a transdiegetic phone call procedural figu-
re, used to generate surprise and player engagement: its
general algorithm determines that, when certain con-
ditions are met, the game-system itself uses the player’s
own telephone as unusual, surprising output device to
deliver in-game information. It is also important to note
that in none of the three cases the phone 1s the expected
gaming device.

3.1. Adventure games — Evidence: the Last
Ritual

Evidence: the Last Ritual is an adventure® computer game
developed by Lexis Numérique and released in 2006.
Its background story involves a mysterious serial killer,
known as the Phoenix, kidnapping different hostages,
preparing a DVD containing video-clips of his victims
as well as clues leading to his own hideout and sending
it to the police to taunt the detectives. The packaging of
Evidence: the Last Ritual actually simulates an official
evidence-like enclosure, complete with seals and signed
receipts: the player impersonates a detective examining
Phoenix’s mysterious DVD to discover its secrets.

Evidence has the ability to connect, through the in-
ternet, to a remote e-mail server and — in the French
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version of the game — a text-messaging service. The
players’ advances through the puzzles and the textual
fragments composing the game or their usage statistics
— such as the time spent on a specific chapter or the
preference for interacting with a specific non-playing
character — are monitored and trigger, in certain situa-
tions, the appearance of in-game messages on the user’s
own cellular telephone and e-mail account.

On the first night after a user has started the game, the
remote messaging system connected to Evidence sends
the player a text-message or an e-mail, apparently from
the Phoenix himself, saying “What’s the matter, little
friend? Tired already, are we? You don’t even hear us
knocking at your door...”. In addition to this, the game
regularly sends advice from computer-controlled non-
playing characters, fictional investigators also working
on the same case, along with “Where did you go?”
prompts if the user stops playing for a few hours.

3.2. Alternate reality games — Year Zero

Year Zero is an alternate reality game* developed by 42
Entertainment, released in February 2007 and tied to
the alternative rock band Nine Inch Nails. Year Zero is
set in a dystopian future in which the American gover-
nment is trying — amongst other things — to restrict the
citizens’ access to art.

The website freerebelart.net, part of the Year Zero ARG,
can be found by a player through different ways, such as
following the clues disseminated across other sites and
on merchandise given away during Nine Inch Nails
concerts or receiving a hint from a fellow player. It 1s,
apparently, a rebel site like artisresistance.com — a key site
previously visited during the game — with which it sha-
res different visual aspects. In the top-right corner is a
box where users can enter their name and telephone
number to receive “something to help fight back against
this Administration”. After filling the form, the message
“The password is RESISTANCE. Please stand by” ap-
pears on screen. If the number provided actually corre-
sponds to a real telephone, it rings after a few minutes.
On answering the call, players hear a recording of
a woman saying the name registered on the site and
asking for the password. Replying ‘Resistance’ causes
the audio message to proceed: it informs the player that
Jreerebelart.net is a trap set up by the government to spot
rebels and that he has implicitly plead guilty of trea-
son under “statute 24.2.1” by signing on it. His e-mails,
phone calls and movements — says the recorded voice
— will be monitored.

3.3. Live-action RPG
Zombies

— All the President’s

All the President’s Zombies is the first lve-action role-
playing game to have been exhibited as an artistic col-
lective performance at the Art In General Gallery in
New York in 2007. The participants improvisationally
enacted a meeting of the President of the United States

with some of the highest members of his government
to decide a course of action on an outbreak of zombies
near Atlanta. The conflict driving the improvisational
role-play was the difference between each member’s
political agendas and the absurd political situation re-
presented.

The performance was paced by phone-calls, enacted by
a non-playing organizer, to each player’s phone. This
feature allowed a timing for the event — game supervi-
sors could decide exactly when each character received
information and directions — and also enhanced the
conflict represented, letting players choose whether to
share or not the content of their phone calls.

