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Abstract
Video game studies in mainstream psychology are often limited to investigating the positive and
negative effects of playing on mental health. The few studies that explore immersion in video
games mostly adopt a pathologizing perspective towards the phenomenon of immersion. These
studies adhere to a reductionist perspective trying to make a direct link between violence,
depression, or anxiety and playing video games. | argue that to fully understand the subjective
experience of video gaming, there is a need to develop a theory of subjectivity that can explain
why and how immersion happens in the experience of playing video games. To develop this
theory, |1 compare the experience of playing video games to the experience of watching a movie
and then, based on preexisting subjectivity theories in cinema, | try to develop a similar theory
for gaming experience. First, | review the literature on video gaming to illustrate the need to
develop a coherent theory addressing video gaming subjectivity. Second, | unpack the suture
theory in cinema which serves as a template for my theory for video games. Then, | present the
collected empirical data with a qualitative inquiry mapping out the differences between video
gaming and movie watching, as well as serving to understand the subjective experience of
playing video games in gamers. Finally, based on the empirical data and my theoretical insights,
| provide a theory of subjectivity which I call gaming-based suture, as opposed to cinema-based

suture, which explains the subjective experience of playing video games.
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Introduction

According to Newzoo’s latest Global Games Market Report (Wijman, 2018), about 2.3
billion gamers across the globe generated $137.9 billion in game revenues in 2018. This figure
represents an increase of $16.2 billion, or 13.3%, from the year before. Hence, in 2018, the video
game industry made three times more money than the film industry which hit only $41.7 billion
(McNary, 2019). For comparison, the music industry generated $43 billion in 2018 (Sanchez,
2018). It is expected that the consumers will spend $180 billion annually by 2021 on video
games; compared to the industry’s revenue in 2012, which was $70.6 billion, this growth puts the
compound annual growth rate for this industry over a 10-year period at 11%, which is a
remarkable accomplishment for even a single company, let alone an industry (Wijman, 2018).

According to Lofgren (2017), there are approximately 2.3 billion gamers in the world,
constituting roughly one third of the world population. The average age of the gamers is 35.
About 65% of households own a device that is used for gaming; 59% of the gamers are male and
41% are female. The age breakdown of video gamers shows that 28% of them are under 18 years
old, 29% are between 18 and 35, and 43% of them are above 35 years old. The devices which are
used for gaming include a variety of affordable devices such as personal computers, cell phones
and gaming consoles.

It seems that playing video games is more prevalent among teenagers. Lenhart, Kahne,
Middaugh and Vitak (2008) report that 99% of boys and 94% of girls aged 1217 play video
games worldwide, with 50% of them having played “just yesterday”. However, gaming does not
end with teenage years. Lenhart, Jones and McGill (2008) report that 89% of adults between 18—
29 years old play video games worldwide. Of this total, 53% of the gamers live in urban areas

and 47% in suburban and rural areas. Regarding education level, 40% of the gamers report



having less than a high school diploma education, 51% are high school graduates, and of these
57% of them have at least some college education. These researchers did not find any significant
relationship between income level and gaming.

In Dauphin and Heller’s (2010) report the average gamer (n=164) in United States spends
11.45 hours (SD=11.97) per week playing video games, with a median of 8 hours. The average
number of hours for the gamers who play Massive Multiplayer Online Role Playing Games
(MMORPG) is about 22 hours per week. There exists a small segment of the gamer population
(4% of the gamers) who are called “extreme gamers” and spend more than 50 hours per week
playing video games.

Part of the popularity of video games is due to the technological advancement in video
gaming in the past couple of decades. While video gaming devices were only affordable by rich
families in late 1980s and 1990s, the 21 century presented a giant leap in terms of technology,
which made the advanced gaming devices affordable for many families. In fact, many
smartphones and consoles come with pre-installed games, and many online games can be played
for free. This high accessibility was probably the main reason that made gaming culture part of
the popular culture. Even those who don’t actively play games are exposed to the news and
cultural presentation of gaming culture. For example, 94% of American consumers recognized
the character PAC-MAN (BradyGames, 2010). In recent years, Hollywood has tried to make
money out of video game culture, making blockbuster movies inspired by video games; movies
like Tomb Raider (2018), Need for Speed (2014), Prince of Persia (2010), and Warcraft (2016)
have made millions of dollars at the box office.

Considering the above-mentioned numbers and statistics and the ever-increasing

popularity of video games, it seems that video games are more than a passing fad; they are here



to stay and thrive, and consequently, the dangers and benefits of video gaming turn into major
concerns for parents, psychologists and educational institutes. A quick search using the key
words “video games” in the PsycInfo database retrieves more than 7000 results (as of February
2019). Therefore, the first chapter of this study is dedicated to a literature review. The existing
literature on video games can be divided into three categories. Researchers in the first category
study the negative effects of video games and suggest some interventions to avoid these perils.
The second group of researchers tries to take a more optimistic approach; their articles
acknowledge that video gaming is a phenomenon which is here to stay and grow. They are
looking to see this development as an opportunity that can be used in positive and constructive

ways. The third category refers to case studies, usually studying a specific game or genre.



Chapter 1: Status of Traditional Research

Negative Effects of Video Games
According to King, Delfabbro, and Griffiths (2009), the literature on negative effects of
video games can be divided into two categories: 1) research about the addictive nature of video
games, and 2) research about the relationship between video gaming and psychological factors
like violence, depression, anxiety, self-esteem, and social isolation, to give a few examples.
Addiction
In June 2018, the World Health Organization (WHO) added the category of gaming

disorder to its eleventh edition of International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related
Health Problems or ICD-11 (Balhara, 2018). Although the latest version (2013) of the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) did not include gaming
addiction in its validated disorders list, it was added to the DSM-5’s further study section, which
created heated debates (Griffiths et al. 2016). It is estimated that 4-8% of gamers can be
described as addicted or problematic gamers (Wittek, Finseras, Pallesen, Mentzoni, Hanss &
Molde, H., 2015). A growing body of literature investigates the addictive nature of video games.
Griftiths and Meredith (2009) summarize the symptoms of gaming addiction as follows:

According to some reports, the symptoms of computer addiction are quite specific

and include both psychological and physical symptoms. Psychological symptoms

include: (1) having a sense of well-being or euphoria while at the computer, (2)

inability to stop the activity, (3) craving more and more time at the computer, (4)

neglect of family and friends, (5) feeling empty, depressed, irritable when not at the

computer, (6) lying to employers and family about activities, and (7) problems with

school or job. Physical symptoms include: (1) carpal tunnel syndrome, (2) dry eyes,

(3) migraine headaches, (4) back aches, (5) eating irregularities, such as skipping

meals, (6) failure to attend to personal hygiene, and (7) sleep disturbances, change in
sleep pattern (p. 248).



Some questionnaires have been developed based on these criteria, usually asking gamers to
respond with a “yes” or “no” answer to the questions about their gaming experience in the past
year or the past six months, where those who have at least five of these criteria are considered
gaming addicts or problematic gamers (Gorman, Gentile & Green, 2018). Hedden (2015),
however, believes that the addiction symptoms in problematic gamers are not the consequences
of their excessive gaming but rather of their personality traits which make them susceptible to
any other addiction. He points out that the prevalence rate of 4-8% is very similar to the figure
for the prevalence of alcohol or drug addictions. Yen et al. (2017) claim that video gaming
addiction is associated with attention deficit disorder, and Ko et al. (2005) argue that video
gaming is the result of high impulsivity in some gamers. Wood (2008) proposes that the reason
for gaming addiction is the gamers’ poor time management skills, claiming it has nothing to do
with the addictive nature of the games. Yee (2006) argues that gaming motivations are the
primary predictors of gaming addiction. He identifies three motivators: achievement,
socialization, and immersion within games. Achievement refers to gamers’ desire to advance and
progress in the game, while immersion refers to escapism that motivates some gamers to play
video games to escape real-life problems. However, Dauriat et al. (2011) suggest that there is no
relationship between motivators and the tendency to become a gaming addict. Instead, they show
that there is a positive correlation between the amount of time spent on gaming and addiction.
Violence

There is a large body of literature that has investigated the relationship between playing
violent video games and subsequent aggressive behaviours in the gamers. In an experimental
study, Pusateri (2006) examined the negative impacts of violent video games on gamers’

aggressive behavioural intentions and showed that the subjects who played violent games



showed more hostile and negative emotions compared to the control group who played non-
violent games. Bartholow, Sestir and Davis (2005) reported that video game-related violence
exposure (VVE) is positively correlated with self-reported aggressive behaviour and found this
relation to be robust even when controlling for multiple aspects of personality. Anderson and
Carnagey (2009) investigated the effects of violent content in video games which have a
competitive nature. Participants played either a non-violent competitive sports game (like
football or basketball) or an excessively violent sports game. The authors suggest that violent
content uniquely leads to aggressive thoughts and behaviours and hold that this increased
aggression has nothing to do with the competitive nature of these games.

Adachi and Willoughby (2013) do not agree with Anderson and Carnagey (2009) and
claim that competitiveness in games is a predictor for aggressive behaviour. Their longitudinal
study, which followed about 1500 participants over the course of three years, suggests that as
adolescents transition into adulthood, they show more aggressive behaviours in various
competitions and this aggression is evident in any type of competition including video games.
Craig Anderson, one of the researchers who has been very active in the area of video games and
its association with aggression, claims that he decided to discontinue the research because the
evidence for a positive association between playing video games and subsequent aggressive
behaviour is so strong and conclusive that he does not see any need to do more research in this
area (Anderson et al., 2010). He and his colleagues, using meta-analytic procedures, report that
the exposure to violent video games is a causal risk factor for aggressive behaviour, aggressive
cognition, and aggressive affect, as well as for decreased empathy and prosocial behaviour. They
claim that there is no difference in terms of culture and sex. Ferguson and Kilburn (2010) discuss

the claims made in Anderson et al. (2010) and compare that work to real-world data on youth



violence. They criticize Anderson et al. (2010) for methodological problems, saying that they
included many studies that are not related to serious aggressive behaviour and also contending
that they concentrated on bivariate correlations rather than controlled estimate of effects.
Ferguson and Kilburn (2010) believe that the effect size in Anderson et al. (2010) is very small
(r=0.152), equivalent to 2.31% of the variance explained. In a more recent study, Hilgard,
Engelhardt & Rouder (2017) report that the large meta-analysis done by Anderson et al. (2010)
has three major problems. First, there is a substantial publication bias in experimental research
on the effect of playing violent video games on aggressive behaviour. Second, the effect size
reported in the study is very small; third, studies which fit authors’ criteria for methodological
quality do not result in larger adjusted effects than other experiments, but instead yield larger
indications of bias, indicating that perhaps those studies were selected for significance.

