Elective outline

Katie Salen

Battling Toys: Exploring the Thematic Meaning of Conflict
Overview: In this elective we will explore how games create and model thematic conflict, expanding the very narrow space of “conflict themes” that most games inhabit. 
Premise:

Games model both structural and thematic conflict. Structural conflict is generated by the game’s formal system. Thematic conflict, on the other hand, emerges from the “meaning” generated by the game system along narrative lines. The elements of a game—the players, the pieces, the rules, the context—all have a role in generating this meaning. 

Primary Questions:
1. Certain forms of thematic conflict are easier to model than others (martial, territorial, economic, etc.).

Are there alternate forms of thematic conflict that can be modeled in games, beyond those found traditionally?
2. What categories would be included in a taxonomy of thematic conflict?
3. What alternate expressions of thematic conflict exist that might transform the play of a game?
ELECTIVE STRUCTURE

I. Introduction: 10 minutes

1. Definition of game: a system in which players engage in an artificial conflict, defined by rules, that results in a quantifiable outcome.
2. Definition of conflict: structural vs. thematic

3. Games as systems of representation: how is the thematic “meaning” of conflict generated in games? Procedural representation and games as dynamic systems.
II. Taxonomy of thematic conflict: 10 minutes
Brainstorming exercise (break into groups of 5-6 people)

Q: What are the forms of thematic conflict traditionally found in games? Make a list with examples of games that come to mind.
A: Groups present results of brainstorm; compile master list.
III. Play Toys: 10 minutes
Split the group into teams of 6. Two players will play at a time, one person will act as a “judge,” and the other members of the group will be onlookers. Play for approximately 10 minutes; several rounds of the game should be played, with the role of judge rotating each round.
The game:

Toys is a game for two players that mimics the battling character structure of a game like Pokémon, feeding on the rich social codes created by children for their toys; inhabiting, interpreting, and disputing these codes is how one plays the game. To begin the game, each player selects three character toys from a large collection of action figures; the figures then “fight” with each other one by one. The battles between toys are waged via sentences, which are randomly created from a deck of cards. Statements like, “The female toy beats the unwanted toy”, or “The American toy beats the expensive toy”, define the outcome of conflict. Once the criteria have been dealt, it is up to the players to resolve the battle between toys by interpreting the statement and coming to an agreement on which toy should emerge as victor.

Setup:

·
Each player selects 3 toys to create his or her toy collection

·
Shuffle the game cards and deal 2 to each player. Keep these cards hidden.

·
Place the rest of the cards face-down in a pile

Object:

The goal of the game is to defeat your opponent’s toy collection.

Gameplay:

First, each player selects one toy to fight. Deal two cards from the deck face-up and place onto the dotted line rectangles printed on the gameboard. The result will be a statement like, “The naked toy beats the violent toy.”
Both players must then decide the result of the match based on the best application of the statement to the two toys. If the players cannot agree, two new cards are dealt and a new statement is created. If players still cannot agree, the judge can intervene and determine the outcome of the round. At any point in the game, players can use the two cards they were dealt to change the statement on the board.

After a match the loser selects a new toy from his or her collection to face the winning toy. If you defeat all three of your opponent’s toys, you win.

III. Analysis: 10 minutes 
In groups, brainstorm around the following questions. Be prepared to present the results of the discussion to the group at the end of the session.
1. What forms of thematic conflict does Toys model? Where do these themes exist within the taxonomy we created? Were any new themes identified?
2. What kinds of tension exist in the game between “sincerity” and “strategy”? Did the way players played the game lend new forms of thematic conflict? 
3. In what ways did the thematic conflict of Toys contribute to the pleasure of play? What role did thematic conflict play in the game experience?
IV. Discussion/Presentation of results: 10 minutes
V. Wrap-up/concluding statements: 10 minutes