As noted above, this playful practice is partially hete-
rogencous compared to the other two: for example, it
1s not enacted using digital hardware, the phone call
comes from a human narrator and it happens during
play-time. However, the players are not told that they
are going to receive calls on their mobile during the
performance — thus maintaining a surprising common
ground with the other examples. Also, this example has
been included, in spite of its differences, to stress the
trans-media applicability of procedural figures: the dif-
ferences between digital and legacy ludic systems are
many and fall outside the scope of this paper but this
concept can help finding common points.

4. Player’s expectations

“I believe that you can reach the point where there s no longer any
difference between developing the habit of pretending to believe and de-
veloping the habit of believing”

Umberto Eco, Foucault’s Pendulum, p. 386

Marvin Minsky, the cognitive scientist whose work is the
basis for Eco’s view on frames, defined them as data-
structures for representing a stereotyped situation like
“going to a birthday party” (Minsky 1975) or, paraphra-
sing his example, “playing a computer game”. Also, the
idea of a spatiotemporal frame in which games take
place originated from the metaphor of the “Magic
Circle”, used by Dutch historian and cultural theorist
Johan Huizinga (Huizinga 1955). Both the concept of
frame and that of the magic circle have been discussed
in game studies (Salen & Zimmerman 2004) but their
critique is not the scope of this work. For now, it will be
enough to say that such frames, in games, define the
users’ preliminary acknowledgment of a playful situa-
tion: we could call this outer system of expectations #us-
is-a-game (TTAG) layer.

Users’ cooperation with an interactive matrix genera-
tes a ludic discoursive universe inside the TIAG layer
in which gaming interactions are acknowledged to be
fictional. When the focalization (Genette 1972) is shif-
ted inside it, users abide to TIAG interpretive rules and
temporarily set aside encyclopaedic knowledge of the
world — not being surprised, for example, by the height
of Super Mario’s jumps.

EIC Serie Speciale - Anno Ill, nn. 5, 2009



There is only one thimgyou have to rel

YOU CAN AC

WHAT ARE YOU GQI DO?
ACTFOR TRUTH.

Actiom s rmanaity. The Adminisiration uses the media and palice to
mgmenym nopmgynu will be oo sgared to do anyging about it
WHAT IS

ACT FOR TOGETHERI“.
When pedfsSain agsth

i Y o e o e
you do_ THEYCANNOT STOP US

ACT.FOR CHANGE
Forming commuibliies is 1
building sum thing togeth

we can semt ymw something
back againstjh

wef tra-
min others who feel as

communily

nnmndyplse fe way you dn vouAnE NOT THE CRLV OB

YOU DON'T HAVE TO BE ALONE

ere wm beno

the police will
il ntave und Kekfon

GOVERMNMEENT REQUIRES THE CONSENT
OF THE GOVERNED.

Itthe American people unite to create a new and better America, it
WILL rise

Fig. 1 — freerebelart.net © 42 Entertainment

Although the narrator of “Foucault’s Pendulum” 1is
afflicted by self-delusion and paranoid interpretive ha-
bits, on the other hand the three above-presented ga-
mes feature engaging strategies based on similar, but
non-pathological, semiotic/procedural mechanisms.
Immersive games feature a second nested system of ex-
pectations inside the TTIAG layer. Quoting “Foucault’s
Pendulum?”, this second intradiegetic frame asks players
to adopt “the habit of pretending to believe that this is
s we could call it this-is-not-a-game (TINAG)

system. Meaning-effects of engagement are, in immer-

not a game’

sive games, created by the ambiguity between TIAG
and TINAG systems.

4.1. TIAG vs TINAG ambiguity and the “tran-
sdiegetic phone call” procedural figure

For brevity, only Year Zero will be detailed — but the
description could be extended to the others. Analyses
of game-text excerpts from the freerebelart.net section of
Year Zero highlight the coexistence of two discoursive
strategies, one conveying TIAG expectations and the
other asking for TINAG cooperation. In alternate reali-
ty games, TIAG strategies are — by design — not prevai-
ling as clearly as in other games.