While there is considerable controversy about violence in video games and their potential
risk for causing aggressive behaviour, it is important to note than many video games sold in the
U.S. do not carry a mature (M) rating. According to the latest statistics released by the
Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB), in 2018, only 13% of the games were assigned an
M rating. According to this report, 34% received an E rating, which means the game is suitable
for everyone; 22% received E10+, which is considered safe for users above 10 years old; 31%
were assigned a teen (T) rating (Entertainment Software Association, 2010) and this is due to the
fact that there is not yet a definite link between aggressive behaviour and video gaming to
convince ESRB to be more strict in this regard.

Depression
Several studies have examined the relationship between playing video games and

depression. Lemola et al. (2011) claim that the amount of time spent playing video games is



associated with depressive symptoms. These researchers also report that playing games between
10:00 p.m. and 6 a.m. is related to an increased risk of high depression scores independent of the
total amount of playing. Gentile et al. (2011) believe that pathological gaming is associated with
higher depression rate among youth and adolescents. Their research, which followed 3034
students in elementary and secondary schools over a two-year period, shows that pathological
gaming is similar to other addictions and has the same psychological consequences. Mentzoni et
al. (2011) propose a similar argument, saying that in problematic gamers, depression often
accompanies other negative consequences like drug addiction, alcohol addiction and conduct
problems.

However, there are other studies that claim the opposite. Desai, Krishnan-Sarin, Cavallo
and Potenza (2010) report that playing video games is not associated with negative health
outcomes including depression. In fact, they even claim that the female players, in their sample
of 4028 participants, showed lower scores in depression scales compared to non-gamers.
Ferguson, Coulson, and Barnett (2011) analyzed thirty-three published studies in a meta-analysis
and they report that comparing excessive gaming habits with gambling or other addictions leads
to spuriously high prevalence estimates, potentially due to identifying non-pathological gamers
as pathological. They suggest that diagnostic tools which consider the interfering nature of
playing games on other life needs and responsibilities are more valid. Snider (2011) suggests that
playing video games casually can actually reduce depression. He recruited 59 participants who
were already suffering from depression. The researcher divided them into two groups: the first
group played casual video games like Bejeweled 2, Peggie, and Bookworm Adventures, and the

second group served as the control group. Those who played games showed significant reduction



in their depression scores. This effect was both short term (30 minutes after playing) and long
term (one month after).

Despite the great number of studies which focus on the relationship between playing
video games and depression, there is still a lack of consensus concerning the results. The
potential negative impact of video gaming on depression depends on the individual and
contextual factors (Brunborg, Mentzoni & Frgyland, 2014). It is possible that these results are
affected by a third variable like anxiety, socio-economic status, family relationships, sensation
seeking, etc. Normally, researchers try to control these variables using regression models, and
these omitted variables can cause biased results (Verbeek, 2012).

Academic Achievement

There is a growing number of studies which are focused on the relationship between
video gaming and academic achievement or work interference. Brunborg et al. (2014) report that
video gaming is related to lower academic achievement. However, they add to their conclusion
that these negative impacts are likely related to their other facets of life. Many of the studies
done in this area are correlational, often finding significant correlations between video gaming
and lower academic performance. For example, Peng and Liu (2010) report that online gaming
negatively impacts academic achievement and causes professional problems (r=.71). Anderson
and Dill (2000) suggest that the time spent on playing video games is negatively correlated with
GPA scores for a college student sample (r=.20). Anand (2007) reports similar results and claims
that the time spent on playing video games is negatively correlated with both GPA and SAT
scores. However, he is cautious in interpreting the results, saying that his study does not show
any cause and effect relationship and these effects may be cumulative considering the complex

nature of student life and academic performance. Adachi and Willoughby (2013) reject these



claims and set out to show that the relationship between playing video games and grades at
school is an indirect positive relationship. They propose that playing video games is associated
with higher self-reported problem-solving skills, and in turn, higher self-reported problem-
solving skills predict higher academic grades. However, they studied only strategic video games
and did not use any other genres in their study, which raises the question of whether different
genres of video games have different impacts on academic performance.

It is possible that a third variable is involved in the relationship between gaming and
academic performance. For example, Nielsen (2010) reports that the peak gaming hours fall
between 7-11 pm for both males and females. Therefore, it is possible that lack of sleep is
responsible for lower academic performance, not the video games per se. However, even in that
study, it is not clear whether players stay up late to play video games or whether they play video
games because they cannot go to sleep. In a review article, Emes (1997) reported that the
research done in this area has produced contradictory results and there is no clear causal
relationship between video gaming and academic performance.

Anxiety

Arriaga, Esteves, Carneiro and Monteiro (2006) report that playing violent video games
causes higher levels of anxiety and hostility. Ohannessian (2018) suggests that gender moderates
the relationship between video gaming and anxiety. In her longitudinal study, she shows that
boys who played video games the most had the lowest levels of anxiety, whereas girls who
played video games the most had the highest levels of anxiety. Gonzélvez, Espada and Tejeiro
(2017) suggest exactly the opposite. In their study, which includes 380 gamers, they show that
male gamers spend more time playing online games, with a direct relationship between time

spent on gaming and increased anxiety (r=.24). They claim that there is no relationship between
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gaming and anxiety in female players. Loton, Borkoles, Lubman and Polman (2016) report that
coping is a mediator between playing video games and depression, anxiety, and stress. They
claim that coping explains a large portion of this relationship; however, they suggest that even
after accounting for coping, there is still a direct relationship between gaming and anxiety, and
playing video games increases the players’ anxiety. Their results show that after accounting for
coping, there is no direct relationship between gaming and depression and anxiety. However,
there are other studies which suggest that playing video games actually reduces anxiety. For
example, Jordan (2010) believes that the effects of playing video games is moderated by the
player’s attachment styles. Using Bowlby and Ainsworth’s attachment theory, Jordan shows that
people with insecure attachment and higher social anxiety are positively impacted by their online
gaming relationships. In an experimental study, Fish (2016) demonstrates that playing casual
video games can decrease anxiety. He claims that playing video games four times a week (3045
minutes each time) reduces anxiety significantly and the effect is medium to large.
Attention

Playing video games has been associated with greater subsequent attention problems in
children and adolescents (Swing, Gentile, Anderson & Walsh, 2010). There are studies
suggesting that the amount of time spent on video games is directly related to severity of the
attention problems in gamers (Gentile, Swing, Lim & Khoo, 2012). According to these
researchers, violent content may have a unique effect on attention problems but total time spent
on playing video games seems to be a more consistent predictor. They suggest that their results
indicate a bidirectional causality, and therefore individuals who have more attention problems
spend more time playing video games, even when the initial video gaming is statistically

controlled.
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There are other studies that suggest playing video games actually improves attention
skills. For example, Boot, Kramer, Simons, Fabiani and Gratton (2008) propose that expert video
gamers outperform non-players on measures of basic attention and performance. According to
their research, playing action video games increases attentional skills both in terms of speed and
accuracy. Gasper et al. (2014) suggest a similar result, but they are more cautious in their
interpretation. They claim that gamers are equally susceptible to the costs of dividing attention in
complicated tasks, and the perceptual and attentional benefits associated with playing action
video games may not translate to performance benefits in complex, real-world problems. West
and Bailey (2013) acknowledge these contradictory results in the literature and claim that the
reason for these seemingly opposite results may have something to do with the conceptual
definition of attention. They divide attention into three separate domains: visuospatial
processing, executive functioning and emotional functioning. Their literature review reveals that
playing video games can enhance and disrupt various aspects of attention.

Physical Health

Aside from mental health, researchers also debate about the negative consequences of
video games on physical health. The research in this area can be divided into four categories:
physical inactivity, seizures, eye strain and repetitive motion injuries. The time spent on playing
video games may not leave enough time for physical activities such as sports and exercises.
Ballard, Gray, Reilly and Noggle (2009) report that the amount of time spent playing video
games is positively correlated with body mass index (r=.27) and negatively correlated with
frequency of exercise (r=-.21) and days of walking (r=-.22). They suggest that these results are
stronger among online gamers. Although their findings are statistically significant, the effect

sizes are not large. King and Delfabbro (2009) define “heavy” gamers as those players who play
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more than 30 hours a week and at least four days a week. They claim that the majority of heavy
gamers don’t meet the national guidelines for weekly exercise and report some sleep-related
problems. Furthermore, these gamers score significantly lower on measures of physical
functioning, mental health, vitality, general health and social functioning.

There are also concerns in the literature regarding repetitive motion injuries acquired due
to extensive video game playing. Some researchers have studied the impact of extensive gaming
on hands (e.g. Karim, 2009; Macgregor, 2000) due to excessive use of gaming controllers. These
injuries can be extended to shoulders and neck as well (Ramos, James & Bear-Lehman, 2005).
The famous example of this type of injury in pop culture goes back to 2006, when Detroit Tigers
pitcher Joel Zumaya was benched during October’s American League Championship series with
inflammation in his right arm. At first, the team doctors thought that it was due to playing in
different weather, but it turned out that he was a heavy video gamer and that’s where he got his
hand injury (Orland, 2006).

