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Unplayable Games: Time and Digital Culture

In the fields of philosophy and media theory, a great
deal has been said about technology and time, partic-
ularly concerning the time of modernity and the time
of what is now being called ‘contemporaneity’. Mod-
ernity has been characterised by a critical discourse
on mechanisation, faster transport links and faster
electronic communication networks that give daily life
a new rhythm. What’s more, since the middle of last
century, the arrival of extremely fast computing power
has given rise to what Wolfgang Ernst calls ‘mi-
cro-temporalities’, the undetectable but hugely signi-
ficant and extremely fast operational processes on
which modern computer culture is based." We have
also been told that the time of the digital has given
rise to a 24/7, always-on culture,? where markets and
time in general are accelerating in ways not before
seen.® The speed with which humans can send mes-
sages around the globe, receive news and buy and
sell commodities has reached break-neck speeds.
This is supposedly mirrored in the shorter attention
spans of our children and the capacities they have
developed for carrying out multiple tasks at once.

Another perspective on all of this is that experi-
ences of time have fractured into multiple temporali-
ties, rather than accelerating as an almighty and ho-
mogenous push towards the future. The time of the
digital given to us by people engaged in this style of
thinking, including myself, could be described as
‘multi-temporal’. Sarah Sharma, for example, has
explored the multiple times produced in contempora-
ry society by digital capitalism.* Terry Smith, Peter
Osborne and Boris Groys — focussed more on questi-
ons of the contemporary condition than the digital per
se — have explored the multiple histories that make up
the global present.® Before them, Michel Serres explo-
red the way multiple times are implicated in the de-
sign of our newest technologies, which use the most-
up-to-date developments in engineering but are also

based on our most archaic practices and cultural rou-
tines.® That time is speeding up for some people is
undeniably true. But it is also slowing down for others.
It seems to be leaving others behind, some occupy
multiple times at once, and still more are looking to-
wards older solutions and ways of living to try and es-
cape the pressures of digital, always-on, contempora-
ry life.

In all these cases, there is an overwhelming invitati-
on to perform, to act and to play, which takes place
within and sometimes in opposition to the structures
that produce the time of digital culture. But let’s ask,
what opportunities are there not to perform, not to
act, to resist taking on the identity as a player in the
time of the digital? Are there opportunities to try and
occupy other modes of temporality other than that
which is characteristic of acceleration and progress?
In this essay, I’'m going to look at some art games that
deal with the time of the present and that may offer
up, to those of us that are concerned with the con-
temporary issues of temporality, history and memory,
new ways to critique the relationship between media
technologies and time.

Too quick and too slow

Let’s start with two fairly short examples: One that is
too quick to play and one that is too slow: In Anna
Anthropy’s Queers in Love at the End of the World
(2013), a screen asks a player if they would like to be-
gin: A clock starts to count down from 10 seconds.
The game ostensibly allows the player to make
choices about the way that they would like to spend
the last moments on earth with their lover. “Kiss her”,
“hold her”, “take her”, “tell her”. The player clicks an
option. They read the next set of narrative text, then
make another choice. The clock is up, time has run
out. As the game tells us, “everything is wiped away”.
The game is over after only ten seconds, before the
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player has had a chance to start to play. The so-c-
alled-player is barely given the chance to develop an
identity as a player in the game.’

The notions of ‘a player’ and of ‘control’ are also
obscured in Pippin Barr’s A Series of Gunshots
(2015), but in this case by giving the player too much
time instead of too little. The game opens on a static
monochrome scene of the exterior of a suburban hou-
se. When the player presses a key, a flash appears in
the window accompanied by the sound of a gunshot.
The game then fades to black and opens again onto
the next static scene: another monochrome exterior.
Again, the player presses a key and ‘triggers’ a guns-
hot, this time in an alley way. The shooter, the victim,
the before and after is never seen. The ‘player’ never
really becomes a player in the sense that they are ne-
ver allowed to explore the scene or to make more
than one choice in the scene (to trigger the gunshot).
The game slowly cycles through five set pieces, not
moving to the next until the player decides to press a
key. In A Series of Gunshots, a different temporality is
produced to Queer’s in Love, one in which reflection
is prioritised, largely produced through slowly cycling
static scenes. In contrast, Queers in Love is premised
on quick reactions and time-pressured decisions. But
in both games, the experience of play is produced by
the struggle to interact within the time of the game.
Interaction is limited to pressing a key in A Series of
Gunshots. It is in the waiting, not in the play. Likewise,
Queers in Love emphasises struggling and, ultimately,
the acts of not playing — the frustration of never ha-
ving enough time, never knowing anything other than
10 seconds of play. The ‘game’ paradoxically seems
to occupy the times at which the player is not playing.