The viewing context, a web browser, allows many kinds
of practices — from browsing real-world news to rea-
ding science-fiction — each one suggesting frames and
expectations. Elements of the expression plane such as
layout and composition anomalies (blurry letters, inter-
ference-like patterns, repeated and overlapping words)
mark the difference between freerebelart.net and or-
dinary pages and, at the same time, constitute a regu-
larity — a figurative rhyme — with every other website

YOU HAVEEANDICE

HOBRAVRE YOU GOING TO USE IT?
FOR TRWITH
TR

people, people become ai it spek he fruth
SPEAKTHIE TRUTH

FOR UNITY

The artist shaws: whatesesyane s thinking. The go
people o fecl isolaied and aone. A stenci 1 a pubit BHEE
FIIN ARE NOT ALONE

FORP ER
The govenmmerwmt:
YOU CAN ACT

ThiSDOBSHTMEGN it
governments cannot
d

cops. A house dividedEmmoistand.

GOVERNIENNT REQUIRES THE CONSENT
OF THE GOVERNED

If the Ameniisaropesip et atopibedign this administration,
itWILL fall.

AttisResitance  Here are some Tools

Fig. 2 — artisresistance.com © 42 Entertainment

composing Year Zero. Moreover, while some items of
the narrative/gaming world (the year 2022 being cited
as the present date) are clearly incoherent with shared
encyclopaedic knowledge, others are ambiguous (“We
have got to fight back against this Government”).
While abductive reasoning for topic selection is clear-
ly constrained toward fictional/ludic topics by strong
TIAG elements such the year 2022, the TINAG stra-
tegy is emerging and creates reality-effects based on the
consistency of the ludic universe and its redundancy
and persistency across different instances, websites and
media.

The unexpected procedural figure of the transdiegetic
phone call amplifies the ambiguity between expecta-
tions-breaking elements of the TTAG set, such as:
Unity and coherence of space and time dedicated to
play;

Player’s ability to completely switch off the game;

The expected output device for game data.

Receiving in-game data during non-playing time recal-
Is the user back into an internal TINAG focalization.
Thus, transdiegetic calls are at the same time:

Calls for interpretive cooperation, asking for a difficult
assessment of the ambiguous ludic status of the por-
tions of game-text;

Figures of procedural authorship, calls for pragmatic
cooperation, asking the player to re-engage in playing
even if he temporarily quit.

4.2. Interpretive cooperation and procedural
authorship

“What [..] is that element of a phenomenon that ren-
ders it surprising, in the sense that an explanation for
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it is demanded?” asked Charles Sanders Peirce (CP
7.190). He argued against the assumption that irregu-
larity alone could be the fundamental characteristic of
surprising facts — it constitutes the majority of human
experience and could not always generate surprise. On
the contrary, the need to start an abductive process is
felt when an expected, anticipated regularity is broken:
a subject had foreseen an event basing on a known rule
but that event does not happen or happens differently.
A phone call or a text message coming from an in-game
character is foreseeable within a TINAG set of expecta-
tions but not in a TTAG one: game elements are suppo-
sed to be confined, for example, within the spatiotem-
poral boundaries of the game.

A portion of game-text like one of the calls described in
this paper could, ata first reading, be interpreted without
expecting it to be part of a ludic experience — a truly
surprising fact in the peircean sense, since it defies the
subject’s previous forecasts. The subsequent abduction
should consist in imagining a game-system, with which
the user had previously interacted but is not apparently
running at the moment, able to communicate remotely
with the player even if he is not actively playing. Such
abduction would make the surprising event explaina-
ble, thus changing the topic of — for example — the text-
message sent by Evidence on the player’s cellular phone
from menaces from an unknown sender to fictional launt_from
a character of the game. Meaning-effects are generated, in
these cases, by creating a possible secondary expecta-
tion for every message received through telephone or
e-mail: Evidence and similar games problematize eve-
ryday experience introducing a gap of uncertainty in
otherwise unproblematic topic selections — s my phone
ringing because a friend is calling me, or will it be a coded message
Jfrom the computer game I played this aflernoon?