With all these contradicting results about the negative effects of video gaming on mental
and physical health, it seems to me that it all depends on the researchers and their specific view
or agenda. For example, the researchers who claim on the negative effects of video gaming on
aggressive behavior constantly keep producing results that confirm their view while their critics
constantly produce opposite results. It seems that the researchers in this field are divided into two
groups: the first group who see video games as a threat to mental health and they are against it
and the second group who think that video games are not dangerous at all and they can even be
beneficial.

Potential Benefits of Video Gaming

13



So far, the focus in this literature review has been on the negative effects of video gaming
on gamers’ mental and physical health. However, there are numerous studies which have
investigated the benefits of video gaming. In this section, | present some of the studies done in
this vein.

Prosocial Behaviour

The literature exploring the positive effects of video gaming is increasing every year.
Some of these studies examine the relationship between gaming and certain psychological
aspects. For example, Geritemeyer and Osswald (2010) suggest that prosocial video games have
positive effects on prosocial behaviours. The participants in this study who played prosocial
video games were more likely to help others who needed help, to intervene and stop a
harassment situation, and to spend more time and energy assisting family members in daily
chores. The researchers suggest that exposure to prosocial video games primed the prosocial
behaviour in players’ thoughts and hence that they had more accessibility to prosocial behaviour
when needed. In another study, Harrington and O’Connell (2016) report that the prosocial video
gaming is positively associated with cooperation, sharing, empathy and positive affective
relationships. This association remained significant after controlling for socioeconomic status,
playing time, age and gender. The researchers suggest that the content of the video games
predicts the consequent violent or prosocial behaviour. Geritemeyer (2013) shows that the
element of cooperation in multiplayer games increases empathic concern. In that study, players
who played in teams reported more empathy than the players who played on their own,
Educational Benefits

A common claim about video games is that they are addictive or engaging. The question

is whether video games can be used to increase engagement and boost motivation in an
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educational environment. One of the early investigations studying the potential benefits of
gaming on education was done in the U.S. Navy in 1980. In this study, Jones, Kennedy and
Bittner recruited U.S. Navy personnel (19-24 years old, males) and gave them a simulation game
for air combat in an Atari console. The study lasted for 15 days and the participants played 10
times a day. The researchers concluded that the game increased their performance, adding that
“the subjects, so far from becoming bored with their work, become involved with it” (Jones,
Kennedy, & Bittner, 1981, p. 151). Since then, many other studies have explored the educational
potential of video games. Squire (2011) reports that gaming can be used to develop academic
interests and increase learning speed. Ruggiero (2014) shows that video games can be a valuable
tool in teaching problem-solving skills, and Gross (2009) suggests that human sexuality issues
can be taught more effectively using video games. Barr (2018), using qualitative interview data,
claims that games can be useful in developing skills and competencies in university-level
students. Lynch, Aughwane & Hammond (2010) suggest that a meta-analysis of 12 journal
articles shows that training on video games can improve endoscopic surgical techniques for
surgeons in training. In a recent study, Lesser (2019) shows that video games are very effective
in teaching music to students. He adds that the benefits also include increased motivation,
engagement, and a hands-on approach to learning that is based on the students’ individual needs.
Stress Relief

When gamers are asked about their reason for playing video games, one of the most
common answers is stress relief (Game Vision Europe, 2010). Whitbourne, Krauss, & Akimoto
(2013) report that their survey of more than 10,000 gamers ranging from 18 to 80 years old
shows that stress relief is the main reason for playing video games amongst middle-aged adults.

Russonielle, O’Brien, & Parks (2009) suggest that playing video games casually decreases stress
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level and improves general mood in gamers. They used the Profile of Mood States (POMS)
depression sub-scale score before and after playing games in casual gamers, and they found out
that the participants showed lower stress levels after playing games. This relief was also verified
by changes in heart rate and relaxation of the autonomic nervous system.

Gaming can also be an effective strategy to distract oneself from an aversive experience.
Vasterling, Jenkins, Tope & Burish (1993) suggest that cancer chemotherapy patients who are
distracted by playing video games report less nausea before chemotherapy and lower systolic
blood pressures after chemotherapy than controls. In another similar study, Pegelow (1992)
shows that playing video games in patients with sickle cell disease decreases their pain.
Cognitive Functioning

There is a rich literature on the positive effects of video gaming on various cognitive
functions. Wilms, Petersen & Vangkilde (2013) report on the improvements on the encoding
speed to visual short-term memory after playing video games, and De Giglio et al. (2015)
suggest that gaming increases sustained attention and executive functions in subjects with
multiple sclerosis. Using a meta-analysis including twenty experimental studies published
between 1986 and 2013, Toril, Reales, & Ballesteros (2014) suggest that playing video games
improves cognitive abilities such as reaction time, attention, memory, and global cognition.
Glass, Maddox, & Love (2013) suggest that training in action video games enhances the speed of
perceptual processing. Using a meta-analytic Bayes factor approach, they show that the games
which require fast switches between multiple sources of information lead to a large increase in
cognitive flexibility. Pavan, Boyce & Ghin (2016) suggest that video games have positive effects
on direction discrimination of parafoveal translational global motion.

Social Interaction
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Many video gamers play games online with other people and consider it a social activity.
The ESA report (2010) shows that 88% of gamers play online games with others (i.e., they
interact online) and 64% of the gamers play games in person with others (i.e., others are
physically present). Cole and Griffiths (2007) claim that the gaming environment is a highly
socially interactive environment, providing the opportunity to create strong friendships and
emotional relationships. Their research introduced the social aspect of gaming as one of the
major elements in the enjoyment of playing. They conclude that playing video games provides
an opportunity for the gamers to express themselves in a way that they may not feel comfortable
doing in real life because of their appearance, gender, sexuality, race or age.

The element of social interactions are more palpable in a certain genre called “massively
multiplayer online role-playing games” (MMORPGS), which is an immersive virtual fantasy
world in which players cooperate and compete with each other. Although they are still
considered games, MMORPGs’ strong social aspect makes them a communication tool in which
gamers make friends; form groups, clans and communities; and work together to achieve certain
goals. Barnett & Coulson (2010), who studied these games for several years, suggest that these
games imitate real-world interactions in which communication skills play an essential role in
achieving goals. Their research shows that the leadership skills learned in these games are
transferrable to real-world situations.

In sum, based on this morass of contradictory results, it seems that we do not really
know what the general effects of video gaming are — because there are no general effects — it all
depends on so many other “factors”. Instead of reductionistic approaches which focus on one
psychological aspect and its relationship with video gaming, there seems to be a need for a more

thorough approach that focuses on the subjective experience of gamers. Without any theoretical

17



basis for the nature of video gaming subjectivity, these kinds of studies remain mired in

methodological and conceptual and interpretive ambiguity.

Studies About Immersion in Video Games

Aside from the literature on positive or negative effects of gaming, there are some studies
that focus on particular games or genres and discuss their effects on subjectivity within a specific
domain. Another group of studies try to explain immersion in certain video games. For example,
Chess (2014) studies games with romantic narratives and shows how these games affect players’
notion of romance. She argues that the masculine hegemony of video games creates certain
expectations about video games’ narratives which may marginalize female players. However, the
video game industry aims to extend its market and attract new audiences, and therefore it has
extended video game narratives to include the romance genre. Chess (2014) claims that romance
is an experience that can be understood as both general and specific as well as generic and
subjective. The games in this genre often deal with questions about identity and subjectivity. The
researcher argues that the interactive nature of video games and how gamers deal with romance
in video games creates a new subjectivity that challenges traditional notions of identity and
subjectivity within the romance.

Plymire (2009) analyzes sport video games and explains how video games reflect
qualities of immediacy and hyper-mediation to create immersive gaming experiences. Then, he
goes on to show how immersion in sport video games creates a relationship to the body and the
self that is categorically different from those created by televised sport. He argues that digital
technologies are remediating sports in ways that invite users to adopt posthuman subject

positions. The researcher focuses on a specific sports game, MNFL, which is an American
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football video game series. He argues that American football has represented itself as the
quintessence of American masculinity, depicting it as rugged, heroic, violent and heterosexual.
The football hero is the embodiment of neoliberal subject, “whose will power and rational,
pragmatic intellect propel him to the forefront of masculine endeavours” (Plymire, 2009, p. 18).
He suggests that the MNFL video game has challenged this image in the way that has dissociated
it from the liberal masculine subject and rearticulated it in terms that are posthuman creating a
subjectivity that challenges and normalizes real-life stereotypes around gender, race and sexual
orientations in American football.

There are some studies which try to define immersion in video games and explain its
causes. Although the word immersion is used a lot in gaming communities, it is not very clear
what it actually means. Maybe the closest term in psychology is Csikszentmihalyi’s (2008)
concept of “flow” which is defined as an experience during which the person is fully involved in
the activity, so much so that the sense of time is altered and sense of self is lost. Any distraction
during this experience erases the flow. Similar to flow, immersion is defined as the degree of
involvement in a game (Brown & Cairens, 2004). The sense of immersion is positively
correlated with the sense of enjoyment in playing video games. Using a grounded theory
analysis, Brown & Cairens (2004) interviewed gamers to understand the experience of
immersion better. They argue that immersion has different degrees, and they distinguish between
engagement, engrossment and total immersion. Although they conclude that the reason for
immersion is unclear, they suggest that it may have something to do with the structure of
schemas in narrative, which differentiates engagement from immersion.