These games highlight the production of temporali-
ty by the gaming system; a temporality that is compo-
sed of a time of ‘doing’, as we read text, select
choices and press buttons, but also a time of frustrati-
on that things happen without ‘us’, as the computer
goes through its routines and produces an outcome
based on its internal clock. This suggests that the in-
dividual that we often refer to as the ‘player’ or the
‘user’ is only ever able to exist in relation to those
technological objects that they interact with. By doing

this, games tend to forefront a relationship that we
might describe using the term technics, a term given
to us by the philosopher of technology Bernhard
Stiegler and his modulation of the paleoanthropologist
André Leroi-Gourhan. Stiegler writes,

“[t]here is today a conjunction between the questions
of technics and the questions of time, one made evi-
dent by the speed of technical evolution, by the ruptu-
res in temporalization (event-ization) that this evolution
provokes, and by the processes of deterritorialization
accompanying it. It is a conjunction that calls for a
new consideration of technicity”.®

What Stiegler means here is that technology evol-
ves just like human functions once did. However, this
technical evolution is much faster than biological evo-
lution and causes ruptures in the way humans once
lived. For Stiegler, more and more, humans now live
in the time of technological evolution, rather than the
time of natural, biological evolution. This is a conjunc-
tion that, in other words, expresses that to be human
is to be with technology. To understand the human,
one must also understand technology, especially the
temporality that it composes. This is also the conclu-
sion that Serres reaches, both basing their observati-
on on a reading of Leroi-Gourhan, who first showed
how technologies form the niche in which humans live
and grow. For Leroi-Gourhan, any understanding of
the human has to be mediated through an understan-
ding of technology, precisely because this technology
forms part of the environment through which homini-
sation takes place. Not only this, but for Le-
roi-Gourhan, technology is always an externalisation
of the function of the human body, so much so that
he is able to think of technological developments as
biological ones, too. He writes:

“[GJenerally regarded as historical phenomena of
technical significance, the invention of the four-whee-
led carriage, the plough, the windmill, the sailing ship,
must also be viewed as biological ones — as mutations
of that external organism which, in the human, substi-
tutes itself for the physiological body”.°
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The human lives and changes within the environ-
ment created by tools, which act as external substitu-
tes for parts of the body. This observation leads
Stiegler to say that “as a ‘process of exteriorization’,
technics is the pursuit of life by means other than
life”."® The hammer is an exteriorization of the function
of the fist, the knife is an exteriorization of the teeth,
writing is an exteriorization of memory. These techni-
cal objects then enter into the time of evolution and
develop in place of the human body. Hammering be-
comes mechanised and more powerful, the knife
sharper and more precise, external memory develops
into computers and the internet. These technologies
then, after dislocating from the body and its functions,
then return to the human as external parts of their
body. Games, and simulations in general, ratchet this
up. Many games quite obviously externalise the body,
placing the user in new contexts, new environments,
with new abilities and the capacity to make new
choices. Games like Queers in Love and A Series of
Gun Shots explore how these simulations return to
the body, how the computer and the interface, rather
than the user, compose the time of digitally mediated
play. In this, both could be seen to express the con-
juncture between technology and what it feels like to
live amongst these machines, moving both too fast
and too slowly

