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Literary-style Science Fiction Roleplaying



Why do we play?



Why do we play?
Let’s ask this guy. 
He looks like he knows his 
business.

Jean Piaget 
Swiss philosopher & 

psychologist



Piaget’s Schemata

Children: 
Play to experiment 
From their experience, they develop schemata 
(sing. schema): little sets of instructions about how to 
interact with the world. 
Adults do this too. It’s what we do when we learn 
the rules to a new game!



Recognizing Play

agents: Cybernetic (i.e. self-regulating, self-
modifying systems that change behavior based on 
circumstances) 

voluntarily: Consent is sexy! 

intrinsically motivating: The feedback to the agent 
is from the activity itself, not from a promised reward.

Agents engage voluntarily in 
intrinsically motivating activities.  



Not 
playing.

Playing!



Not 
playing.

Playing!

agent 
voluntary 
intrinsically motivating

agent 
voluntary 
intrinsically motivating



Games

When you structure play, 
you’re playing a game!





To make a game, we:
Agree to want something!

We must first agree that the object of 
the game is worth caring about. 

If an agent doesn’t care about achieving the object, 
it's a violation of the contract between players.



To make a game, we:
Agree to constrain behaviors
The actions we agree to are defined by (and 

perhaps in contrast to) the values that we, as 
players, have as a society of people.  

At the minimum, we agree  
not to seek each other’s death.



Systems that Fail

School 
Agency Students are treated as a problem to solve. 

Voluntarily School is compulsory. 
Intrinsically motivating Grades are extrinsic rewards. 

Gamification 
Agency Users are treated as a resource. 

Voluntarily OK, fine. You can tell because the players leave. 
Intrinsically motivating Gamified systems offer extrinsic 

rewards like coupons or achievements that have no bearing to 
the performance of the activity.

Agents engage voluntarily in intrinsically motivating activities.  



The object of basketball isn't really to 
gain the most points for your team.  

The object is 
to play the best game of basketball.  
The score tells you who did that. 

—Epidiah Ravachol



Games are Made of People



Games are a Cultural Form.



Senet



Wolfenstein 3D



Wolfenstein 3D



Wolfenstein 3D



Wolfenstein 3D



Altering the Assumptions



Altering the Assumptions



Altering the Assumptions



•	Huge Success.



The Influence of Institutions on 
Game Design

Japanese Karuta from the 15th 
century, drawing on Portuguese card 
(carta) designs and used for gambling



Karuta evolved constantly

Cards became more abstract in order to dodge the Bakufu.



The Hanafuda of Fusajiro Yamauchi



His company exists to this day.

maybe you’ve heard of it.





The Forces Within a Game
The need to play 

The expectations of the society  
that the players live in 

The implementation of those expectations 
in the interactions of players



Questions?