Bowman and Standiford (2016) focus on a specific genre, role-playing games, and they

try to explain immersion alongside player motivation theories. Although immersion and the
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motivation to play video games are two separate concepts, the researchers argue that they are
directly related to each other. They claim that the individuals have phenomenological differences
regarding to how they experience immersion. Other researchers have studied different forms of
immersion as well. For example, Adams (2004) talks about “immersion into activity” which
focuses on repetitive activity, doing something over and over with a certain degree of agency.
This kind of immersion is very close to the concept of flow that we already talked about. White,
Harviainen and Boss (2012) talk about “immersion into game” which refers to players’
willingness to pursue the goals and achievements in games, following the rules and guidelines
set by the game. Achieving these goals requires cognitive skills, problem-solving, speed, abstract
reasoning and cooperation and tactical strategies.

One of the most prominent features of video games is the environment of the game. Itis a
space in which certain rules apply and these rules are usually unique to that specific game.
Calleja (2011) argues that this “immersion into environment™ or “spatial immersion” includes
inspecting these specific rules and unique aspects of the game’s virtual world. In this type of
immersion, players have a virtual presence which inhabits the virtual world of the game. The
author suggests that the more realistic this environment becomes, the more immersion will be
experienced by the players.

Cover (2010) emphasizes the importance of narrative in video games and attributes the
immersion to “immersion into narrative”. Stories are engaging, whether they are experienced in
books, movies or video games. Narrative helps the mind to be transported into another time and
space which is usually facilitated by the characters in the game. However, McDiarmid (2011)
believes that “immersion into character” is actually deeper and stronger than immersion into

narrative. He argues that players should pretend to believe what happens in the game and react
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faithfully in order to experience an immersion, and he further claims this is only possible by
immersion into character.

One of the main features of the modern video game is the social aspect of the game. The
social aspect means both in-game and out-of-game social interactions. In-game social aspects
include interacting with other players inside the game, which can take different forms such as
competing, cooperating or simply chatting. Out-of-game interactions include forums and web
pages dedicated to a specific game, in which the players form communities and interact with
each other. These social interactions are so engaging that Bienia (2012) attributes the immersion
experience to the power of these communities and calls it “immersion into community”.

They are even some studies which try to quantitatively measure immersion in video
games. For example, Qin, Rau & Salvendy (2009) suggest that measuring immersion is possible
and it requires exploring and analyzing the factors of the games’ narrative that influence players
who are immersed in the story. It is evident that these researchers’ definition of immersion
matches the “immersion into narrative” category that we described before. They argue that
narrative is the basis or framework for the computer games; it is the narrative that puts the games
into a logical series. The authors present a questionnaire which measures seven different
dimensions: Curiosity, Concentration, Challenge and Skills, Control, Comprehension, Empathy,
and Familiarity. They suggest that by adding the players’ scores in these different dimensions,
they can evaluate their immersion depth.

Significance of the Current Study

As mentioned above, numerous studies have been conducted to study the negative effects

of playing video games on various psychological aspects of the players. However, in almost

every case, there are other studies that negate those results or even suggest that the exact
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opposite is true. There is no definite link between gaming and its negative effects on
psychological health and a consensus is yet to be reached for such claims. As video games
became more popular, research investigating the potential benefits of gaming have started to
appear in academic literature, which might result in games being less marginalized, particularly
by psychologists. This change of attitude led to a paradigm shift in how researchers view video
games. | tried to show both negative and positive effects of playing video games, without relative
bias towards one or another. | suggest that the function or purpose of playing video games may
be more important to consider than the direct effect of use. Thus, | explored studies about
subjectivity and immersion in video games.

The literature about immersion in video games is not as rich as the literature about
negative and positive effects of gaming. Immersion studies try to explain why video games are
so engaging. However, similarly to other psychological studies about gaming, these studies are
very diverse and often contradict each other. There are many categories and definitions of
immersion, and a lack of a general theory which encompasses all these elements is evident.

In addition to the immediate psychological effects of games on mental health, their
effects on subjectivity are the main concern in my study. By subjectivity, | mean a first-person
standpoint which includes social characteristics, a body as well as conscious and unconscious
positions (Teo, 2017). Players take a role or identity in an open world, interacting with other
players in the game environment and they are free to act any way they desire. They can steal,
kill, have sex, befriend, cheat, etc.: the game is almost a parallel version of the society but
without the socio-subjective variables governing it. How does this experience affect players’
identity? Do they adopt a copy of their real social identity in the game environment? Or do they

develop a new one? How much of this alternate identity is carried over to their real-life identity?
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How does it affect their worldview? The proposed thesis will address a neglected area in the
psychological literature related to interactive media by examining the effects of video games on
gamers’ subjectivity.

| argue that a general theoretical frame discussing the effects of video games on human
subjectivity is yet to be developed. | suggest that to achieve this goal, we can use the closest
technological medium to video games: cinema. Video games and movies have had an interesting
relationship since the late 1980s and early 1990s when the first video games came to market.
With improvements in graphics and processing speeds and modern gaming consoles, it’s hard to
see the difference between movies and video games, except that games are interactive. But the
border between cinema and video games is becoming more indistinct every day; on the one hand,
graphics in video games are increasingly realistic, and on the other hand, interactive movies are
becoming the new phenomenon in cinema and TV. The latest episode of the British show Black
Mirror, which is called Bandersnatch, is interactive, meaning that viewers can actually choose
what happens next (Brooker, 2018). When the viewer has made their decision, the film continues
uninterrupted, creating a seamless transition effect. If viewers don’t choose, the streaming
service will make a choice at random. There are many theories in film studies that can be used
and revised for video games. For our purpose, exploring subjectivity, the best fit is “suture
theory”. The theoretical foundation of this theory lies in Lacan’s ideas about subjectivity and
especially the application of his ideas to cinema. In the next chapter, I explain suture theory in

cinema in order to have a template for a subjectivity theory for video games.
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Chapter 2: Suture Theory
What a thrill,
My thumb instead of an onion,
The top quite gone
Except for a sort of a hinge
Of skin,
A flap like a hat,
Dead white
Then that red plush
Sylvia Plath, Cut, Ariel (1965)

The word “suture”, borrowed from surgery, means to stitch over wounds. Suture is used
in a context in which we have someone who cuts and someone who is cut, which includes a
cutter, “hinge of skin” and the “plush” red blood as in Plath’s poem. In film theory, suture theory
began with Jacques Lacan’s ideas about subjectivity and the dialectic of absence and presence
(Lacan, 2006). Imagine a scene in a movie in which a mother has lost her young daughter. She
goes to a police station, holding a picture of her daughter and showing it to a police officer. To
us, as spectators, this picture means presence, and at the same time, to the mother, it means
absence. This dialectic between presence and absence is a very simple example of one aspect of
suture theory in films, but it should be noted that suture is not about the missing daughter but
rather about the effect this missing has on the spectator. Suture explains the delicate relationship
between a movie and its spectators. On one hand, a movie creates a meaning using different
editing techniques and narrative styles; on the other hand, the spectators create meaning by
putting together the concepts of presence and absence in a series of images. Going back to the
idea of stitching, suture tries to explain how the spectators stitch themselves to the story world,
or fabric, of a movie. The movie, using cuts and editing techniques, stitches together an
imaginary reality. Spectators observe a seemingly coherent process without thinking about the

artificiality of it and become immersed in the images as narrative. Lacan did not use the word
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“suture” in his psychoanalytic discourse talking about absence and presence; it was Jacques-
Alain Miller who used this term in his famous article “La Suture” (Miller, 1966), which he
presented in Lacan’s seminar on February 24, 1965.

The first person who used this term in film theory was Jean-Pierre Oudart (1969) in the
context of describing the nature of narrative in films. He expanded on his ideas in a couple of
articles in Cahiers du Cinema magazine in 1969. Therefore, in a sense Oudart is the beginning.
After Oudart, some other film critics and philosophers continued to explore the idea. Stephen
Heath’s article “Notes on Suture” (1978) was the most notable example. Later on, Kaja
Silverman (1983) put a feminist touch on suture theory; George Butte (2017) offered a new
phenomenological understanding of suture; finally, Sobchack (2004) introduced embodiment to
the cinematic experience. For all these theorists, the main argument is that every film is a
“discourse” (Butte, 2017). Discourse in this context simply means that something is spoken to
someone. Lacan believes that subjectivity starts with socialization through language and other
symbolic systems (for example, rules for behaving in a certain ceremony). Therefore, every film
as a discourse creates a new subjectivity in spectators, who deal with its discourse according to
that specific movie’s narrative (Silverman, 1983). In this chapter, I briefly cover these ideas and
then talk about different types of suture in cinema. | work in chronological order to show the
development of suture theory in the past 50 years.

Jean-Pierre Oudart’s “Suture in Cinema” (1969)

Before I discuss Oudart’s article, | will explain a very common cinematic technique
called “shot/reverse shot”, because Oudart talks about this technique throughout the article. In
this technique, we see a character talking to another character, who is often off-screen or seen

from behind. Then, we see the listener looking at or talking back to the original speaker. In both
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cases, the character is, in fact, talking to the camera; however, since the two characters are shown
in opposite directions facing each other, we assume that they speak to each other. This technique
is a classical feature of the Hollywood style of “continuity editing”, which refers to editing
techniques that try to show a transition between shots in such a way that the viewers perceive it
as a continuous, linear, and logical order of images (Bordwell & Thompson, 2013).

Oudart (1969) argues that when one watches a shot/reverse shot, the viewer imagines a
source that the film comes from. He proposes four stages: at first, the viewer is just amazed by
the sequence of the images and once in a while something in these images (a visual gag for
example) reminds the viewer that these images are artificial, which takes the viewer out of the
images and returns him/her to the real world: the viewer become someone who is sitting at the
theatre and watching some pictures, or as Lacan would say, signifiers. Then, this cycle continues
again and again—which, according to Oudart, brings a surprising pleasure to the viewers.