Stiegler calls this conjuncture the “event-ization of
technics”. In identifying this, he reconfigures the usual
distinctions in Western philosophy between the empi-
rical and the technical, arguing that there is an irre-
pressible presence of technology in all human experi-
ence and, following this, he indicates the way that our
relationship with technology is always temporalising;
technics always produces the time in which this relati-
onship plays out. Stiegler’s thought makes possible a
philosophical engagement with digital culture that can
both describe the conditions produced by levels of
technicity but also prompt us to start to think through
alternatives. Specifically, Stiegler may offer us a way
to discuss the levels at which both users and desi-
gners are engaged with the temporal structures of
electronic technologies. For Stiegler, we can’t think of
the human without thinking of the technical network
of which they are a part and which organises or arran-

ges them. In this sense, the human individual is a
being that is organised by and expressed through
their relationship within the technical world. The ope-
ration of machines, the ticking of clocks, the measure-
ment and surveillance of imaging technologies, the
very fast processes of computers, the playing of
games with computers, give rhythm to what it is to be
human at this stage in the 21st century. It is not that
the human is necessarily determined by these techni-
cal processes, but that they cannot be thought of at
all without also thinking of their place within this en-
semble of technical devices. The question then needs
to be asked, what are the possibilities to find novel re-
lations with technology, to find new conditions for
possibility.

Writing about time and technicity

Whenever anyone takes the trouble to write about
time and temporality, it is always difficult to avoid
general statements: Citizens of a particular place at a
particular moment may experience time in this way or
that, as linked to work or to rest, or to their body’s
cycles, to ageing, to boredom, to personal memories
and so on. But, as Stiegler shows us, this always
already takes place within a larger condition of tech-
nics, where temporality is produced by the technical
systems that make human life both possible and
knowable. For Stiegler then, the relation of being and
time is always a technological relation precisely be-
cause it always takes place within the originary hori-
zon of technics." Stiegler’s work in the philosophy of
technology reverberates with the foundational work of
media studies: Innis, McLuhan and Kittler, all made it
possible to speak of the enframing of time by media
systems of both storage and transmission.'? That hu-
mans experience time in many different ways depend-
ing on their identity and their place within the world is
undeniable. But what is also undeniable is that tech-
nical media systems produce a temporality to life that
enframes these experiences. In the contemporary,
technical world, thinkers interested in critiquing the
time of the present need go beyond phenomenology,
beyond descriptions of experience. This experience,
after all, cannot be described without also describing
the technical ensembles that give it expression. In-
stead, we need to understand experience in the terms


file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/

Timothy Barker

Unplayable Games: Time and Digital Culture

kunsttexte.de 2/2023 - 4

of an expression or localisation of media systems and
the temporality they produce. Following Stiegler,
these ensembles are always already grafted onto and
productive of experience and are implicated as an a
priori condition in the control of time, wholly real but
often invisible. A game is just this a priori condition,
which has rules and the conditions for possibility at its
interior. In what follows, | explore the way in which
games display an organisation of time through an ex-
pression of this interior.

Time and games

In most discussions of time in games, temporality is
thought of as a design problem. Usually, the problem
is both posed and addressed based on the relation-
ship between in-game events and the time experi-
enced by a player at the controls. This is what Markku
Eskelinen has previously described as “user time” and
“event time”."® Jespur Juul'™ and Michael Nitsche®
have also written about game time in a similar way. In
this paper, | want to do something different though:
As | hope is already clear, I’'m trying to use a descrip-
tion of some art games as ways to think about a gen-
eral philosophy of time with regard to contemporary
digital media, asking what they can show us about the
contemporary condition, about performing and the
possibility not to perform in the digital era. The task
when trying to use games and game temporality to
approach questions in contemporary media philo-
sophy is to explore the way the technology itself cre-
ates temporality, rather than mapping the relationship
between the game and other aspects of reality.
Miguel Sicart has written about time in a similar way,
thinking though the experience of games and every-
day life, including games that he uses to pass the
time, games that stay with him throughout the day
and games that play themselves while he’s off doing
other things.” In addition, in his book Game Time,
Christopher Hanson significantly expands this work to
begin charting the different temporalities in contem-
porary games.'” Hanson’s work goes further than the
diagrammatic accounts of time and instead begins to
engage with the creation of concepts that grapple
with time and the production of temporality in ways
beyond the gridding of experience. Instead of this,
Hanson adapts concepts such as presence, liveness,