It has already been noted in the first part of this pa-
per how procedural authorship — as Murray descri-
bes it — refers both to writing the actual content of an
interactive system as well as the rules, conditions and
algorithms defining its procedures for actualizing an
output in relation to the user’s moves. A subset of this,
procedural player engagement, deals with motivating
users to continue their interaction with the system and,
thus, calling for pragmatic cooperation. The procedural
figure of the transdiegetic phone call provides game-
related data at unexpected times when users are not in-
teracting with the system. This way, players’ attention is
kept focused on a ludic situation even when they are far
away from their gaming devices, generating different
effects. Subjects are reminded of the game when they
stop playing regularly (In Memoriam), or discover a new
section of the system in a surprising way (Year Zero)
or are given specific clues at very specific times (All the
President’s Zombies). In all these cases, the phone calls
suggest the users to take certain in-game action, thus
generating player engagement.

5. Temporary conclusions and future develop-
ments

This is a preliminary study, yet the possibility of a dia-
logue between semiotics and procedural criticism looks
promising. The scope of both is to provide a descrip-
tion of how expressive strategies inscribed into signi-
ficative objects generate meaning-effects for a reader.
Semioticians, originally, considered only non-interacti-
ve texts while procedural critics worked extensively on
interactive systems. The analysis sketched here — even
if it is simply an outline — shows how the two disciplines
can complement each other.

In this case, peircean semiotic tools (surprising even-
ts and unconfirmed expectations as starting point for
abductive processes) have been used together with li-
terary theory (diegesis and focalization) to describe a
procedural figure shared across three immersive games.
Transdiegetic phone calls are, thus, requests for both
interpretive and pragmatic cooperation, enhancing
player engagement and immersive effects.

' How a matrix-based approach relates to a textualist para-
digm is open to debate. For example, Meneghelli introduced
the term “matrix-text” (Meneghelli 2007) considering compu-
ter games compatible with a broad textualist stance (see also
her article in this volume) and, at the same time, providing
bases for the players’ creative/performative activity. Instead, 1
adopt the term “interactive matrix” (Ferri 2007) because they
do not seem to qualify as proper texts for different reasons
including their incomplete actualization and the instability of
their Expression Plane.

?Two articles in this volume contain other compatible models
with which I agree. My idea of the interactive matrix goes in
the same theoretical direction of Siabra-Fraile’s definition of
virtual world. Likewise Lehto’s model of a Player-Response
generating those portion of text that are missing from still-
unplayed games is another stimulating approach — a sort of
reverse-solution — to the same problem I tried to tackle with
the relationship between interactive matrix and game-texts.

* Adventure is a video game genre with strong emphasis
on narrative, exploration and puzzle-solving. Its narrative
structure borrows elements from other media, mainly mo-
vies or novels — the most common sub-genres include detec-
tive stories, mysteries, or sci-fi. The story line is the crucial
point of the game, it is predetermined and unfolds one step
at a time following the players’ progress through investiga-
tion. Mysteries usually include “inventory puzzles,” solvable
by finding objects in different places and combining them,
“dialogue puzzles”, dealing with interaction with computer-
controlled characters, or “environmental puzzles”, tied to the
exploration of the game-space.

* Alternate reality games (ARG) are web-based computer ga-
mes that, while relying mostly on content hosted on internet,
incorporate trans-media gaming practices — resembling cross-
media treasure hunts. ARGs are a relatively recent genre and
are not codified as much as — for example — adventure games.
ARG players follow hints hidden both in web sites created
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ad-hoc for the game and real-world media (with an attitude
similar to Ist April hoaxes) and solve puzzles requiring com-
puter-based actions, such as cracking codes and finding hid-
den links, and concrete ones, such as actually reaching specific
geographic coordinates at a certain time to get clues hidden
in remote locations.
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