Going back to a shot/reverse shot scene, when character A is talking to the camera/us, the
first question that comes to the spectator’s mind is, “to whom is he talking?”. Without/before
seeing the reverse shot, the answer is “no one”, an absence. However, when the spectator sees
the reverse shot, he sees character B (who was being addressed by character A in the earlier shot)
and decides that character A was talking to character B. In fact, the spectator is the subject who
tells the story or makes the movie; she is the one who is calling the shots and connecting them
together. The subject heals the absence created by the earlier shot, in a sense stitching these shots
together. This suture creates the meaning of the film and establishes the spectator as a subject of
the film. Therefore, suture theory explains how we see the disparate shots and images one after

another without losing the visual, emotional, intellectual, and logical continuity.
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This version of suture theory cannot provide a full picture of suture. Shot/reverse shot
accounts only for 30 to 40% of the editing techniques in cinema (Bordwell & Thompson, 2013).
It seems that this simplified version of Oudart’s article should be expanded in order to provide a
more general theory that can explain the viewer’s subjectivity, which is constantly oscillating
between “into” and “out of” the surface of the movie. Stephen Heath, in his article “Notes on
Suture” (1978), tries to unpack Oudart’s concepts to provide a more generic suture theory that is
not limited only to shot/reverse shot scenes. Heath starts his article providing a critique of
Oudart’s reductionistic attempt to explain suture in cinema and then presents some suggestions
to build on the theory.

Stephen Heath’s “Notes on Suture” (1978)

At first glance, Stephen Heath’s article sets out to explain Oudart’s complicated concepts
in a more comprehensible way. However, he goes beyond a simple unpacking to provide a
critique to some of Oudart’s ideas. Heath’s article has three sections. In the first section he talks
about the Lacanian idea of the “Absent One”. Miller (1966) was the first person who used the
word “suture” in a psychoanalytic discourse and Heath uses Miller’s idea repeatedly in his
article. Miller (1966) uses a mathematical analogy to present his concept: all numbers can be
explained/derived by zero. Everything that exists has an identity and therefore is self-identical.
But what about something that does not exist? What about “nothing”? Because “nothing” does
not exist, it cannot be self-identical, and he calls “zero” or “nothing” a “non-identical”. However,
in mathematics, a set of non-identical sets (zeros) is still considered a set. Although this set is an
empty one, it is still counted as a set. This is our primary set and it produces all the subsequent
numbers. To clarify this concept, we can use a demonstration: how many numbers are in a blank

page? None, zero. Therefore, we write “0” on the page. How about now? Well, we have one
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number now, so we should write “1”. How about now? It’s two now, and so on. Miller uses this
analogy to talk about the human psyche. He argues that the human psyche has a non-identical
part, an empty part, which is called “absence”. When we name this part, we make it a unit, or a
whole. This name in fact means “nothing”, or “absence” of something, but it creates a non-
identity, and every subsequent word oscillates between non-identity (absence) and an identity
(presence). In other words, having the concept of absence enables us to name presence.
Basically, what Oudart did was to apply this concept to the shot/reverse shot technique in cinema
and address the constant movement between absence and presence which creates the meaning for
the film discourse.

Miller (1966) argues that in classical logic, the concept of “absence” is either non-
existent or repressed, and therefore there is no room for subjectivity in the science of truth. For
Miller, the subject who speaks and is spoken to in a logical discourse is both existent and non-
existent, just like the concept of non-identical zero which is represented by one. Lacan (2006)
suggests that the use of language is an act of representation, but what is represented is not present
in the language; it’s a re-presentation. This argument applies to the subject too, who is never
present but is only represented. However, although the subject is absent in the discourse, its
absence creates or causes the language. In a discourse, we add one sentence after another to
address the subject who is spoken to. Therefore, the subject is present in language after all.
Miller (1966) uses this contradictory state as the heart of his “suture” concept: an oscillation
between absence and presence, between existence and non-existence, which leads to the creation
of language. In cinema, as in language, the succession of absence and presence (e.g. in

shot/reverse shot scenes) creates the discourse and meaning for the film.
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Lacan argues that language is composed of two parts: the rules/grammar and the actual
use of these rules to make a statement. Making a statement itself is a two-stage process: it
involves the words that are spoken and the very act of speaking. This latter part is what Oudart
uses in his article to compare language with cinema. The very act of speaking or “enunciation” in
film poses this question: who is calling me? And from this point on, whatever is said as the film
discourse or presented as the film images is addressed to the subject. It’s a representation of what
is not present. The example of the imaginary scene of a lost girl’s picture in the police office is a
simple example of this process: the girl is absent but everything else in that scene represents her
absence and the same time excludes her presence.

The idea of the “Absent One” occupies the first section of Heath’s article. Applying it to
cinema, this absence is the absence of a unified subject that can give a full account of the subject
in the movie. Oudart calls this complete account the “Signifying Sum” which is the end goal of
any film but which is never fulfilled because it’s imaginary.

The second part of Heath’s article discusses the Imaginary, which is a famous Lacanian
concept. To put it in simple words, "Imaginary" refers to the set of images that we create to
explain the world around us in the process of splitting from the mother (Lacan, 2006). The infant
discovers that he/she is a separate part of the world, with body parts that can be destroyed. This
imaginary realm includes the idea of the Absent One, Signifying Sum, and other concepts. Now,
if we look at the images in a film as signifiers, the idea of representing a full account of the
subject seems unattainable because we see the movie from the lens of a camera and we don’t
have control of the camera. We can only see what the camera shows us. This is where cutting
techniques come in handy. Cinema uses cutting to overcome the limitation of the camera and to

provide a full, seamless account of the subject. A cinematic shot includes objects as well as two
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other elements: frame and distance (depth of the field). For example, consider a shot which
depicts a few objects. The spectator is looking at those objects in the frame, when suddenly, a
character walks into the frame. The spectator realizes that she has to combine this new image
with the image before to create a meaning or a story. There is an irreducible distance between the
camera and what it chooses to portray. In a classical painting, the objects depicted in the painting
always signify the subject’s view or the viewers who look at the painting. Because the painting is
still, it cannot represent the viewer because it has to leave an empty room that any viewer can
occupy. Therefore, a classical painting always shows the objects in it and proposes the way these
objects should be viewed (but this does not apply to modern paintings, especially cubism). A
film, however, is not still. It is a succession of shots in which each shot posits a different
subject—which sets up the condition for ideological communication in cinema. This is where
Heath’s suture becomes different from Oudart’s.

Heath suggests that Oudart puts too much emphasis on “imaginary suture”, which is what
happens when the spectators suture with the characters in the movies. Instead, Heath argues that
there is another type of suture, “symbolic suture”, in which the spectators suture with the
worldviews represented by films. In this sense, suture becomes an ideological operation which is
not limited to shot/reverse shot scenes. The symbolic suture explains every two shots that come
one after another whether it’s a shot/reverse shot or someone entering the frame or any other
addition to the previous shot. In the first shot, the spectator sees from the point of view of the
Absent One. When we see the Absent One in the second shot, the Absent One becomes part of
the fiction or narration of the film. In other words, the second shot creates the meaning for the
first shot, which is a “deferred meaning”, meaning that it operates retroactively and remodels the

memory. Therefore, Heath suggest that in the cinema, no one speaks. It’s the things that speak
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themselves, and this is the very definition of ideology. Nonetheless, Heath does not reject
imaginary suture. He simply expands this concept from a film’s characters to its narration.

Defining suture as an ideological operation makes it an easy target for Althusserian

concept of “interpellation”. Althusser (1971) describes ideology in the context of power, a power

which makes the subject subjected-to. Interpellation is a process, a process in which we

encounter our culture’s values and internalize them. Interpellation expresses the idea that an idea

is not simply yours alone (such as “I like blue, | always have”) but rather an idea that has been

presented to you for you to accept. Heath addresses interpellation in the third and final section of

his article. He argues, “interpellation presumes the subject it is supposed to constitute, and that

the existing politicization of suture confuses imaginary, symbolic, unconscious, and ideology ...

In fact, suture is a way of naming the relation between these four elements” (p. 71). Heath
continues with a critique of Lacan and suggests that whenever Lacan occasionally claims to be
the master of truth, he becomes his own worst enemy because there is no final truth and suture
confirms this subjective nature of the truth in which the subject creates an ideology based on
symbolic presentation of the images in the movie and this ideology can be different based on
each spectator’s unique subjectivity. Suture works on the basis of adding each shot to the
previous one whereas other structural non-psychoanalytic theories tend to lump all the shots
together and look at the film in a holistic way (e.g. Gestalt theory in film). Although these
theories in film studies came from psychology, their prevalence and popularity in film studies
did not depend on their status in the field of psychology. The declining fashion of
psychoanalytic discourse in psychology did not impact film studies. Suture theory continued to

be discussed by philosophers and film critics. Kaja Silverman was one of those critics: Silverm

an
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added a feminist interpretation on suture theory in her seminal work “The Subject of Semiotics”.
In the next section, | briefly discuss her ideas on suture.
Kaja Silverman’s “The Subject of Semiotics” (1983)

Silverman (1983) starts her chapter about suture discussing Oudart and Heath. She
expands on their ideas adding one crucial element: suture with camera. She uses Alfred
Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960) to undermine the binary between imaginary and symbolic suture
proposed by Oudart and Heath. She argues that in Psycho, we are invited to be the voyeurs,
watching the killer and the victim through the window. In this scene, we have an “unmediated”
relationship with the camera which exceeds Marion’s (actor: Janet Leigh) gaze. Silverman
(1983) proposes that suture can be even more swaying when not tied to a subject:

Even though we have just lost our heroine, and our own discursive position, we can

afford to finance others. What sutures us at this juncture is the fear of being cut off from

narrative. Our investment in the fiction is made manifest through the packet of money
which provides an imaginary bridge from Marion to the next protagonist... What Psycho
obliges us to understand is that we want suture so badly that we’ll take it at any price,
even with the fullest knowledge of what it entails—passive insertions into preexisting
discursive positions... threatened losses and false recoveries, and subordination to the

castrating gaze of a symbolic Other (p. 212).