arbitrariness, contingency, control and temporal thick-
ness to open up new ways to talk about games and
time. Of course, this also runs a similar risk to the dia-
gramming of time, with temporality being represented
as only that which is able to be articulated by the
concept. The way around this, however, is to use the
careful descriptions of the experience of the games to
further develop the concepts, rather than using the
theory itself as a pre-existent model for explanation.
As Hanson shows, to understand game time we need
to first grasp the way the design of game structures is
productive of temporalities. In what follows, | try to
extend Hanson’s work and to explore the temporality
of games within a general philosophy of technology.
In particular, what an analysis of game time from the
perspective of the philosophy of technology offers us
is a description of the way these games can highlight
the complex and multiple of the experience of time in
digital culture.

The examples that | explore in what follows show
how games and play might fold back on themselves,
expand, frustrate and fracture standard linear models
of time and progress. Secondly, these unplayable
games, or ‘anti-games’, give us ways to see the relati-
onship between time, technology and performance,
with a particular emphasis on programmability and
the control of time. Thirdly, and perhaps the main
point, these ‘anti-games’ may give us ways of descri-
bing alternatives to the standard definitions of perfor-
mance in digital culture and the accelerating time of
the digital.

Games offer players a chance to exist in a time that
is not what we usually think of as a time of life. Per-
haps this is one of the attractions of games and why
they are often thought of as an escape from the day-
to-day. Perhaps this is why games invite so many of
us to become transfixed for hours and hours on end.
As Juul has shown, games, after all, invite us to
perform within a temporality produced by technical
systems and rules. There are other games that invite a
different form of temporal engagement: These types
of games invite experimentation and exploration, rat-
her than an immersive flow of quick-fire back-and-
forth, move and counter-move. They invite us not to
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perform in the usual way demanded by cybernetic
systems, and, potentially, offer a way to think dif-
ferently about the demands of an accelerating pre-
sent. They might be thought amongst the current stra-
tegy of non-performance as an opposition to the con-
ditions of the present, marked by the techno-scientific
principles of rationality, measurement and calculation.
A Series of Gun Shots and Queers in Love at the End
of the World tap into such an oppositional trend in di-
gital culture. Another game that does this is David
Haines and Joyce Hinterding’s The Outlands (2011)
(fig. 1), an art game that offers players a chance to ex-
perience the time produced by software programmes
and the limits of the game's interaction design. This
game was developed before the term ‘walking simula-
tor’ swept through the gaming scene, around the time
of the release of genre-defining titles such as Dear
Esther (2012), The Stanley Parable (2011) and Gone
Home (2013). As a precursor, it displays a number of
the characteristics of wandering and exploration com-
mon to the walking simulator, but through the work’s
interface — two thin tree branches — it does so in ways
that draw attention to the difficulties associated with
navigating the game space.

As | held the control in The Outlands, there was
seemingly not much to do. When | played the game,
installed at the Art Gallery of NSW, | took over from a
player before me that had somehow gotten themsel-
ves stuck at what seemed to be the bottom of a cliff,
between two trees. After some careful manipulation of
the joysticks, | was free. This seems to be indicative
of the larger experiences of the game. It is based on
chance events, on a certain contingency of player and
game system, rather than any type of goal or end-
point. Within the context of not having much to do,
the player is asked to explore, to test the limits of
what can and cannot be done in the game. The art
game was built using the Unreal engine and, based
on the engine’s landscape system, offers players the
chance to navigate around an open world made up of
four levels, resembling the familiar types of environ-
ment encountered in a first-person shooter, but wi-
thout the violence or the stress and without the player
being directed through a linear story by tasks or ob-
jectives. All the weapons are removed. All human figu-

res are removed. What the player is left with is simply
the landscape and the portals between levels, naviga-
ted through using the interface of two twigs that take
the place of joysticks in the art gallery installation.