Whereas Oudart’s spectators are limited to shot/reverse shot and Heath’s viewer are
entangled with the narrative, Silverman’s viewers are supremely passive. She sees the film
viewer as a double victim: first, Silverman talks about Oudart’s viewer who doesn’t have any
identity and lacks the adequacy to get engaged with the film, and to compensate for this
inadequacy, the viewer gets exposed to the camera’s gaze; then she addresses Heath’s hopeless
viewer whose only chance of compensating for the lack is the narrative but the viewer’s search to
reach wholeness is betrayed by narrative. Therefore, in her eyes the imaginary and symbolic
suture is just part of the story. She argues that the classic film text discriminates between the

male and female gaze. The male is depicted as the one who looks (i.e. voyeur) and the female is

32



the one who is being looked at by a male (i.e. exhibitionist). This characterization is in
accordance with cultural roles for men and women, according to which men are active and
women are perceived as passive. Even in the imaginary realm, men are the imagined source of
the gaze and women are the imagined recipient of it.

In cinema, the apparatus for the gaze is camera. It is the source for producing the images
that the spectators like and identify with. Therefore, the camera treats the viewers as subjects.
The camera’s gaze is a male gaze; it is the active voyeur. Through its lens, the spectators see the
film. The camera has potency and authority which injects these qualities into the male subjects.
The female subject’s role is to signify the lack which in fact belongs to spectators, not just
female, who are not speakers but are spoken to and whose gazes are not controlling but being
controlled. But the viewers are not the only “lacking” that the female protagonist represents. She
is the representative of all cultural norms and values in the context of the film narrative; she
doesn’t have a phallus (power, privilege, etc.) and her body is used to depict this deprivation. So,
the female protagonist is simultaneously attractive (to the gaze) and deprived:

The spectacle of classic cinema promotes a constant re-enactment of the primal

“discovery” of the female subject’s lack. As we have noted, this “discovery” helps to

define the male subject as adequate, facilitates his identification with attributes which in

fact belong to the apparatuses of enunciation (Silverman, 1983, p. 223).

However, the depiction of female deprivation can induce fear in male viewers as well, a kind of
anxiety or fear of having to live in a similar situation. Therefore, she argues that the depiction of
sexual division which determines subjectivity as we currently know it can lead to a castration
crisis in male viewers.

Silverman suggests that a more general anxiety is produced as a result of the construction

of cinematic fiction as a physical object. The image that we see is limited to the camera’s frame,
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and hence, it is a fixed and reduced point of view for the viewers. And that’s why a form of
suturing is at play to make meaning of these images which are stitched together. Suture is the
process in the viewers’ mind to put the sequences together, both in terms of image and fiction,
but the viewer is only limited to what camera decides to depict. In Silverman’s idea, suture is
more than just putting the images and fiction together: it resides in the space between the images
as well. Imagine two sequences of a movie totally unrelated in terms of location, settings and
character. What is between these two sequences? It is blank; there is no tissue connecting them
together. The viewer starts asking questions about “where” and “who”, desperately seeking for
clues or markers to know where they have landed in the second sequence. This constant search
for markers creates anxiety. Watching postmodern movies (like 21 grams, Pulp Fiction or
Irreversible) in which the sequences are not linear, this anxiety becomes even more palpable. In
these films, the narrative is more thematic than situational. This space between images is very
important; it creates an anxiety and hence a response from the viewers. Because the images are
projected at such a speed that the human eye cannot see that the images are separate from each
other, we don’t experience constant imaginary suturing. However, symbolic suturing dominates
the whole film and there is no escape from that.

We experience a type of suture in literary writings and poetry as well. The writer counts
on the readers* ability to fill in the gaps between different section of a poem or a novel and this
“filling in” helps readers to immerse in the writing, in a sense making it their own.

Silverman uses Psycho to debunk many of Oudart’s ideas, but Psycho is an exception in
classical cinema, not a norm. There are many relentless zoom shots in this film without any
reverse shots to give us a clue to locate the origin. However, in many other mainstream movies

of the classic cinema, there are hundreds and even thousands of cut throughout the movie which
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the viewers actively stitch together. However, Silverman’s approach to suture is important in the
sense that it shows the gaps in Oudart’s ideas, which ignore the intrinsic and extrinsic gaze of the
camera.

George Butze’s Phenomenological Suture

The most recent variation of suture theory comes from George Butte (2017) who
presented his ideas in detail in his book Suture and Narrative: Deep Intersubjectivity in
Narration and Film. His constant comparison between film and literature sheds new light upon
the concept of suture. He offers a phenomenological explanation for suture based on Merleau-
Ponty’s theory which fills the gap in previous versions of suture theory. He calls this gap, which
is present both in literature and film, the “deep intersubjectivity” (p. 3).

In the first chapter, Butte talks extensively about Lacan and his idea of the Absent One
which inspired Miller, Oudart and Heath. As he proposes, the idea of the Absent One is the
central idea in the classic suture theory that tries to explain the formation of subjectivity in film.
He suggests that instead of focusing on what is absent, we should focus on the deep
intersubjectivity in film and literature which includes a network of consciousnesses whereby the
reader or the viewer can move freely back and forth between these multiple layers. His idea
departs from the concept of the Absent One and focuses on the partial presence which is
borrowed from Merleau-Ponty (1964) and Derrida (1973). His theory moves from “an ontology
of absence to an ontology of loss and occasional and partial presence” (p. 4). This shift gives him
the space to move freely from the concept of loss and failure in psychoanalytic models and
compare the films of Hitchcock and Bresson to the literary work of Plath, Irigaray and Toni

Morrison.
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Butte argues that there are some phenomenological elements in Ourdart’s article that
have not been unpacked. He believes that emphasizing these elements and adding an
intersubjectivity layer to Oudart opens a space to discuss the concept of embodiment in suture
theory. In his view, embodiment is more important than transcendence and presence plays a
more crucial role than absence: “suture is selves embodied, not as shadows” (p. 7).

Butte continues his historical analysis of suture theory and talks about Miller, Oudart,
Heath and Silverman’s ideas around this topic. Influenced by Merleau-Ponty, he argues that
there is always a possibility for a partial and incomplete espousal between bodies and
consciousnesses. Here, he talks about Lacan’s mirror stage and compares it with the experience
of watching a movie through a process which he calls “double identification”. Lacan (2006)
argues that in the early childhood, the child cannot identify the independent subjects and objects.
The child’s inability to distinguish between the self and the other submerges him/her into a
confusion in which seeking and identification are inseparable. In the mirror stage, the child starts
to distinguish between the self and the other through looking/gaze at the mirror. The child does
so by looking in the mirror and seeing himself or herself with the other (usually the mother
holding the child in her arms). This is the first time that the baby identifies with an image.

Comparing Lacan’s Mirror stage with the experience of watching a movie, the film is a
mechanism that reproduces the Mirror stage. The spectators identify with the role of the subject:
they put themselves at a starting point (where the movie starts) and then organize the world and
their experiences throughout the film narrative. This process gives the spectator a feeling that
they are at the focal point of the representation. This is how Butte compares the situation of the
child (in front of the mirror) and the situation of the spectator (in front of the screen), as in both

cases we are looking at a square limited surface that allows us to see ourselves among other

36



objects. Maybe the child’s limited motor abilities can be compared to spectators’ position at the
seat. Butte argues that the problem with this model is that the child’s complete image in the
mirror is incompatible with its subjective experience of a fragmented body, creating a gap or
failure so to speak. Whereas Lacan describes the development of childrens’ subjectivity in the
Mirror stage by focusing on gap, absence and failure, Merleau-Ponty (1964) emphasizes a sense
of identity at a distance, describing the child as an embodied consciousness which prioritizes
presence over absence. Butte expands Merleau-Ponty’s idea, explaining how bodies and
consciousnesses are entangled: “suture is an interleaving of embodiments in a reversal of the
absences of classic suture theorists” (p. 37).

Then, Butte talks about the oblique angle, a technique in which the camera is tilted about
45 degrees, producing a tilted image. This technique is often used to emphasize something or
show uneasiness and tension in a character of the film. He argues that the oblique angle is used
to create oblique intimacy, which is a reference to the Merleau-Pontian chiasmus, the nesting of
different embodiments and consciousnesses held together by an often rhetorically fraught
narrative point of view. Then, he continues by saying that the oblique intimacy is not limited to
cinema and can be found in literature as well, especially in the writings of Henry James. He
concludes that “novel and film both make use of the oblique angle of perspective and of an over-
the-shoulder gaze to embody the difficulty of encountering the other, and of responding to the
other’s response to the observing subject” (p. 108). In my opinion, Butte’s innovation in
comparing cinematography and editing techniques with free indirect discourse is his main

contribution to suture theory.
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Butte provides many examples from cinema and literature to compare them together; in
the final chapter, he explores the possibility of suture as a tool for building communities across
time and space, using Coen Brothers’ comedy Raising Arizona (1987) as his template.

Butte’s version of suture allows for narratives that represent insight as well as blindness,
love and loss locating connections and disconnections in narratological techniques. The way he
talks about the entanglement of viewers’/readers’ embodiment and different layers of
consciousnesses in films/books can be compared to a matryoshka doll holding different
subjectivities that are nested in a work, which are depicted using cinematic/narrative techniques
to create a deep intersubjectivity between the viewer and the film/book.

Vivian Sobchack’s “Embodiment and Moving Image Culture” (2004)

Butte’s phenomenological argument poses an interesting question: is cinema a visual
experience or an embodied one? From Rudolf Arnheim’s theory of cinema, which was based on
Gestalt theory in early 1920s, to Eisenstein’s constructivist editing and later suture theorists’
emphasis on cutting techniques and camera gaze, an ocular-centric paradigm has dominated film
theory, putting visual perception at the centre of cinematic experience. Of course, the cinematic
experience is something that we perceive visually, but what is the embodied interplay
surrounding this perception? Vivian Sobchak is another scholar who uses Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology to explain the experience of watching a movie: “We do not experience any
movie only through our eyes ... We see and comprehend and feel films with our entire bodily
being, informed by the full history and carnal knowledge of our acculturated sensorium”
(Sobchack, 2004, p. 63). She argues that visual experience of the film, which is followed by
intellectual understanding of the film, are accompanied by a strong embodied experience.

According to Sobchack (2004), this a self-reinforcing cycle: cinema is the expression of an
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experience and the spectator experiences this expression by the act of watching the film. This
reversibility and inherent instability of cinematic experience is the basis of intersubjective
experience between spectator, film and filmmaker, with roots in the shared experience of
embodied experience. This shared history makes perception of experience and experience of
perception essential components of watching a film:

Classical and contemporary film theory have not fully addressed the cinema

as life expressing life, as experience expressing experience. Nor have

they explored the mutual possession of the experience of perception and its

expression by filmmaker, film, and spectator—all viewers viewing, engaged as

participants in dynamically and directionally reversible acts that reflexively

and reflectively constitute the perception of expression and the expression of perception

. Indeed, it is this mutual capacity for and possession of experience

through common structures of embodied existence, through similar modes

of being-in-the-world, that provide the intersubjective basis of objective cinematic

communication (Sobchack, 1992, p. 5).

Sobchack (2004) argues that while watching a film, we first experience it somatically
with our whole body, before our cognitive skills start processing the film or our unconscious
suture the images. When the spectator watches a movie, there is a simultaneous appropriation of
the “other” in which spectator’s self-awareness of the body is a necessary and irreducible
condition to identify with the character or the experience shown in the film. Therefore, according
to Sobchack (2004), watching a film is not different from other forms of experience, because
perception presupposes subjectivity located in a living body. To give an example of what
Sobchack means by somatic experience in the movie, | share her eloquent description of the first
few shots in Jane Campion’s The Piano (1993). In this shot, the spectator looks through the hand
held in front of the character’s eyes/the camera. Sobchack claims that her fingers knew before
the conscious recognition of the image:

As | watched THE PIANO’ s opening moments . . . something seemingly

extraordinary happened. Despite my ‘almost blindness,’ the ‘unrecognizable

blur,” and resistance of the image to my eyes, my fingers knew what |
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was looking at—and this before the objective reverse shot that followed to
put those fingers in their proper place (that is, to put them where they

could be seen objectively rather than subjectively ‘looked through”). What

| was seeing was, in fact, from the beginning, not an unrecognizable image,
however blurred and indeterminate in my vision, however much my eyes
could not ‘make it out.” From the first (although I didn’t consciously know

it until the second shot), my fingers comprehended that image, grasped it with
a nearly imperceptible tingle of attention and anticipation and, offscreen,

‘felt themselves’ as a potentiality in the subjective and fleshy situation figured
onscreen. And this before | refigured my carnal comprehension into

the conscious thought: “Ah, those are fingers | am looking at.” Indeed, at
first, prior to this conscious recognition, | did not understand those fingers

as ‘those’ fingers—that is, at a distance from my own fingers and objective

in their ‘thereness.” Rather, those fingers were first known sensually and
sensibly as ‘these’ fingers and were located ambiguously both offscreen and
on—subjectively ‘here’ as well as objectively ‘there,” ‘mine’ as well as the
image’s. Thus, although it should have been a surprising revelation given

my ‘almost blindness’ to the first shot, the second and objective reverse

shot of a woman peering at the world through her outspread fingers really
came as no surprise at all. Instead, it seemed a pleasurable culmination and
confirmation of what my fingers—and I, reflexively if not yet reflectively—already knew
(Sobchack, 2004, p. 63).

Phenomenological approaches to film theory have increased since the 1990s and have
generated various differentiated theories with their own differentiation. However, one should
keep in mind that putting body at the centre of perception in a cinematic experience does not
automatically eliminate the distance between image (film) and body (spectator). In the end, all
these phenomenological theories that focus on the body are attached to the representational
paradigms familiar from cultural studies because the ideological critiques of the movies cannot
be explained by a bodily experience (Elsaesser & Hagener, 2015). The body as the object of the
gaze (in feminist suture theories) and also as a projection screen (in Oudart and Heath’s ideas
about suture) has had an essential role in suture theory, but the difference is that the
phenomenological theories assign a perceiving and affective role to the body in cinematic
experience, whereas in classical suture theory, it was more “a locus of erotic fetishisation and of

the reified, alienating
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commodity form” (Elsaesser & Hagener, 2015, p. 130).
Criticisms of Suture Theory

The history of psychological theories about cinema dates back to the early days of
cinema. The first notable theorist is Hugo Miinsterberg (1916), who argues that the viewers make
meanings through a series of mental activities mediated by the cinematic apparatus (camera,
projector, hall, etc.). This argument prepared the context for the future filmological studies in the
mid-1940s, spearheaded by Francisco Casetti, whose main goal was to study what he called the
“film situation”. Casetti (1993) defined the film situation as “the set formed by the screen, the
hall and the spectator, in which processes develop such as the recognition and deciphering of
what is being seen, abandoning oneself to enjoyment of the story, identifying with the fringe
characters, fantasy, personal re-invention, etc.” (p. 22). In 1953, Etienne Soriau established the
institute of filmology and made film studies into an academic field (Bazin, 1967). The first
psychological tests in this institute were experimental psychological tests trying to understand
the process by which spectators watch a movie and make meaning out of it. Soon after the
establishment of this institute, a few journals were founded to publish the articles and essays in
filmology. One of the pioneers in this field is Michotte (1953), who explores the strategies that
allow the viewers to identify as the protagonist or other characters in the movie and forget their
own identity throughout watching a film. However, his argument entails variables like
immobility of the spectators, darkness of the cinema theatre, sitting on comfortable seats, etc.,
which put the spectators in a very focused position to watch the movie and forget about the
world around them.

Experimental psychology was not the only player in the field of psychology at that time.

Psychoanalysis was wildly popular, and soon psychoanalytic theories found their way into
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filmology. The first main psychoanalytic paper about cinema was written by Serge Lebovic
(1949), who compared cinema with dreams. He argued that both have a visual nature and both
lack the main cause that links different images together to make meaning.

Perhaps the most influential psychoanalytic paper about cinema before Oudart is Edgar
Morin’s paper, Le cinéma ou /’homme imaginaire (1956). In this article he tries to explain the
psychological processes which happen in spectators’ minds while watching a movie. His main
argument is that the process of meaning-making in cinema is the result of a symbiosis between
the images in the film and the spectators’ imagination. This idea is similar to Lebovic’s
comparison between cinema and dreams whereby the coincidence of spectator’s unconscious
material such as obsessions, needs, fears and wishes with those depicted of the characters in the
movie which leads into an identification with these characters. Therefore, the spectators don’t
necessarily forget their existence or subjectivity during the film; they find part of their
unconscious desires in the characters and therefore immerse in characters’ journey throughout
the film. Because the spectators cannot participate in the story of the film physically, they take a
regressive stance which brings out their feelings, and it is through these feelings that they
participate in the narrative, which intensifies their identification with the characters. This idea
foreshadows the psychoanalytic theories about film which were to come, most notably Oudart’s
suture theory as discussed earlier. Oudart’s article (followed by Heath and others) turned
psychoanalytic film theory into an influential film theory about subjectivity that dominated film
theory for decades after (Butte, 2017). However, these ideas did not go unchallenged.

Suture theory received its first criticisms in the early 1980s. Most of these criticisms
targeted the theory’s psychoanalytic roots. The most notable criticisms came from Carroll (1988)

and Bordwell (1985), who suggested alternative non-psychoanalytic explanations to this
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phenomenon. Carroll (1988) believes that the spectators experience suture in films and
shot/reverse shot chain because of their familiarity with this media; furthermore, they understand
culturally how narrative, simile and metaphors work in other contexts and they can apply this
knowledge to cinema. Bordwell (1985) suggests that the viewers are “already ‘tuned,” prepared
to test spatial, temporal and ‘logical” schemata against what the shot represents” (p. 112).
Bordwell sees Oudart’s theory as an early effort to explain cognition in a film context. He sees
suture in shot/reverse shot as a cognitive process by which what we see in film is not a point of
vision, but rather a field which is defined by off-screen area: “Oudart wants to prove that this
backing-and- filling movement, this process of stitching across a gap, helps narration construct
space. As a corollary, Oudart’s method plays down narration because in the shot/reverse shot
sequence there is no place for the narrator to hide, and with no phantom narrator, there is no
invisible-observer account whereby the camera is the eye of an observer” (p. 111). Bordwell’s
project is a constructivist model of interpretation which tries to see the viewers as rational agents
who learn how to interpret a movie based on social learning theories. Although it’s tempting to
think that psychoanalytic readings of suture were precursors to the cognitive reading offered by
Carroll and Bordwell, given the way cognitive psychology came after psychoanalysis, they are
two very different projects as reflected in film theory as well. Oudart’s theory does not represent
a systematic cognition in Bordwell’s topological sense, meaning that Oudart is not trying to
logically put the sequence of events one after another and make sense of it. The difference
between these two approaches lies in the depth and layers of viewers’ experience. Whereas
Carroll and Bordwell are trying to compare a movie scene to day-to-day life experience, Oudart
and Heath are trying to describe the layers of consciousness inside and outside the story of the

film.
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In my view, the difference between the ideas of Oudart and Bordwell echoes the different
views that early filmmakers had about editing or montage. There were some filmmakers
generally known as the Kuleshov school who believed that montages of shots are just series of
shots used to create a coherent image (just like Bordwell’s model), while other so-called
Hegelian filmmakers believed that montages are collisions of two pictures giving birth to a third
idea (Bazin, 1967).