The Outlands takes the form of a game in order to
offer alternative experiences of play than that which
was available in the mainstream games of the 2000s.
Since then, the experience of free wandering in a
game space has become more popular in game de-
sign and the control of time has become more central
to the experience of digitally mediated play.”® As an
art game that experiments with the temporality of play
at a moment when this was starting to become a key
concern for many game designers, it, along with
Queers in Love and A Series of Gun Shots, is a good
example to illustrate the structuring of experience by
programmed digital systems and the temporality of

play.

The images of nature on the screen and the ‘twig
interface’ of The Outlands are ways that the
player/viewer is asked to connect with a deeper, more
reflective sense of time, similar to the one presented
in A Series of Gunshots. As play begins, it prompts a
sense of ‘being-in-the-present’; the player is asked to
navigate the digital landscape in the here and now.
But the experience of drifting through the landscape
combined with the texture of the controller, the feeling
of the sticks, fragile in your hand, is an artistic device
which suggests to the player that they are in touch
with much longer durations.” For example, in the in-
stallation, overly aggressive movements cause the
sticks to break: The fragile twigs require that the
player use slower, measured movements, preventing
anything faster, jolting or more aggressive. The instal-
lation is paradoxically about using digital gaming to
put players in contact with natural, slower rhythms.
Playing this art game, there is an opportunity to expe-
rience both what is usually considered ‘contemporary’
media - that is the up-to-date, and the digital — yet
also to encounter a different type of time, one that is
folded into the game and unfolded through the contin-
gencies of play, where the present involves ‘drifting’
through the expansive times and spaces of the game.
This is the type of experience signified by the term
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‘multi-temporality’ at the beginning of this paper, both

slow and fast, the old and new, at the same time.

Abb. 1: Still from David Haines and Joyce Hinterding, The Outlands,
2011

In this art game, the player, via what Rachel Wag-
ner calls the “ordering making activity” of games, is
asked to engage with a controlled sense of time. ° In
The Outlands, this is made overt and actually consti-
tutes one of the main features of the art game. The
Outlands not only allows users to interact over long
durations, exploring without direction or objectives,
but also, because of the fragile interface, the old twigs
that only allow slow and gentle movements, reminds
users that they are experiencing a controlled sense of
time. The experience of the contemporary provided
by Haines and Hinterding is one where the game is
used to put players in contact with new senses of
time, but only through the affordances provided by
the cybernetic system of the game. This game focus-
ses attention both on the present of interaction, on
the contingent, and the way media systems organise
this present as well as other exterior or intuitive per-
ceptions of historical or extended time.

Two other games that focus attention on the mun-
danity of time and its systematic organisation in
games are Robert Yang’s Stick Shift (2015) and Rinse
and Repeat (2018). In the driving simulator Stick Shift,
the player, rather than steering the car around the city
streets, begins a sexual relationship with his car. In
the game, the player sometimes brings the car to cli-
max, at which point the player waits with the car, par-
ked, until they are ready to go again. Yang has coded
the game so that 52% of the time the player reaches
this level of success. The rest of the time, the car is

arbitrarily pulled over by heavily armed police, who
detain your character for ten minutes, or even more if
you decide to blow them a kiss. Potentially, one could
get locked out of the game this way for hours.?' Simi-
larly, in Rinse and Repeat, the player needs to wait for
the game’s schedule. In a men’s locker room, the
player waits for the ‘hunk’ to finish his class. On sche-
dule he enters the showers and asks you to help him
wash his back, abs and buttocks, going further each
day. The game bases its schedule on the first time
that it is run and the first time the hunk enters the sho-
wers. After that, his gym class finishes slightly later
each day. The player can log in up to an hour before
the end of each gym session to wait in the showers.