Christian Metz’ “Cinema and Psychoanalysis” (1982)

Although Metz is not considered a suture theorist, his psychoanalytic film theories have
been heavily influenced by suture theory, and he, in turn, has helped to expand this theory
further. His main argument about cinematic identification includes three phenomena that turn
cinema into an imaginary signifier. First, Metz agrees with other suture theorists about the Mirror
stage analogy, but he adds a crucial detail to it. Metz (1982) argues that the film is unable to
represent or reflect the viewer’s body and that is why the viewer has to use secondary
identification (with characters of the film) in relation to the self. Therefore, the whole
representation is upon the viewer, who sees herself a transcendental subject or something
imaginary. The primary identification, in Metz’s view, is with the eye of the camera. Second,
Metz talks about voyeurism in cinema, which is different from Silverman’s discussion of the
male gaze of the camera. Metz does not attribute voyeurism to a certain gender and instead
argues that voyeurism is a desire to see something from a distance without touching it. Cinema
provides this opportunity: the spectators watch an image without being able to touch it.
Cinematic techniques such as editing and montage make it possible for the spectators to see the
image as a material which is a certification of absence from reality. Finally, he talks about

fetishism in cinema, which in fact is a kind of anti-suture wherein the spectators come to surface
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of immersion and admire the cinematic technique itself (whether it be a stunning visual effect or
a beautiful tracking shot or even the settings in a shot). Although fetishism does not contribute
directly to immersion in film, but it can be a very important factor in attracting the spectators to
cinema theatres.

Summary

Suture refers to a process in which viewers stitch together the film through images and
narrative which results in taking the position of subjects in the film and we experience the film-
world as a world of its own and we respond to it by making meaning and identifying with the
movie. A successful suture does not necessarily mean identification with the characters, although
character identification is one of the most common types of suture. Sometimes, we don’t identify
with characters and instead we take the role of an observer who identifies with the narrative of
the film or the story-action. However, the more predominant role is that of the film apparatus or
camera-eye, through which we identify with characters or narrative or even the camera gaze
itself. A successful suture happens when we forget the film apparatus and the gaps between
different shots and images.

Suture theory tries to explain how the movie works on viewers’ unconscious psyche so
that we enter into the conventional world of the film and engage with the narrative the film
creates for us. Throughout this process we largely ignore the codes, apparatuses, techniques and
conventions that create this world; we suture with the movie on its own terms. The main focus of
suture theory is to explain the invisibility and inaudibility of film techniques and conventions as
we forget ourselves temporarily and immerse into the film world. In other words, through suture
we lose ourselves in the film and become one with it. These processes, as said above, operate

through “imaginary suture” (identification with characters), “symbolic suture” (identification
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with the narrative) and “apparatus suture” (identification with camera eye). Finally, there are
other scholars who argue that suture is an embodied experience and is not limited to visual

experience.

Chapter 3: Methodology and Method
Purpose of the Study
This study explores the subjectivity of video gamers and seeks to develop a general
subjectivity theory for video games. Such a theory shall aid researchers in their comprehension
of immersion as it pertains to video games, which, in turn, will shed a new light upon the
positive and negative effects of video gaming. This theory can also be employed by game
developers—that is, to put their experiential knowledge into a theoretical format in order to
increase the potential positive effects of video gaming. Finally, this study aims to fill a gap in the
literature relevant to subjectivity in digital media and video games.
By using a thematic analysis aligned with theoretical argument, the researcher was able to
examine data gathered from semi-structured interviews with gamers who spent on average more
than 4 hours a day engaging with video games. The purpose of this study was to identify any

themes that emerged from the data in order to develop a subjectivity theory for video games.

Research Design

The main purpose of qualitative research is to gain insight into a concept phenomenon. In
this type of research, the researcher tries to find the answer for how and why a certain
phenomenon may occur and is not very interested to quantify the phenomenon. Creswell (2007)

argues that qualitative research is a process of gaining insight into a methodological practice of
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investigation that studies a social phenomenon. For this type of research, the researcher creates a
complicated and thorough image by analyzing the words as well as the views of participants.
Qualitative research is usually used to better understand a complex situation (Leedy & Ormrod,
2010). This method allows the researcher to comprehend a participants' feelings, words, and
behaviours in a detailed manner, which leads to a complete and holistic understanding of an issue
(Hoepfl, 1997). What is more, qualitative research employs naturalistic methods to study issues
that are very contextual. Therefore, the researcher becomes familiar with the phenomenon under
investigation and, in essence, tries to capture the participants' experience within its specific
context (Patton, 2002). To get the best results, researchers conducting qualitative research will
usually immerse themselves in the issue they are studying, which involves making themselves as
familiar as possible with their subject and its matter(s)—that is, in order to have a sounder
apprehension during their interaction(s) and interview(s) with the participants. Aside from
interviews, textual or image data as well as observation are amongst the tools for qualitative
research (Creswell, 2007). Researchers usually practice inductive reasoning in their search for
themes and categories, and they present their findings using quotes, personal voice, narratives,
and literary styles. Usually, the researchers use participants’ own language to report results
(Leedy & Ormrod, 2010). Essentially, qualitative research emphasizes the participants'
experience and endeavours to bracket the researchers' perspective (Hoepfl, 1997).

In this study, I use qualitative methods to understand the subjective experience of video
gaming as it relates to my participants’ experience—hence, the methodology involves the
examination of the gamers' subjective experience of gaming. Qualitative methodology is a proper
fit for this study because, as Rossman and Rallis (1998, p. 29) note, “there are few truths that

constitute universal knowledge; rather, there are multiple perspectives about the world.” By
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exploring the subjective experience of the gamers, it is possible to obtain "multiple perspectives”
that further one's understanding of the gaming experience. Because each individual ascribes
certain characteristics and attributes to any given experience, this study aims to gain an
understanding of such variations in relation to the perception of the gaming experience. Merriam
(1998, p. 1) notes that qualitative research offers “the greatest promise of making significant
contributions to the knowledge base and practice of education” because it is “focused on
discovery, insight, and understanding from the perspective of those being studied.”

Thematic analysis is a tool for analyzing texts, and it involves looking beyond mere
descriptions in order to find common themes in the data. My primary focus is to develop a theory
of subjectivity for video games. To achieve this goal, | use empirical data to identify emerging
themes in gamers' experiences, and then, using suture theory as a template, | develop a new
theory by using the empirical data as a guideline for my theoretical speculation. Given that my
main interest is finding the differences between the experience of playing video games and
watching movies, | use the case examples in my interviews to map out the differences and
similarities between playing video games and watching a movie. In other words, | use the data
from the interviews to enrich the theoretical framework and build a theory of subjectivity based
on cinema-based suture theory. To find the common themes in participants’ experiences, | use
thematic analysis to to ‘identify, analyse and report patterns evident within the data’ (Braun &
Clarke, 2006, p. 79). Specifically, an inductive (or data-driven) thematic analysis was conducted,
in which codes and subsequent themes were directly derived from the raw data itself (Boyatzis,
1998).

The researcher’s role is to generate a template or a structure for the phenomenon—as

experienced by the participants—and this can be achieved by analyzing the structure of the
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phenomenon. By using thematic analysis, | strive to comprehend the gaming experience as it is
consciously experienced by my participants, and, to do so, | generate a structure for their

experience that shall allow me to develop a theory based on their views of this phenomenon.

Research Questions
This research addresses the following questions:
1. How is the gaming experience different from watching a film?

2. How do gamers perceive their subjective experience whilst playing games?

Design

A variety of sampling procedures are available for qualitative research. In order to
directly address the research questions, this study samples individuals who, potentially, have rich
information—specifically, for criterion sampling. Criterion sampling involves reviewing and
studying “cases that meet some predetermined criterion of importance” (Patton, 2002, p. 238).
The criterion for this study is, specifically, gamers who play for more than 4 hours a day (on
average), and had been doing so for, at least, six months prior to the study period. Wittek et al.
(2015) report that about 3-4% of gamers play more than 4 hours a day. Further, about 94% of
said gamers are reported to be male with an ethnicity breakdown of Caucasian (69%), Asian
(13%), and other (18%). To have a comprehensive study, | include five various genres from
popular video game genres.

The participants ranged from 20 to 39 years of age, and they were from a diverse
population of ethnicities. A 25-year-old woman from Toronto, a 20-year-old from Dortmund, a
39-year-old from Warsaw, a 27-year-old from Chicago and a 32-year-old from Tehran. Creswell

(2007) suggests that a qualitative study should have three to 10 participants—the sample size of
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this study is five participants. As a result, | was able to gain an in-depth understanding of the
phenomenon in question, which was five experienced gamers and their subjective experience
whilst playing video games. Lincoln and Guba (1985) state that redundancy is the primary
criterion for a sample size. For my research, five participants provided an appropriate sample
size in which redundancy was achieved, and with no new information in the data.

Potential participants were contacted on gaming forums and via gaming clubs—that is, if
they met the criteria of the study. Recruiting players was based upon active online forums, which
are used by millions of interacting players. During this time, participants were provided with a
brief description of the study, and all recruitment was performed online. After participants had
met the checklist of requirements, they signed a written informed consent assuring that the study
was voluntary, that confidentiality was provided, and that termination of the interviews was
permitted at any time. Participants were given pseudonyms to protect their identity and maintain
confidentiality. Participants also received a $20 gift card as incentive, and the interviews took

place via Skype.

Instrumentation

In qualitative thematic analysis, the main instrument is the researcher—after all, they
conduct all the interviews. The strategy of inquiry employed in this study is qualitative
interviewing. Qualitative interviewing is often seen as being flexible because the interviewer
adjusts and responds to the interviewee. Essentially, there is a great interest in the respondent’s
point of view, detailed and rich answers are desired, the interviewer is permitted to depart from
any schedule that is being used, new questions may arise due to a respondent’s replies, and the

order of questions may be revised (Rossman & Rallis, 1998).
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There are different approaches to qualitative interviewing, namely: structured,
unstructured, and semi-structured. During an unstructured interview, the researcher might start
the conversation with a question, and then actively listen to the respondent, who freely speaks.