Yang has said that the waiting in both games was
designed as a mechanic, where players need to learn
to wait and to make timely actions, mirroring the wait,
the foreplay and the eventual climax of sex. As well as
this, the waiting in these games seems in opposition
to the usual fast paced reaction of the blockbuster ac-
tion games that the game’s 3D graphics resemble.
Players of Rinse and Repeat and Stick Shift occupy a
different temporality than that of mainstream play. The
player is asked to inhabit a time that either gets targe-
ted by the police and then controlled by them, insis-
ting on a waiting time, or they have to occupy a tightly
scheduled routine, where satisfaction is always promi-
sed but never really completed (at the end of Rinse
and Repeat, the player is ultimately rejected and left
alone in the shower room). The time of waiting and
boredom played out in these games might be thought
of as a deviant time when compared to the time of li-
near progress and sociability, a time where, in the
case of Stick Shift, the player gets stopped and 48%
of the time, mirroring the report that “of the LGBT vio-
lence survivors who interacted with police, 48% re-
ported that they had police
misconduct”.?> What these games make apparent is

experienced

that the time of the present, the time that we might
call contemporary, is made up of multiple rhythms
and multiple temporalities, some slow, some fast,
some linear, some repeating, all organised by different
control mechanisms.
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Contemporaneity and games

In previous work over the last decade or so, I've tried
to address the question of how media technology is
implicated in what it means to be contemporary.® Or,
to put it another way, I've tried to give cultural theory
a way to describe contemporaneity and the time of
the present through an understanding of the technical
operations of media systems; occasionally, this has
included media art** and sometimes video games.?®
The question as I've posed it previously is what do we
see in these games that represent what it is to be
contemporary, to be in time, to have experiences or-
ganised by technical systems? The term ‘contempor-
aneity’ as | use it here and previously is designed to
capture an intense depth of temporal difference, de-
pending on one’s place within the technical ensemble
and its method of organising their time. As a replace-
ment for the conceptualisation of history found in dis-
cussions of Western modernity and post-modernity,
as mentioned towards the beginning of this paper, the
term ‘contemporaneity’ is now being used in cultural
theory, art theory and philosophy to discuss new
ideas about the multiple, and often conflicting times,
memories and histories of global, twenty-first century
culture.?® Modernity was described as marked by a
type of time that was one-dimensional, progressive
and oriented towards the production of a shared fu-
ture. Post-modernity, on the other hand, was con-
ceived as, among other things, the aftermath of this
type of time. The term ‘contemporaneity’ is a way of
getting beyond a one-dimensional model of time,
framed solely via the concept of progress and history,
as moments with clear boundaries, bracketed off from
one another. It instead encourages thinking about the
present as a conjuncture of other, multiple and some-
times conflicting versions of time.?’

Contemporaneity is not simply a way to conceptu-
alise the coming together of individuals in time, but,
as Peter Osborne argues, it represents a way to con-
ceive of the condition of global networks as a coming
together of times:

“we do not just live or exist together ‘in time’ with our
contemporaries — as if time itself is indifferent to this
existing together — but rather the present is increasin-

gly characterized by a coming together of different but
equally ‘present’ temporalities or ‘times’, a temporal
unity in disjunction, or a disjunctive unity of present
times”.%

Contemporary art — in which | would insist on inclu-
ding the contemporary media arts such as video
game design — differentiates itself from modern art in
that it expresses, engages with or otherwise reflects
these conditions of the present. Modern art was an art
for the future.

“Being modern means to live in a project, to practice
a work in progress. Because of this permanent move-
ment toward the future, modern art tends to overlook,
to forget the present, to reduce it to a permanently
self-effacing moment of transition from past to

future”.?®

The present for what we now call contemporary
art, which is its proper subject, is not one step in the
progression of modernity, promising a transition to a
better, shared future, but rather a location where mul-
ti-temporalities and multiple competing histories are
possible. In digitally mediated games, this not only
happens via the game as text, but it is also facilitated
by a technical a priori that privileges discrete states
and non-linearity. The computer, as Ernst has argued,
exists as a technical a priori for contemporary culture,
one which is based on recursions, loops and mi-
cro-temporalities that are beyond the human percep-
tion of time as a line.*® If we think this way, the pre-
sent is not simply a point on a line moving towards
the future but is instead a point that is thick with mul-
tiple, other, mechanically produced (non-human) tem-
poralities and rhythms — and this type of time is em-
bedded in the technical qualities of the way the game
works. “If modernity projects a present of permanent
transition, forever reaching beyond itself, the contem-
porary fixes or enfolds such transitoriness within the
duration of a conjuncture”.®' In The Outlands, for ex-
ample, this conjuncture is forefronted. It is the mo-
ment of the present that is filled with other durations
and other temporalities, the slowness of wandering,
the quick-fire reactions that have to be carefully tem-
pered so that they don’t cause the twigs to break, the


file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/
file:///D:/DATEN/Dokumente/Praxis-Jobs/current/2022-11-01SHK-KU/work/kunsttextelayout/bearbeitete/

Timothy Barker

Unplayable Games: Time and Digital Culture

kunsttexte.de 2/2023 - 8

processing time of software procedures and the to
and fro that locks the user into the time of the game.

To play a game, an individual needs to become a
player. To avoid being a spoilsport, the player then
needs to become a character. These actions, like in
the rites that Johan Huizinga once described, bring
about an order of things. But in the games that | have
looked at this is prevented in different ways - the
games are made unplayable either through quickness,
slowness, interface design or the games’ content,
which makes the idea of ‘playing’ seem impossible.
The experimental games discussed in this essay may
offer an alternative to the digital order of things. A cri-
tique of these games allows us to start to talk about
the differences and alternatives to time that digital
systems can produce, over and above the speeding
up of the time of capital and the reduction of the
world to a global ‘now’. In this way, we might start
learning to speak of the time of the digital as offering
new opportunities, moments of stillness, reflection
and unplayability, rather than locking us into a system
of faster than lightening symbolic exchange. The con-
cept of contemporaneity should start to include these
accounts of time, in addition to those that grapple
with acceleration and 24/7 global society.

We could say that the cultural techniques that defi-
ne “being contemporary” involve the fixing of an in-
tense focus on the present, rather than a past or fu-
ture. As Groys writes,

“being contemporary can be understood as being im-
mediately present, as being here-and-now. In this
sense, art seems to be truly contemporary if it is per-
ceived as being authentic, as being able to capture
and express the presence of the present in a way that
is radically uncorrupted by past traditions or strategies

aiming at success in the future”.*

For Groys, the time of the present is manifest in the
seemingly extended delay or usurpation of progress,
in the hesitations and blockages that are produced by
conflicting individualised times and that stop the tran-
sition to a shared future. The speed of Queers in Love,
the expanse of The Outlands, the moments of con-

templative inactivity in A Series of Gunshots, those
things that interrupt play, acts as just this blockage,
which interrupts and organises the flow of experience.
The games are a blockage that manifests the present,
that postpone a transition to a future, in that they are
machines that introduce multiple, possible, time-ba-
sed scenarios. These simulations of events are not
open to manipulation, they do not invite participation,
but instead produce temporality on their own terms,
without the human player needing to perform. And
this is why we need to study them.
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Abbildungen
Abb. 1: Still from David Haines and Joyce Hinterding, The
Outlands, 2011

Zusammenfassung

Contemporary digital culture seems to be character-
ised by an overwhelming invitation to perform, to act
and to play. The time of the digital is often thought to
produce a 24/7 world, always on, marked by quicker
than lightning exchanges, always connected, always
communicating. In this paper, | wish to probe more
deeply into the time of digital culture and the larger
questions of contemporaneity, by looking at a number
of art games that seem to provide an alternative to
mainstream digital culture. These games - special
types of cultural objects that | refer to as ‘anti-games’
— resist interaction, provide obstacles to play and
block the usual experiences attributed to more tradi-
tional video games. Using these games as starting
points, in the paper | ask: what opportunities are there
not to perform, not to act, to resist taking on the iden-
tity as a player in the time of the digital? And are there
opportunities to try and occupy modes of temporality
other than that which is characteristic of acceleration
and progress? In short, using recent anti-games, | be-
gin to explore the contemporary issues of temporality,
history and memory, and start to offer new ways to
critique the relationship between media technologies
and time.
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